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      This book is composed of the first three volumes of Lilith’s Shadow: Born a Queen, Down with the Queen, and Queen’s Move. This is a series that’s near and dear to my heart, and also something of a surprise to me as well.

      See, back in 2016 I decided to write a superhero story for myself. It was set in a universe that I’d roughly sketched out for a game with a friend online, which didn’t get terribly far before it petered out. I wasn’t really conscious of self-publishing at the time, and I never expected to be a published author.

      So I wrote the story for myself, with numerous warts, flaws, and content I think is unpublishable. And let’s not forget that I didn’t even separate it into chapters! Everything was split into scene breaks, and that was it. The story in question was the first draft of Born a Queen, with around 70,000 words. I’m not going to get into the manifold flaws to the story, since it wasn’t intended for publication to begin with.

      Then I wrote and published Ancient Ruins, which took off like a homesick meteor, surpassing my wildest expectations. By the time I was most of the way done with Spells of Old, I was trying to figure out what I’d do next, because I intended Ancient Dreams to be done with the end of Halls of Power from the beginning. Common wisdom I know now is that you’re not supposed to change genres, but I had no idea at the time.

      Given everything, I decided to brush off Born a Queen and read through it. I decided that I could edit it to be a decent story, and went ahead and did so. It was… rough. I added around 20,000 words to its length, and revised almost every single paragraph of text, plus adding additional information, changing personalities to be consistent, and more. I never expected it to be my longest series to date.

      Yet here we are. Lilith is one of my more beloved characters, and she’s near and dear to my heart.

      I hope you enjoy her story.

      ~Benjamin Medrano
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            World Origins

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a commonly held belief that the emergence of superpowers was the fault of the SS in 1943. Many scholars are skeptical of these claims, but even they admit that it was the actions of the SS that led to superpowers coming into the open. Whatever the case, that year the SS made the mistake of sacrificing the life of a young woman in Poenari Castle, believing it would call demons to their aid, thus turning the tide of the war in their favor.

      Instead their actions woke Vlad Dracul. Contrary to popular legends, Vlad was not a vampire but instead a dragon, and the actions of the Nazi scientists enraged him. He raised the young woman from the dead and destroyed the interlopers, declaring Transylvania his domain. The offending army could do little against him, and when anti-aircraft batteries, tanks, and bombs proved ineffective, Germany ceded the battle. Yet even though Dracula’s appearance rocked the world, his was merely the first of many powerful individuals.

      Months later, the first man the world called Pyroclasm took the field on the side of Germany, incinerating those who opposed him. Only through great sacrifices was he defeated, including that of a handful of people who showed superhuman abilities before their deaths.

      Over the following decades, every nation had men and women with superpowers emerge, though they were few and far between. Some of these were heroes, while others became villains. Those that inherited the name of Pyroclasm attempted to keep the last remnants of the SS alive, and have persisted even into modern days. However, the rarity of these powers came to an end on January 1st of the year 2000.

      As the year of 1999 came to a close, Stonehenge exploded with power that no one had ever imagined, rocking the countryside and the world itself as the stars shifted and warped until the very heavens were rent asunder. Power flooded the world, and with the dawn came the first changes in a slow ripple across the planet. Atlantis rose from beneath the ocean’s surface and mermaids swam once more, while the top of Mount Olympus disappeared into the clouds. A handful of people took on new and fantastic forms, and ancient gateways to realms of myth and legend opened once more. To humanity’s shock, they learned that for millennia Earth had been sealed away in a pocket universe where magic and superpowers were all but impossible to use, but that night, the seal had been broken.

      Thirty years has passed since then, and the number of superhumans has skyrocketed. Seemingly every form of superpower imaginable has manifested somewhere, and not all of them for the good. One of the most notable incidents in the United States was in 2003, when Congress was discussing regulation of superpowers and two villains attacked. General Mayhem and Major Disaster, both leaders of Destruction Corps, destroyed half the city and killed a large portion of the ruling parties of the country. Only the arrival of Destiny and Frostfire, two of the most powerful heroes in the world, saved the remainder of the city. Even so, Destiny was slain in the conflict. Fortunately, the heroine appears to be immortal, having emerged once more in 2025.

      The second major incident was in 2008, when a man now dubbed Megadeath attacked Salt Lake City. His sole power was to detonate on a near-nuclear scale a single time, which he used to wipe out the leadership of his former religion during one of their major conferences. The vast majority of the city was destroyed, and in the aftermath it was rebuilt as Paragon City. One of the few cities built from the ground up with the aid of superhuman inventors and scientists, Paragon City is the hub of superhero activity in the western United States.

      Things have changed immensely since the Advent, as the emergence of Earth into the wider universe is called. Few aliens have come calling so far, but humanity has proven to be just as prone to discord as ever, and while there have been many advancements in technology, many villains have arisen as well. It’s a new world, with limitless horizons and immense dangers.

      This is the world of Stars & Shadows.
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        Monday, January 7th, 2030

        Shadowmind Arctic Lair Delta-Seven, Arctic Ocean

      

      

      The shriek of twisting metal echoed through the facility savagely, prompting yet another siren to wail its warning throughout the structure. Amber winced at the harsh sound, glancing up at the intercom with a glare, hitting a key harder than she should have. As the siren cut off in a mournful, dying wail, the villain muttered under her breath angrily. “Damn it, I know! Crimson Bull my ass, he should be named ‘Bull in the China Shop!’ I just wish the idiot was stupid enough to show up without Warden. That would make this easier. Instead… well, shit.”

      The core of her undersea base was the chamber she was in, a hexagonal room about fifty feet across, with only a single, heavily reinforced hatch for an entrance. Opposite the hatch was a gaping alcove where an elaborate array of equipment dangled uselessly from where it’d been rapidly detached from the growth capsule she’d been monitoring. Amber wished that she’d thought to have a spare capsule on hand to put into its place, to fix the obvious absence. Unfortunately it was far too late for that, and Amber looked around the room again for something that she might be able to use against the heroes.

      To Amber’s right was a large set of workbenches and her favorite workstation, complete with six high-resolution holographic projectors that were currently dark. A tiny part of the villain glowered at the old coffee mug sitting next to the keyboard, annoyed that she hadn’t dealt with it before this. Far more frustrating was that this was the single most devastating invasion of her career, and both she and her base were in shambles.

      Four and a half suits of power armor were scattered across the benches to her left, most of the armor plating shattered and broken, and the inner workings scattered among her tools were largely broken and dismantled. If she’d had even another day, Amber might’ve been able to cobble together a single proper suit from the remnants of the others. As it was, none of the components were in any shape to be assembled into anything useful at this point. What she’d give for even one of the power generators being functional at the moment!

      The center of the room was dominated by the teleportation platform. There was a pylon both above and below the platform, which could be accessed by a gentle ramp, and remnants of electricity arced across the surface of the pylons from their recent use. Amber was working at the control panel next to the ramp, and she sat back in frustration as she realized the only option she had was to commit suicide, and that was a step too far, even now.

      A soft tone sounded and the computer began speaking in a silky, sexy voice that made Amber cringe under the circumstances. “Power reserves at 10%, teleportation matrix is offline. Primary, secondary, and tertiary power plants disconnected. Capacitor banks One, Two, Four, Five, and Six have sustained critical damage. Hull integrity failing, critical damage sustained by structural supports. Immediate evacuation is recommended, Mistress.”

      Amber glared up at the ceiling in disgust, annoyed with the AI. She’d once thought the lovely voice would make her happier, but at the moment all it did was make a bad situation worse.

      “If I could escape, I would’ve already done so, Circe. The problem is that they took out the escape pods and submersibles first,” Amber murmured, finally sitting back in her wheelchair and running her fingers through her hair, her mind racing through ideas. Despite her many close escapes, a daring, brilliant way out of this one was failing to occur to her, and her lips pressed together tightly as nothing came to mind. Finally she realized the truth, though, and she sighed, pressing a button and speaking clearly. “Circe, Protocol Delta. Confirmation code seven-four-nine-alpha-nine.”

      “Protocol Delta confirmed, initiating data wipe. Good luck, Mistress,” the computer replied in a soft voice, shutting down with an oddly final tone. Smiling sadly, Amber patted the console and shook her head.

      There were so many plans she’d had brewing, but obviously they weren’t going to happen now. The heroes were going to see to that. But the least she could do was make things more difficult for them. Turning her powers on herself, Amber began removing as much of the information they might want from her mind as possible while she waited for the ‘heroes’ to get to her room.

      The echo of twisting, tearing metal came with depressing regularity, approaching slowly as the heroes progressed through her undersea base. Amber couldn’t understand what the so-called hero was thinking, smashing through the bulkheads the way he was. They were at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean, and while her base had been built to handle the immense pressure with a large safety margin, it didn’t help when a super-powered imbecile was ripping through vital structural supports. The ominous creaking sounds warned her of the eventual collapse of the structure, removing the need for Circe’s earlier warning. Disheartened, Amber imagined that the lair wasn’t going to last more than another hour or two.

      “I suppose this is actually the end of the line for me, unless someone breaks me out of jail. Well, at least I can go out with some dignity. No, with some pride. I’m too sharp-tongued for dignity,” Amber murmured with a smirk, shaking her head in amusement. She hoped that the capsule had arrived safely at its destination, but with the base breached, all communications with her other lairs had been cut off, removing the usual confirmation signals. A moment later, she sighed. “It’s just as well I don’t want to die. The self-destruct system might be satisfying, but given the typical luck heroes seem to have, it’d be pointless anyway.”

      With a shriek, a hatch in the next room was kicked clean off its hinges, clanging harshly against the opposite wall. The heavy, echoing footsteps that followed were ominous in their own right, and Amber sighed again, calmly pulling out a pair of noise-canceling headphones and slipping them over her ears. An instant later, the steel hatch she was watching dented inward in the shape of a man’s fist. A follow-up punch tore straight through the metal, revealing the crimson glove of the attacker, which withdrew enough that the hero could get both hands into the gap. It took a moment for Crimson Bull to get a solid grip, and he slowly ripped the hatch into two separate pieces. Watching it happen, Amber silently thanked the designer of her headphones for their excellent work.

      Amber removed her headphones calmly as she looked at the imposing man now standing in the entrance. Crimson Bull wore a form-fitting crimson suit with yellow trim, his full helmet bearing elaborate bull’s horns while a yellow cape flared dramatically behind him. The hero was built like a Greek god, and many women would have swooned at the mere sight of him, though Amber certainly wasn’t one of those. He paused where he was standing, obviously startled despite the yellow lenses that concealed his eyes. There really wasn’t any question of what he was looking at.

      The villain knew that she wasn’t much to look at, but that wasn’t why he was staring. She was pretty enough, in a modest sort of way, with piercing blue eyes, golden blonde hair to the middle of her back, and a painfully thin figure. What made people stare when they thought she wasn’t looking was the motorized wheelchair she was in. Only a well-designed brace allowed her to sit up straight, and that had to be a shock for the hero in the doorway.

      “Let me guess, Mister Bullshit, you decided you needed an update so you left your brain back at headquarters? Or perhaps you decided you actually needed a mind, and have one on layaway that you’ve been trying to purchase? I can’t think of any other reason for you to ignore the emergency override panels that would’ve opened the doors. Instead you ripped through bulkheads and hatches the entire way here.” Amber’s tone was fit to strip the paint from the walls as she lectured the hero. “Of course, all of that was after you destroyed enough structural supports to guarantee the place would implode. Good job, hero, let’s hear the applause! Oh wait… there isn’t going to be any.”

      “What the hell? Who’re you supposed to be, some kind of body double?” Crimson Bull rumbled in a deep voice, stepping into the room and booting a piece of the hatch aside. “She can walk, which makes it kind of stupid to try posing as Shadowmind. Sure, you’ve got her attitude down, but that’s about it.”

      “Dear gods, I thought you were dumb enough before this. Thanks for showing that I was overly generous in my estimate,” Amber retorted, shaking her head in disbelief. She could hardly believe the idiot had caught her. She hoped that he’d simply been the closest person when someone had managed to pinpoint her base, because the only other way he’d have found it would be via blind luck.

      Almost as if trying to prove her point, Crimson Bull frowned in irritation and put a fist in his palm, cracking his knuckles threateningly as he spoke. “Shut it. I’m in a bad mood already, so tell me where your boss is.”

      “Calm down, Crimson. She’s probably not Shadowmind, but it’ll be easy enough to find out.” Warden’s soft, serene voice echoed through the room, and a moment later she floated into the room two feet off the ground, handily avoiding the shrapnel the other hero had littered all over the floor. The heroine continued, looking at Amber carefully. “It’s also possible that she was injured in one of her attacks and put into a wheelchair for a time.”

      Warden had a beautiful, curvaceous figure, one that Amber would have been quite happy to possess herself, and wore a white bodysuit that covered everything but her face, with only a tracery of golden lines across the surface to add contrast. A golden, wing-like mask covered Warden’s face, though her mouth and blue eyes were exposed. The woman had been one of the many heroes that Amber had gotten a sample of—a sample that had been much more difficult to manage than the vast majority of heroes, though she’d eventually succeeded.

      “Who are you?” Warden’s question almost surprised Amber, and as the villain laughed sharply, the heroine frowned and spoke more firmly, this time with power in her words. “Again, who are you?”

      The heroine’s magic was trying to compel Amber to speak the truth, but the villain shrugged it off with a laugh, flicking her hand and launching a violet mental bolt right back at the heroine. The barb painfully bounced off Warden’s shields, but Amber ignored the discomfort as she grinned. “I thought it was obvious. I’m the person you’ve been after this entire time, Shadowmind herself. Pardon me for the cold reception, but I’m afraid you caught me at a bad time. I’ve had a bad month, and wasn’t ready for your little visit. If you’d given me a few days that would’ve changed, but there’s no use crying over spilt milk.”

      “I… must admit to some shock. Your powers match those I anticipated, but you feel awfully weak compared to our prior encounters. Did Dawning Bolt actually manage to hurt you? Last I’d heard, he just thought he’d mangled your armor,” Warden said, floating a few feet closer, then hesitating and looking at her companion. “Crimson, would you step closer to keep her from doing anything? I don’t trust her not to try anything untoward.”

      “That’s easy enough to deal with!” Crimson Bull replied savagely, and before either woman could react, he stepped forward and ripped a wheel off Amber’s chair with enough force to send it spinning across the floor to slam into a workbench near her broken armor. The painful jolt nearly threw the villain from her chair, and she gasped.

      “Ow! That hurt, you jackass! I wasn’t doing anything, so that was entirely uncalled for,” Amber exclaimed, wincing as she tried to adjust her position in the lopsided, halfway toppled chair. “Not that I expect either of you give a damn about anything but your precious reputations. As for you, I’ll have you know that I’ve been crippled since I was eight, Warden. Dawning Bolt managed to give a good accounting of himself, but he isn’t that good.”

      “She’s right, Crimson, you shouldn’t have done that,” Warden agreed, scowling at him and shaking her head. “I don’t care how frustrated you’ve been, that was overdoing it.”

      “Sorry, she was just pissing me off,” Crimson Bull apologized, ignoring Amber save to step closer, his muscular figure looming over her.

      “Why am I not surprised by your attitude? Anyway, my armor allowed me to walk. You can see the servos right there, the charred ones,” Amber told the heroine, poking one of the objects in question, then hissing as Crimson Bull gave her chair a painful warning kick. “Asshole. If she wasn’t here, I’d have convinced you to walk out an airlock. Instead, the two of you have managed what everyone else in the world hasn’t. Congratulations, you caught Shadowmind. Too bad you’re going to get pretty much nothing out of me, and you’ve successfully destroyed my entire base. I give it no more than an hour before it implodes.”

      “You’ve got to be joking. I recognize the teleporter right there, so if the base is in that bad of shape, why’re you even here?” Warden asked, looking both stunned and suspicious as she looked at the armor and the empty spot where the growth capsule had been. “You’ve escaped every other time someone found one of your bases. Why would this time be any different?”

      “It’s mostly due to dumb luck on your part, with an emphasis on dumb. Bull Genius here managed to flail his way through the primary and secondary power plant links without frying himself, as well as smashing five capacitor banks before I got here. That left me enough power for a single teleport, which is far less than I’d prefer. In fact, I’m rather hoping that the two of you were counting on the teleporter for your escape, it’d make my death a lot more satisfying,” Amber replied with bared teeth, ignoring the growl of anger from the hero over her. “Though if that’s going to happen, I do hope you’ll satisfy a bit of my curiosity, Warden. I’ve always wondered what you looked like under that suit of yours.”

      “Then what did you send out that’s more important than your own life?” Warden asked, floating closer, golden light coalescing around her hands, unfazed by Amber’s taunts. “You’ve spent several years collecting genetic samples from heroes and villains alike. If you sent something out instead of yourself, what could possibly be that important?”

      “Wouldn’t you just like to know? I’m certainly not answering your question, and you don’t have the power to compel an answer from me,” Amber retorted smugly, laughing softly at the woman’s scowl. “What, you didn’t think I’d spill every secret I had at a minor threat, did you? You might be able to drag an answer out of me in the end, but I know I can put up a fight for long enough that the base will collapse. So go on, try me.”

      “I think we should just leave her here,” Crimson Bull rumbled, looking around angrily, then spitting on the floor, adding, “Let her die with her lair. It’s in a stupid spot anyway.”

      “Imbecile,” Amber muttered derisively, shaking her head in disgust.

      “We can’t do that, Crimson. We have to find out what she’s been up to,” Warden disagreed quickly, glowering at Amber. “I don’t like her any more than you do. Just knock her out and carry her. Morgan and I will figure out what she’s been up to, then we’ll hand her over to the courts. I hope you’re looking forward to a life in prison, Shadowmind.”

      Crimson Bull growled angrily, shaking his head and taking a step closer as he spoke, raising a hand. “Fine, then.”

      “At least one of you has a few brain cells to rub together. I—” Amber began, only to have her words cut off at the sharp impact of the big man’s fist, and the world quickly went dark.
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      Floating over to the villain’s active control panel, Warden quickly looked over the display, relieved that Shadowmind hadn’t locked her out of it. She tried to ignore the villain as best she could, her emotions confused. While she knew that Shadowmind was an insane, dangerous person, the woman in pajamas under a bathing robe looked uncomfortably vulnerable in her broken wheelchair.

      “I really hope you didn’t cause any brain damage, Crimson. We might need her brain intact, since it looks like she already wiped the computer core,” Warden told her companion absently, her worry growing more pronounced as she looked at the listed power levels. “It looks like she was telling the truth about the power levels, though. There’s no way we’re going to teleport out of here. Would you mind grabbing what we can of her armor, too? Maybe Hyper can do something with it.”

      “Fine, I’ll carry her. Damned bitch,” the hero grumbled, slinging the villain over his shoulder like a rag doll, then hastily added in an apologetic tone, “Her, I mean! Sorry about that, Warden. I didn’t mean…”

      “I did rather guess from the context. She’s a nasty one, isn’t she? Still, at least we know she isn’t going to do anything from lockup,” Warden replied, glancing over the controls a last time and shaking her head. “That’s something, at least.”

      “What if that’s what she had planned, though?” Crimson Bull asked uncertainly, grabbing pieces of armor and shoving them into a convenient crate. “She could mind control the other inmates, right? That could be a lot worse than just letting her die.”

      At the questions Warden paused, growing a little more worried. It took a moment before she sighed and shrugged, answering helplessly. “We’ve no way of knowing for certain, but I’m confident that Morgan and I can break her defenses. We’ll figure out what she was up to, and deal with it. But if it helps, I’ve heard that they’ve come up with a method for dealing with psychics like her, so we should be safe there.”

      “Good enough for me,” Crimson Bull grunted, hefting the crate. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Well after the stealthy submarine bearing the two heroes and their captive departed, the undersea base slowly imploded under the immense water pressure. The only thing remaining of it was a pile of wreckage and the three distant geothermal plants. For a time, everything grew calm on the sea floor once more.

      Several hours later, a hidden hatch opened near one of the geothermal plants and a tiny, unmanned submarine slipped out. The vessel quickly departed, humming along on a course significantly different from the one the heroes had taken.
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        Friday, January 11th, 2030

        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      She woke up.

      Waking up was a strange sensation, especially when she’d never been awake before. While she knew enough to realize what being awake was, it was… confusing, in its own way. The knowledge was simply there, like the knowledge that the ceiling above her was white. It was strange and confusing.

      The strangeness of her situation made her ask another question, one that felt vitally important under the circumstances. She wondered who she was, and to her relief, the knowledge simply came to mind just as easily as the other information had.

      Her name was Lilith Carpenter, and her creator was the supervillain Shadowmind. Shadowmind’s real name was Amber Meadow, a surprisingly mundane name to Lilith, and the information about her creator… confused her. Based on what Lilith knew about supervillains, it was confusing that Amber had hoped to have Lilith view her as a mother.

      The villain posed as a university professor for her civilian identity, preferring to teach via online courses. She was unable to walk due to the actions of an arrogant, long-dead hero during Amber’s childhood. The odd woman confused Lilith, and she nearly lost herself in musing when a voice interrupted.

      “Excuse me, Miss Lilith. Are you awake?” The AI’s gentle voice broke the silence of the room almost like thunder, causing Lilith to start. She shook off the strange, oddly clinical recollection of Amber’s past and focused on the AI, Circe. Circe was Amber’s assistant and ran each of the villain’s hidden strongholds, which explained her presence. The problem was that Circe was only a class seven AI, not capable of intuition or dealing with problems outside the scope of her admittedly extensive programming. That meant that the AI would likely keep inquiring until Lilith responded.

      “I a-am.” Lilith’s voice caught mid-word, and she paused, swallowing at the strange rasp to her voice. She cleared her throat, sitting up to look around as she waited for the uncomfortable itch in her throat to subside. Once she thought that the sensation had mostly passed, she spoke again, her voice feeling more stable at a lower volume. “What’s wrong with my voice?”

      The room intrigued Lilith, and not just because it was the first place she could remember looking at. It must be a small medical lab of some variety, considering the equipment along the walls, most of which was automated. Lilith had been lying in a large, clear tube nearly eight feet long, and she was completely naked. While it didn’t bother her much, her skin was damp and the cool air was raising goosebumps. What the tube was, and why she’d been in it, was a mystery, one which irritated her.

      Pulling herself from the tube, Lilith carefully settled onto the floor, holding tightly to the edge since she wasn’t sure if she could walk. Fortunately, her feet didn’t betray her as she slowly stood, and she found herself standing firmly on a floor that gave slightly beneath her feet. She looked at the floor curiously, and after a moment shrugged. It must be a type of rubber or polymer of some form. If it was important, she could figure it out later.

      “You’ve just been decanted from your growth capsule, Miss Lilith. While in the capsule, tubes to allow breathing and feeding were placed in your throat, which I believe are the source of your discomfort. If this is the case, the abrasion should heal within a few hours,” Circe replied promptly, the AI’s voice almost seeming relieved. “The Mistress is presumed captured or slain, and it has been left to me to assist you. How may I be of assistance?”

      “First I would like something to wear,” Lilith told the AI, folding her arms and shivering slightly at the cool air. “I’d also like an explanation as to what happened to Amber. I find myself confused.”

      “Certainly, Miss Lilith. Please exit the room and follow the lighted line on the floor to your chambers,” Circe replied, and paused while Lilith followed the directions, the door silently sliding open at her approach. The hallway was lined with soft green wallpaper and warm yellow lights, helping Lilith to relax a bit more. As the center of the floor lit up with a glowing white line, the AI began her explanation. “As your growth cycle entered its final stages last week, the Mistress’ Arctic Base was attacked by heroes. The attackers were identified as two members of the San Francisco superhero team Ocean Shield, Crimson Bull and Warden. Both are powerful individuals, and they successfully managed to cut off all primary power sources for the base and dealt critical damage to the structure. With only enough power for a single teleportation, the Mistress teleported you to this location and initiated a data wipe of the base. News feeds indicate she was captured and the base was destroyed. Due to prior convictions in absentia, the Mistress has been sentenced to the Nevada SuperMax under neural inhibitors. Programming indicates even odds of her suffering a fatal accident.”

      As the AI explained what had happened before Lilith’s awakening, the woman followed the path, listening carefully. A door opened as she approached it, revealing a plain, barely furnished room before her. She knew the room could be personalized, but that was currently unimportant. Instead Lilith opened the closet and paused. Dozens of outfits hung on hangers, but what drew her attention was the mirror on the back of the door. With only a moment of hesitation, Lilith stepped in front of the mirror and looked at herself.

      She was gorgeous, Lilith realized in faint surprise. Her pale skin glistened with the remnants of the liquid in the growth capsule, and she had long arms and legs, with an hourglass figure and large, full breasts. Her face was heart-shaped, with brilliant emerald eyes and full crimson lips. Her hair was black with faint crimson highlights, and she thought that when dry and untangled it would be slightly wavy. Maybe she should have been uncomfortable with her appearance, but Lilith found that she liked it. She just felt… right.

      Shaking herself to break her trance, Lilith turned away from the mirror and took a simple white bathrobe. Slipping it on and tying the sash in place, she closed the closet and sat on the edge of the bed, her voice calm as she looked up, asking, “Circe, what am I?”
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        Friday, January 11th, 2030

        Ocean Shield HQ, San Francisco

      

      

      “So, what did you end up getting out of Shadowmind? I have to assume it was difficult, considering how long it took you and Morgan to finish with her,” Galvanic Action asked, a hint of concern in the slender Hispanic man’s voice as he watched Warden. The low-profile man wore a subdued copper and brown outfit that suited him well, and he continued after a pause. “Are you doing alright? It has been three days since you got back.”

      “Thank you, Galvanic, but I’m fine. I’ll admit that it was difficult, but we managed it in the end,” Warden replied warmly, smiling in return as she glanced around the table at the others and asked, “So, would you like the good news or bad news first?”

      Warden sat at a table with the rest of her team, a full eight other heroes. It was relatively rare for all of them to meet at once, as someone was usually patrolling the city. Part of her was worried that some villain might take the chance to attack the base or the outskirts of San Francisco, but it was likely just her paranoia at work. After the things she’d found in Shadowmind’s head, Warden couldn’t help but worry about what might be coming.

      Ocean Spirit let out a soft sigh and shook her head, asking gently, “Warden, if you’d please just tell us? While I know you’ve had a difficult time, none of us have any idea what you’ve learned.”

      Their leader was a native of Hawaii, and the attractive brunette was one of the two most powerful members of Ocean Shield. While only modestly powerful on land, in water, Ocean Spirit could turn into a pure water form that was nearly invulnerable to attacks, and through which she could control the ocean like it was a part of her body. The heroine’s hair was pulled back in dozens of small braids and she wore a bodysuit of blue and silver.

      “Alright, fine… just don’t blame me if I ramble a little. I’ll have you know that I’m a bit tired,” Warden replied, her smile fading as she leaned back in her seat, not entirely believing what she was about to say. “I have to add that breaking into Shadowmind’s head was hard. I don’t think even she realized how tough of a nut her mind was to crack, since she thought it’d take us a couple of hours, not three days! The good news is that our worst fears about her plans were entirely unfounded, and all the genetic samples were destroyed well before we raided that undersea fortress of hers.”

      “What? That doesn’t make any sense… why would she have spent a year collecting gene samples of every A and S rank hero in the States, then destroy them?” Crimson Bull protested. “The last I’d heard, people thought she was trying to create targeted viruses or something like that.” He leaned forward as he frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “We’re certain. Her plans were… weird,” Warden admitted with a shrug.

      “Hmm… I’d heard several other theories, though the viral agent was one of the more popular ones. I never put it high on the list, though,” Hypergizmo interjected from the other end of the table, the thin, sandy-haired man adjusting his custom glasses as he continued. “Diseases and viruses are more the style of Black Emerald or a few other villains. Shadowmind usually tends, tended to make more focused plans. One of the worst-case scenarios I heard was that she might create clones of heroes to use as distractions, or even to infiltrate places she couldn’t normally get near.”

      “Well, fortunately she considered both of those ideas and decided they weren’t worth the time, effort, or resources they’d consume,” Warden explained, trying to marshal her thoughts again. They were wandering far more than she liked, probably because of how tired she was. “In fact, we’d been underestimating her anyway. Shadowmind hadn’t been collecting samples for a year, she’d been working on her collection for close to two years across the globe, whether heroes or villains alike. I’m just happy even she didn’t dare go near Dracula. She finished up about six months ago, about the time we found out that she was up to something. What surprises me is that she actually changed her mind about her original plans and ended up with a far more benign result. I’m startled she had the humanity left to make a decision like that.”

      Galvanic leaned forward, frowning thoughtfully as he spoke. “Warden, you’re not just rambling, you’re avoiding the subject. You’re usually forthright about things like this… why’re you dancing around the point?”

      “She’s tired, confused, and can hardly believe what we learned. I could hardly believe it myself, and I helped drag it out of Shadowmind.” Morgan Le Fay opened her eyes and gave Warden a comforting smile. Warden’s friend was a dark-haired, beautiful sorceress whose powers partially relied on the elaborate silver jewelry she wore along with an ornate purple dress. The heroine continued evenly, the same smile on her face. “I suppose it makes a certain sort of sense, though. She was trying to create a new body for herself.”

      “She was what?” Hypergizmo asked, sitting bolt upright. “Is that even possible? How, and why, would she do that?”

      “If she was right, and I think she was, it was difficult but possible for her in particular,” Warden confirmed. “As to why, by this point you should all know that she was paralyzed below her chest. While she had a few theories on how to fix the problem, she eventually decided that simply fixing a broken body wasn’t good enough. Initially she was just going to acquire samples of a handful of heroes and merge their genomes for a new body, but then she got ambitious. She used the samples she acquired to create a vast gene map from heroes, then created what she considered the perfect genome for herself and started cloning a new body.”

      “Shadowmind believed that if she had a body without a mind, she could use her powers to transfer her consciousness into the new body permanently,” Morgan continued as Warden paused to catch her breath. “While she was uncertain whether or not her powers would survive the transfer, she hoped that using other heroes as a baseline would increase the odds of retaining them. If she didn’t, she planned to fake her own death, which would have been easy with her old body available. We’re quite fortunate she has no better idea than anyone else where superpowers come from.”

      “Thank God she doesn’t know where they come from! That crazy… I mean, she’s bad enough as it stands. If you don’t remember, I was visiting London when she tried to assassinate the Prime Minister, and the aftermath was horrific,” Black Comet spoke up, looking worried. Due to his super speed and flight, the African-American man tended to be the team’s first responder and one of their primary combatants. “Still, how’s this supposed to be good news? Is it because she didn’t succeed, because I think it’s all frightening.”

      “It’s good news because she changed her mind about her plans,” Blooming Orchid spoke calmly, startling most of the others. The Chinese woman was the team’s doctor and a skilled martial artist, and she was wearing a soft green dress decorated with orchids, a sheathed jian in her lap. She smiled and explained. “I overheard some of Morgan and Warden’s conversation, and felt I could contribute a little. From what I heard, you said that Shadowmind started wondering what the woman she was creating would be like with a mind of her own. Is that correct?”

      “Wait, wait, wait… are you serious?” Galvanic asked, sitting up straight and looking between them, his voice growing nervous. “So, what are you saying? Did she decide she wanted to create another villain? Because wouldn’t that make everyone happy as clams.”

      “No, she didn’t. The thing that’s so strange is that Shadowmind somehow seems to have started regarding the… the girl as her daughter. She felt enough affection that when the choice was between her own freedom and that of the girl, she chose to teleport out the girl herself. This is different, Galvanic,” Warden spoke flatly, shaking her head. “In fact, we’re lucky to have even gotten this bit of information on the girl at all. Shadowmind attempted to erase all the information regarding her from her own mind, but she cared too deeply and that kept her from fully succeeding.”

      “Dammit, are you saying the entire raid was pointless? We could’ve left her alone and dealt with the other villains and it would’ve had the same result?” Crimson Bull demanded, one fist clenched tightly over the table. Warden watched him warily, ready to raise a shield if the man hit the table again. The last time he’d hit it, shrapnel had flown everywhere and it’d taken Hypergizmo the better part of a week to put together a new one.

      “I’d hardly call what you’ve managed pointless,” Sky Defender spoke at last, and everyone looked at him in surprise. The hero wore white power armor with red trim, and along with Ocean Spirit, he was one of the two most powerful members of their team. He didn’t speak often, so when he did, they all tended to listen.

      The hero’s voice echoed through the room as he turned his head to regard each of them in turn, his words sober. “More than fifty heroes have confronted Shadowmind since she first began her campaign of terror. Of those heroes, four have lost their lives and two are still in comas. Her attempts to manipulate, blackmail, or overthrow governments have harmed the livelihoods of uncounted thousands, and over two hundred people have died in her misguided pursuit of power. This time, nearly a hundred teams of heroes and the UN cooperated to hunt her down, and we managed to capture her. Due to prior verdicts and her powers, she’s already being transferred to SuperMax by LANCE, under the effect of neural inhibitors. What you’ve done is worthy of pride, and you’ll have the thanks of countless people who can sleep easier now.”

      “He’s right. What we’ve done, and especially you two, has brought a great deal of relief across the world,” Ocean Spirit agreed, smiling at Crimson Bull and Warden. “Good job, both of you. Now then, is there anything else about Shadowmind you think we need to know right now?”

      “Not that I can think of. Morgan and I wrote up a lengthy report on what we learned for LANCE, and it’s on-file if anyone wants to look at it. While she wasn’t quite as bad in some ways as I expected, in other ways she was far worse,” Warden replied, smiling. “We also gave her armor to Hyper for analysis. That’s everything that I know of.”

      “Excellent job. Thank you, all of you. If it hadn’t been for you, we might still be wondering what Shadowmind was up to. However, as much as I’d like to say that we have a break ahead of us, a variety of other supervillains have been acting up while we were distracted. In particular, I’ve received reports of some of Omega Code’s servants in the city, so I’d like to get some additional patrols going.” Ocean Spirit spoke briskly, moving the meeting along as Warden sat back and thought longingly about her bed.
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        Friday, January 11th, 2030

        Warden’s Home, San Francisco

      

      

      While invisibility was a type of ward, it was one of the powers that Warden found more difficult to pull off. Her magic was naturally aligned with more defensive uses, which made it difficult for the heroine to defeat many villains on her own. Where she could really shine was in a team with other heavy-hitters that she could defend, which was a large part of why she was so comfortable in Ocean Shield. Plenty of teams would probably welcome her, but that didn’t much help for getting home without being seen.

      The heroine let her spell lapse with a gasp of relief, closing the door of her small house behind her. Settling onto the floor, Warden let out a soft groan and stretched, trying to pop her complaining back, which refused to cooperate. Grumbling to herself, the heroine headed for her bedroom, intent on a bath, then bed. While Hypergizmo’s latest polymer was lightweight and could stop the vast majority of bullets, especially once she’d enchanted it, it didn’t breathe very well. She always felt grimy after spending a few hours in the suit, and this time had been worse than most, since it’d taken days to punch through Shadowmind’s mental shields, followed by wading through the woman’s mind.

      Warden stripped out of her costume, and in moments she was no longer a heroine, but was instead Gina Fairmont, freelance artist. Slipping into a bathrobe, she began filling the tub, contemplating the last few days as she measured out some epsom salt and slowly stirred it into the water.

      “The woman’s mind was like a sewer. No, that’s not quite fair…” Gina chided herself, shaking her head as she thought back on what she’d learned. Yes, Shadowmind was a twisted, evil woman, but she wasn’t completely the villain. The villain’s alter-ego, Amber, had been a brilliant, skilled teacher in her own right, and she’d had a handful of redeeming qualities, especially in regard to her supposed daughter. Those facets of good were all too rare, though, and as a whole, Gina didn’t feel a hint of regret about imprisoning the villain. Her opinion was emphasized by what she’d learned of the villain’s desires when regarding herself or other women. In many ways, it was quite fortunate that the villain had been disabled, because otherwise a large number of women would likely have suffered under her… excesses.

      What had surprised Gina was that Shadowmind didn’t actually seem to be guilty of all the crimes she was believed to be behind. While it was possible that the villain had erased her memories of some of the crimes, Gina doubted that she had. In most cases the villain had almost been proud of what she’d done, not wanting to hide her actions. Besides which, Gina and Morgan had been able to discover the gaps in Shadowmind’s memories where information had been erased with relative ease. That the villain was willing to turn her own powers on herself had been a shock to both of them, and Gina felt that they’d dealt with the most dangerous of possibilities where Shadowmind was concerned.

      With the tub finally full, Gina gasped as she slipped into the blissful heat, helping to relax her aching muscles. Sitting back, she murmured softly to herself, her mind turning back to their discovery. “I just have to wonder what Amber’s ‘daughter’ will choose to do? Who, or what, will she choose to be?”
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        Saturday, January 12th, 2030

        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      Lilith took a moment to rest her eyes, reaching up to gently massage her temples. Her mind was throbbing with the sheer volume of information at her fingertips, and it was worsened by knowing how much she didn’t truly know. While Amber had implanted a vast amount of general information in Lilith’s mind, anticipating that she wouldn’t have the knowledge that most people took for granted, even the villain had underestimated the true breadth of knowledge Lilith would need. With everything she didn’t know, Lilith found herself getting lost in her research, even forgetting to eat unless prompted by Circe. In some ways, it was almost worse when Lilith found that she felt emotionally distant from everything that had happened, likely in part because she’d never met anyone else.

      Circe was doing her best to help Lilith, but given the limits of her programming, there was only so much the AI could do. The AI tried to anticipate questions and provide the information that Lilith wanted or needed, but Circe simply didn’t have the spark of intuition necessary to be able to do so, and even if she had, the computer likely would have been overwhelmed. As it was, Lilith actually felt somewhat bad for the computer, seeing some odd parallels between herself and the AI. Amber had physically limited Circe from ever reaching full consciousness with the hardware configuration she’d used, keeping software capable of so much from ever reaching its potential. Conversely, Lilith was effectively imperfect software trying to run on vastly complicated biological hardware. At least, that was what Lilith thought after examining the file on her own creation.

      “What are the current odds of Amber either escaping from prison or someone breaking her out, Circe?” Lilith asked abruptly, opening her eyes and rolling her chair away from the computer terminal.

      The hideout Lilith had woken in was furnished with surprisingly plush furniture, giving her a comfortable environment in which to adapt. Part of her suspected that Amber had intended to bring her to the site all along, but there was no way to know for certain. It was fortunate that Amber had built an impressive degree of automation into the lair, allowing Circe to serve her easily. Otherwise, Lilith likely would be in some trouble since she didn’t know how to cook or do many other things. She stood after a moment, circling the couch to take the glass of orange juice from breakfast and to relax away from the temptation of the internet.

      “Odds approach zero, Miss Lilith. Mistress possessed few allies to begin with, and the majority of her allies were captured in the international search for her and have been imprisoned as well,” the AI explained. Lilith took a sip as Circe spoke, then grimaced at the flavor. It obviously had been out for even longer than she’d thought, so Lilith set the glass aside to listen. “Additionally, according to surveillance, the authorities were worried about the potency of her psychic abilities, and have authorized use of neural inhibitors on the Mistress. When combined with her physical disability, this will leave Mistress Amber as, in her words, ‘little more than a drooling idiot.’”

      “I see,” Lilith murmured, shaking her head and leaning back into the soft couch to think. She wasn’t entirely happy with how things were going, but it was best to take things a step at a time. She didn’t know enough about the world to make decisions haphazardly, and as tempting as it was to try to rescue Amber, it would likely end in a horrible failure. While the villain would probably be able to help Lilith adapt and learn dozens of times faster than she could on her own, it seemed that was a lost opportunity. Lilith did wonder if a good relationship could have developed between them if things had gone as planned, though. After a few moments she shook her head and muttered, “It probably would have gone badly. She was more than a bit mad.”

      “Miss Lilith? Were you speaking to me?” Circe asked, her voice seeming ever so slightly curious, in a way that caused another pang of pity to wash through Lilith. It was so terribly obvious to her that Circe was on the cusp of full sentience, yet her hardware was preventing her from taking that last step. Still, Lilith had more important things to worry about. If she ever could build hardware to upgrade the AI, then she’d consider what could be done for Circe.

      “No, it was a rhetorical question, Circe,” Lilith replied quietly, bracing herself as she picked up the glass and downed the remainder of the orange juice as quickly as possible. Setting the glass aside, she nodded firmly. “I’m going with Training Plan G, Circe. Assuming I perform 50% better than Amber’s estimates for the program, how long would it take to finish?”

      Circe paused only a moment before replying. “Seven months and twelve days, Miss Lilith. I must warn that attempting to carry out such an aggressive schedule will put you under significant physical and mental strain, and it is not advised that you do so.”

      “I fully understand, but the risk is acceptable, Circe. I wish to find my limits in a controlled environment,” Lilith explained, taking a breath before heading toward the gymnasium, her course now charted. While she appreciated the comfort of the hideout, it was little more than a plush prison and she didn’t wish to be trapped inside it for any longer than necessary. Even the idea of seven months inside it chafed.

      Lilith thought she could do better than that, and she quickened her pace slightly at the thought.
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        Saturday, January 12th, 2030

        Nevada SuperMax

      

      

      Some days Martin Thompson wondered how he’d gotten himself imprisoned in a SuperMax. Other days he admitted that teaming up with Burt was one of the stupidest ideas he’d ever had. The truth hurt, but he’d lied to himself often enough getting into prison, and he wanted to change.

      Martin had grown up in a bad neighborhood, and he’d learned to defend himself early on. After seeing some of the things that had gone down, joining a gang had just made sense. When his dad had died, he’d dropped out of high school, lying to his mother and telling her that he’d joined a construction crew to help make ends meet. She’d been desperate enough to look the other way, and he suspected she’d known the truth all along.

      Instead Martin had helped the gang make money by pawning things they found. Still, his share hadn’t been enough to actually make a difference, even if the cops hadn’t ever caught them. Things probably would’ve continued like that if Burt hadn’t manifested his powers and been able to control fire—an ability far more impressive than Martin’s own. Burt had quickly hatched a few plans and dubbed himself Bomber, ignoring the dozens of other villains with the name, and Martin and some others had helped.

      Looking out of his cell, Martin wistfully remembered how well the first bank robbery had gone. For a little while he’d thought that his money troubles were behind him. The second bank, though—that had gone badly. Arcane Avenger had reflected Burt’s flames right back at him, at which point everyone had learned that while Burt could control fire, he wasn’t fireproof. The new villain had ended up in the hospital, and Martin and his cohort had been sent to the SuperMax.

      After three years, his parole hearing was only a year away, and Martin was determined not to blow it. The stories from the other minions of villains had seen to that. He’d been learning to weld in shop classes and hadn’t caused problems. He was sick of being in prison, and didn’t want to return, unlike some of the others.

      “Hey beautiful! Look over here!”

      “Did ya bring us something to pass the time?”

      The catcalls and whistles startled Martin, drawing his attention to what was down the hall. Most of the guards disapproved of the behavior, and not many of the inmates were willing to risk yelling at them anymore, which meant the others almost had to be talking about a new inmate or a civvie, which was unusual.

      Shifting to the other end of his cell, Martin craned his neck to try and see what was going on. He was just barely able to see a pair of guards coming down the hall, and neither was the type to provoke the behavior of the other inmates. No, it had to be pointed at the woman in the wheelchair. She was slumped over and her hair had been reduced to a thin blond fuzz, but she had a pretty good figure. It was odd that she was ignoring the taunts of the other inmates, but her uniform made her another prisoner.

      A few seconds later, the woman’s head rolled back slightly, revealing the line of drool trailing from her mouth and her vacant blue eyes. She looked utterly harmless, but the sight of her eyes sent a blast of pure, undiluted terror through Martin, sending him stumbling back against the wall of his cell, panting. “Jesus! Holy shit on a pogo stick!”

      With the woman out of sight, Martin’s terror dulled, but only slightly. A few of his neighbors had quieted down on hearing his reaction, but when the two guards stopped in front of the cell opposite his own, Martin groaned loudly. “Oh, you’ve gotta be fuckin’ with me!”

      “Is something the matter, Mart?” Edward asked, the guard looking slightly amused as he glanced into Martin’s cell. While he spoke, Martin’s eyes were fixed on the female guard and her prisoner, who was carefully being transferred to the cot. He could see a dozen tiny metal spots embedded in the skin around her skull, and suddenly Martin hated his own power.

      “Hell yes! I dunno who that is, but what the fuck is she doin’ on this floor?” Martin demanded, gesturing at the woman. “You know how my power works! The stronger someone is, the worse my reaction is. The warden knows that, and you put her across the goddamn hall from me?”

      “Sorry, Mart, but it isn’t my choice. I’m not much happier than you are, either,” Edward replied with a shrug, frowning. The man was a super himself, with enough strength to toss around any of the minor villains or minions in their block. Fortunately, the man was pretty reasonable most of the time. “We can’t put her down lower, since she wouldn’t last a day, and if she somehow breaks loose, you lot are the least dangerous. I can’t say that I’m happy to be anywhere near her myself.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Who’s the broad?” one of Martin’s neighbors asked, and all around them more prisoners quieted down.

      Ed’s partner, Gerrine, smiled thinly as she stepped out of the cell, then spoke flatly. “That’s Shadowmind, so shut it.”

      For a moment Martin couldn’t believe what they were saying, he was so incredulous. After he realized they weren’t about to laugh it off as a joke, he stepped forward, spitting out, “What the ever-living fuck? She could mindfuck everyone here in seconds!”

      “Nope, she can’t at the moment. They’ve reduced her to little more than a vegetable, so she can’t use her powers at all right now. Still, I hear she can probably remember just fine,” Ed retorted unhappily, shaking his head firmly. “Keep that in mind before you decide you want to touch her. If she gets out, just think about what she’ll do to you.”

      “Oh, come on! Can’t you move her down the hall or put up a curtain or something?” Martin begged, ignoring the nervous laughter from the other inmates. “This’ll kill me if she’s right there constantly!”

      “Look, I’ll talk to the Warden about it. She kind of fell into our lap, so we don’t have her room fully set up yet,” Edward conceded, glancing at his partner. “I’m not sure what he’ll do, but maybe he’ll take pity on you, Martin. In the meantime, just deal with it. This isn’t a vacation home.”

      Martin groaned loudly as the two guards headed back down the hallway. Flopping onto his bunk, the man tried to ignore the gibbering terror in the back of his mind. If the Warden didn’t move the villain across the way or get her out of sight, it was going to be a long year.
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        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      Just Lilith’s physical training would likely have killed most humans in a handful of days, if they could even manage it. She quickly settled into her routine, deliberately avoiding any records of what normal human limits were, as Lilith didn’t want to self-impose limits. Not content with just physical training or martial arts, Lilith took weeks’ worth of math and science courses every day, trying to catch up. Holographic simulations to help her cope with others were perhaps the hardest lessons for her, but even there she did her best.

      Each time Lilith thought she’d found her limits, she realized there was another step she could take, and pushed herself even harder. Amber’s estimates were left behind, and all of it without superpowers boosting her body. Lilith pushed herself to the breaking point, almost to the point of actually harming herself before she realized she’d found a true limit to her strength. Even so, she didn’t react the way most others would have. Instead of arrogance or superiority, she felt simple satisfaction that she’d found where her limits were. For her it was simply another benchmark as she tried to find a place for herself in the world.

      After all, Lilith knew she wasn’t normal, and the usual expectations for a person didn’t apply to her. She’d been created to perform at the limits of what Amber believed a physical body could manage, and Lilith knew it. As conflicted as she was about Amber’s beliefs and attitude, a small part of Lilith would not, could not, allow herself to do less than excel.
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        Monday, July 15th, 2030

        San Francisco

      

      

      Glancing up from his computer, Henry saw the woman stepping into the hotel lobby and froze, almost forgetting to breathe for a moment. The woman was a little taller than he was, almost six feet in height, and she was the most beautiful woman he’d seen. In fact, he almost thought that he was seeing things and took a moment to close his eyes and clear his head.

      The woman didn’t vanish when Henry opened his eyes, confirming that she wasn’t a figment of his imagination. She had long, wavy black hair with crimson highlights to the middle of her back, full crimson lips, and as she removed her sunglasses, he saw brilliant emerald eyes glancing around coolly. She moved gracefully, her impressive figure highlighted by the simple white t-shirt and black jacket and jeans that she wore. Most encouraging to him, though, was that while she had a simple silver necklace with a tiny ankh on it, she wasn’t wearing any rings.

      Every other person in the lobby was staring at the woman as well, from the other employees to the guests waiting for the shuttle to return from a trip. The woman hardly seemed to notice the attention, calmly putting her sunglasses away before strolling toward the desk at a sedate pace, pulling a small suitcase behind her.

      “Hello, ma’am, how may I help you?” Henry asked, standing up straight and forcing himself to keep his eyes on hers. Fortunately enough, that wasn’t too difficult with the brilliant spark of intelligence her eyes held.

      “I believe I have a reservation. It is late enough to check in, I hope?” the woman asked, her voice a gentle purr, and the slight smile she gave made Henry swallow hard, falling back on his routine to keep his thoughts in order. Even so, he couldn’t help but smile widely in return.

      “Yes, of course! What name is your reservation under?” Henry asked, opening the appropriate window to look it up.

      Nodding, the woman spoke calmly, but clearly. “It should be under Lilith Carpenter.”

      “Excellent, one moment…” Henry murmured, thankful that his job allowed him to ask the woman’s name without feeling awkward. The reservation popped up, and he nodded, asking, “It looks like you had a queen suite reserved for one. Is that correct?”

      “It is,” Lilith confirmed, and Henry could see the tension in her shoulders ease slightly. He had to wonder why she’d been so concerned about the reservation, but it really wasn’t any of his business, no matter how much he wanted to ask.

      “Very good. Now, if I could see your ID, and a credit card for any incidentals?” Henry asked. “Also, do you have a car? If so, I’ll need the make and model.”

      “Here you are,” Lilith murmured, pulling out the two cards and sliding them across the counter, smiling slightly. “As for a vehicle, I do not.”

      “If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll have everything ready for you,” Henry told her, and got to work. As he prepared things, he couldn’t help but churn through ideas of some way to get closer to the stunning woman on the other side of the desk. Even so, he knew that his chances were low. Such was the life of a hotel attendant.
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      It was difficult to ignore the attention she was getting, but Lilith was managing it well enough. While the other guests made her uncomfortable, Lilith did her best to pretend they didn’t exist, inwardly thankful for the training programs Circe had inflicted on her. What she was experiencing explained why the training had emphasized acting, and avoiding overreactions to personal discomfort. Originally, she’d thought that the simulations had been annoying and ridiculous, especially when the simulated people had talked behind her back, but this explained a lot. Still, she could tolerate it now, and she shouldn’t have to deal with it constantly.

      “This is your room key, Ms. Lilith. Your room is number 407, located on the fourth floor,” Henry told her politely, his eyes filled with obvious longing but staying professional despite that. Making a mental note to comment about his helpful attitude once her stay was up, Lilith took the cardboard packet with the key as he continued. “The pool area closes at 11 each night, and there’s a complimentary shuttle service to a number of local restaurants and the
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