
  
    [image: Down with the Queen]
  


  
    
      Down with the Queen

    

    
      
        Benjamin Medrano

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Foreword

        

        
          Character List

        

        
          The Story So Far

        

      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    


  
    
      Down with the Queen by Benjamin Medrano

      

      © 2018 Benjamin Medrano. All rights reserved.

      

      Contact the author at BenjaminPMedrano@gmail.com

      Visit the author’s website at benjaminmedrano.com

      Sign up for the author’s mailing list at http://eepurl.com/cGPT-b

      Edited by Picky Cat Proofreading

      

      Cover Art by June Jenssen

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Jessica, Joe, and Paul,

        Thank you for your help getting this right.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      After Marin’s Codex took on a life of its own, I’m glad to be getting back to a story which has been intended to be a novel from the beginning. Not that I’m saying that writing Marin’s Codex was bad, far from it! It very likely is my best-written book to date and part of me worries that I’ll never manage to do that again… though rest assured, I’m going to try. It’s also something of a relief that I’m not simply rewriting an older story this time around. While I had many of the concepts of Down with the Queen figured out when I first wrote Born a Queen, they weren’t fully developed and this gave me more freedom to work through and evolve the story.

      This novel is still going to be dark in segments due to those pre-existing plans. Bad things are going to happen to good people through no fault of their own, and good people are going to make mistakes and assumptions based on their own biases and experiences. There are a lot of scenes in this story that are unpleasant, and I don’t want those of you who read it to think that I like events like these. It’s part of the story I conceptualized, because I want heroes to be human and villains to be evil. Please keep that in mind, if you would?
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      The following characters are major figures from Born a Queen and are listed to make keeping track of them easier. If a character has a superhero or supervillain identity, it is listed in parentheses, unless this is the only identity known at the start of this story. Minor characters are not listed.

      
        
        Amber Meadow (Shadowmind) – Supervillain and ‘mother’ of Lilith, Amber is a feared supervillain with advanced technology and psychic powers.

        Black Comet – An African-American speedster with the ability to fly, Black Comet is a member of Ocean Shield and one of their first responders.

        Blooming Orchid – Of Chinese descent, Blooming Orchid is a member of Ocean Shield and functions as the team’s doctor.

        Blue Impulse – A villain, Blue Impulse is in custody, but was a mage with teleportation and other movement-based powers. Cocky, arrogant, and short-tempered.

        Circe – An AI created by Shadowmind which controls her various strongholds. She isn’t quite self-aware.

        Crimson Bull – A burly man with super-strength and toughness, Crimson Bull is a member of Ocean Shield and has a reputation for thinking with his horns. Has a crush on Warden.

        Doctor Johnson – An elderly villain, Doctor Johnson makes careful plans and has an android assistant in the form of a woman named Eve. He’s a specialist in technology.

        Dreamer – An attractive albino woman, Dreamer is a deadly, sadistic villain with the power to lull others to sleep and to deal damage to their psyche in the process.

        Ebon Dragon – An elderly villain of Chinese descent, Ebon Dragon is a villain and mercenary who appears to know Doctor Johnson well. He’s known to be an incredibly skilled spellcaster.

        Eve – An android AI created by Doctor Johnson as an assistant.

        Galvanic Action – A Hispanic hero, Galvanic Action is a member of Ocean Shield and often functions as their field commander. His powers allow him to rapidly cause corrosion on most nonliving substances, though it requires close proximity to work quickly.

        Gina Fairmont (Warden) – An artist in mundane life, Gina is a member of Ocean Shield and possesses powerful magic that focuses on allowing her to create magical shields.

        Heavy Metal – A villain who stands nearly seven feet tall, Heavy Metal isn’t the brightest man, but is able to turn his skin into steel, allowing him to make a living as a mercenary thug.

        Hypergizmo – Building and maintaining most of Ocean Shield’s technology, Hypergizmo is weaker than most superhumans, but is an intelligent, efficient man who does his best to support his allies and friends.

        Lilith Carpenter – Created by Shadowmind, Lilith is an artificial human with abilities far beyond what is natural for normal people. The method of her creation resulted in being declared a bioweapon that is to be destroyed if she’s discovered. Her powers are currently only partially known, but they cause others to notice her when she’s in the area.

        Megawatt – A tech specialist, Megawatt is a mercenary who wears power armor and focuses on heavy energy weaponry.

        Ocean Spirit – Leader of Ocean Shield, Ocean Spirit is a native Hawaiian and she has the power to control water and take on an elemental form that makes her nigh-invulnerable in water. She is one of the two most powerful members of the team.

        Pyroclasm IV – The most recent bearer of the name, Pyroclasm is an immensely powerful pyrokinetic who can fly, and he serves the remnants of the Third Reich, who remain in hiding.

        Rachel Moore (Morgan Le Fay) – Rachel is a magic teacher at UC Berkley and is also a member of Ocean Shield. Her magic is far more expansive than most other spellcasters but requires her jewelry, and it is slightly slower to respond to her command.

        Sky Defender – Using highly advanced power armor, Sky Defender is one of the two most powerful members of Ocean Shield. A relative unknown.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Story So Far

          

        

      

    

    
      By gathering genetic samples of hundreds of superhumans, the supervillain Shadowmind brought down the known world of heroes and many villains on her head. Most of those hunting her feared what her goals were, which was what garnered such a potent response. When she was captured by Crimson Bull and Warden of Ocean Shield, Shadowmind’s creation of a daughter was discovered, though the child was not found. Shadowmind had named her daughter Lilith Carpenter, and she woke as an adult to be educated by Circe, Shadowmind’s AI. Oddly, Lilith was created without biases toward or against heroes and villains.

      Lilith underwent extreme training to discover the limits of her engineered body, even as servants of Doctor Johnson began raiding San Francisco. This brought Warden into conflict with Blue Impulse, who managed to capture a fragment of her magic during his escape. With the tacit agreement of Doctor Johnson, he began working to disable and conquer the heroine.

      Moving to San Francisco, Lilith made a fortune by leveraging what she learned from Circe and started a company and bought a condo in the center of the city. She found herself mentally adrift about the time that Warden was ambushed by Blue Impulse, Ebon Dragon, and Megawatt. The heroine was cursed, her magic sealed away with fell purpose, and abandoned atop Lilith’s building, and Lilith rescued Warden against her own best judgement. Lilith’s hesitation was partially driven by the fact she’d been designated a bioweapon by the government and thus would be killed out of hand on being captured.

      A chance encounter caused Lilith and Warden to meet in the heroine’s mundane identity of Gina, and shortly thereafter she met Gina’s friend Rachel, the heroine Morgan Le Fay. A relationship began blooming between the three, whether that of friends or more of romance was uncertain at the time. When Lilith admitted that she’d known the identities of the two heroines from the beginning, they cut off contact in order to determine what Lilith’s motives were and if she was influencing them. Lilith was left almost heartbroken, while Gina began to realize she’d fallen for Lilith.

      Before things could progress further, Gina was kidnapped by Blue Impulse, who revealed the curse was part of an attempt to magically control her and it turned her lips and underlying skin tone blue in the process of attempting to complete the ritual. Wishing to hurt Gina as much as possible, he had her attempt to lure Lilith into a trap so he could hurt her in front of Gina. Lilith realized something was wrong and was so enraged that she nearly killed Blue Impulse. Lilith managed to break the device that he was using to enslave Gina before it could become permanent, though the aftershocks of the released magic had unknown effects on Lilith.

      Gina moved in with Lilith, despite protests from her team. Lilith confessed who and what she was to Gina and Rachel, knowing they could kill her with the information without consequence. Instead, they promised to help her try to get the death sentence for being a biological weapon rescinded. Rachel all but admitted she had feelings for both Lilith and Gina.

      The villain Black Harbinger attacked the city and Doctor Johnson used it as cover to attack several locations and steal technology from three facilities, killing people to cover his tracks. Ocean Shield engaged Black Harbinger, and Morgan Le Fay was nearly killed when the villain Pyroclasm IV ambushed her from behind. Only Lilith intervening and manifesting new powers that allowed her to heal saved the heroine’s life. The effort nearly killed Lilith in turn. Somehow empowered by the experience, Morgan and Warden defeated the villains.

      Having decided to explore the potential relationship between them, Gina, Lilith, and Rachel then went to the local SuperNet branch to have her powers evaluated.
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      Friday, December 20th, 2030

      Sky Defender HQ, San Francisco

      Listening to the soft beeping as the computer ran diagnostics on his suit, Sky Defender sat back and sighed, pulling out the small refrigeration unit he’d brought back from Ocean Shield’s HQ. He felt a little bad about simply taking the blood sample within, but there was no way that Blooming Orchid would have given it to him if he’d asked. He didn’t like breaking the rules, but in the end, it was for the greater good. Sky Defender found that his instincts were rarely wrong about things like this.

      Turning away from his suit, he opened the unit and pulled out the vial as he spoke. “System, run this blood sample through a full spectrum of tests. I want to know everything possible about it, as well as the heritage of the subject.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” a synthesized male voice replied calmly as a compartment sized for the sample hissed open. “The tests will take approximately two weeks and will destroy the sample in the process. Is that acceptable?”

      “Of course.” Sky Defender replied, carefully placing the vial into the compartment. “I want the data secured with tier 3 encryption and stored only in the local database.”

      “Yes, Doctor. What file name should the analysis be listed under?” the computer asked as the compartment closed and machinery whirred within the counter.

      Sky Defender didn’t reply for a moment, frowning, then shrugged and replied softly. “Subject: Lilith Carpenter.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” the computer agreed readily, and the hero nodded to himself. Turning away, he moved to his desk and sat down to work on improving the power plant of his armor. Despite how important the project was, Sky Defender found himself unable to fully concentrate.

      A minute later, he sighed, murmuring. “Maybe this will finally help me figure out why she irritates me so much. I hope it does.”
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      Dr. Johnson’s Lair, Santa Cruz

      “Hello, ladies! It’s wonderful to meet you at last!” Eve told her guests, her smile broad as she welcomed the pair of women, gesturing them inside. “Please, come in!”

      The women were striking in their own way, and each of them almost identical. With short, pixie-cut light brown hair and hazel eyes, they were pretty enough to draw the eye, especially with their relatively petite frames, and they stood close to average height. Each was wearing a white blouse and black jacket over a colorful skirt, one red and the other green. Eve could see a few other differences between them but it took her several moments to ensure that she could tell them apart. Humans would likely have a much harder time telling the difference between the pale-skinned women.

      “Thank you,” one of them said politely, smiling very thinly in return as they stepped through the back door and followed Eve to the elevator. “I’m Maureen, and this is Pauline. Who exactly are you?”

      “I’m called Eve, and the doctor has asked me to be your liaison and primary contact for the job you’ve taken.” Eve replied, nodding at them as she activated the override to head below the two listed floors. The elevator began to descend as she looked at them inquisitively. “Is that acceptable?”

      Pauline snorted, shaking her head as she murmured, “Considering what I’ve heard about the doctor’s attitude regarding women, I think I’d prefer it.”

      “Agreed.” Maureen nodded, then looked at Eve. “Now, the job was listed as a moderate danger replacement and infiltration. As the initial payment came through, we’d like some details before we finalize everything. There weren’t many details, though that’s understandable.”

      “That’s perfectly alright,” Eve assured them, smiling in return. “If you’ll wait just a minute, until we’re in a secure room? The doctor has a few employees whose services are coming to a close and he would rather they not know about your job. Or your presence, for that matter.”

      “That… seems reasonable. We can wait for a few minutes,” Maureen agreed, falling silent as the pair of villains studied Eve carefully.

      Eve ignored their examination, confident that she could deal with both of them if it was necessary. The pair were a relatively new supervillain team called the Doppelgangers, and so far, they had a good reputation in the underworld for reliability. The problem was that they were still new and unknown for the most part. They didn’t publicize their successes, as they didn’t seem to want to draw too much attention from heroes, which was a good thing from Eve’s point of view. It increased the safety of the operation that she was planning. What she’d found regarding their powers made her quite confident that they weren’t a threat to her, since their powers seemed to only affect humans.

      The elevator finally settled at the lowest floor of the shaft, far below the office above them. The doors opened to reveal the gleaming hallways of the lair which Dr. Johnson had made into his temporary home. Eve could just barely hear cursing in the distance, the voice of Heavy Metal, tiny but distinct, as he worked on preparing to move out of the lair. She doubted her two guests could hear him so Eve ushered them toward the nearest conference room, opening the door as she asked, “Would you like anything to drink or other refreshments?”

      “No, thank you. We had lunch before we came over,” Pauline replied, the two of them following Eve into the room and each taking a chair around the table. “We’d rather talk about the job you had in mind.”

      “As you like, though it is the doctor’s job, not mine. A subtle distinction, but important.” Eve replied, smiling at them again as she closed the door and activated the room’s sound dampening. Taking a seat, she paused before activating the holographic camera to cause the image of a woman of Chinese descent, wielding a jian and wearing an elaborate, orchid-themed outfit, to appear in the center of the table. “Blooming Orchid, a core member of Ocean Shield, is the target he had in mind.”

      “Are… are you serious? Ocean Shield isn’t a minor player in this region! This doesn’t seem like it’d be a simple moderate risk job!” Maureen exclaimed, standing abruptly in obvious shock.

      “If the doctor were asking you to do more than replace her, perhaps you’d be right, but he isn’t. Intelligence reports indicate she’s going on vacation in the near future, and the goal is to replace her while she’s absent. Your task would be to keep them from realizing she has gone missing, and with the recent attacks on San Francisco, her team is somewhat distracted,” Eve explained pleasantly. “You’d be expected to keep up the charade and pass along any information that’s dangerous to the doctor for no more than three months, then to fake Blooming Orchid’s death, preferably pinning it on Omega Code or another villain. Nothing more.”

      “Hmm…” Pauline didn’t reply immediately and her sister glanced at her.

      “Sis, are you really considering this? It’ll put you in severe danger if anything goes wrong!” Maureen demanded. “This is nothing like the type of job we were expecting.”

      “There are a few questions I’d have to ask before I’d be comfortable taking on the job, but I’m not sure it doesn’t meet the requirements we had. So long as we aren’t expected to do anything too dangerous, which it doesn’t sound like would happen, I don’t feel that the job is impossible.” Pauline replied, looking at Eve. “Considering what you’re asking, how do you expect to capture Blooming Orchid? You must know that our powers require touching her for a time.”

      “An excellent question. Hypergizmo’s security around Ocean Shield’s computer systems is quite solid, but Blooming Orchid’s personal computer has been neglected by comparison, and I have her itinerary for her trip to Hawaii.” Eve explained, smiling brightly as she continued. “As for disabling her, that will be my own task.”

      “That would make things easier, but the job is riskier than your initial offer suggested it was,” Pauline said, looking at her sister.

      “Exactly,” Maureen agreed, frowning and then nodding. “I’m not happy about it, but if Pauline agrees, I’ll help. If you want us to do this, you’ll have to double the payment. One quarter up front, half on successful replacement, and the remaining quarter once we’re done.”

      “That’s quite reasonable,” Eve agreed, nodding as she filed the information away. The doctor would be pleased to come in under budget for the mission, and she smiled more gently as she asked, “If you don’t mind, I’ll grab the paperwork, then we can start going over details.”

      The two nodded and Eve got up, briskly heading for the door. Their efficiency pleased her.
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        Friday, December 20th, 2030

        SuperNet HQ, San Francisco

      

      

      Lilith stepped into the room and paused, looking around dubiously. The room had several chairs, a table with a penholder, a power outlet in the wall, and a second door opposite her entrance. Otherwise it was bare and plain white, reminding her rather unpleasantly of the room where she’d been interviewed by the police for a few hours, even if it was slightly less sterile than the other one had been. At the very least, the lights weren’t as harsh.

      “Is something wrong?” Gina asked, slipping around Lilith, and Lilith quickly moved out of her way, giving her friend an apologetic look. Gina hadn’t bothered trying to hide the bright blue of her lips today, and her skin now had a faint blue undertone to it, far different than it’d possessed just a few days before. Her friend had pulled her blonde hair back for the visit and was wearing a white tracksuit, looking as though she was dressed for a jog or something.

      “Sorry, I just… this reminds me of the police station a bit, so it feels a little… uncomfortable. At least at first glance,” Lilith explained as Rachel entered the room. Rachel was a bit taller than Gina but shorter than Lilith and was comparatively petite. She’d dressed more casually than usual, with jeans and a black blouse. Her raven hair was in a ponytail and she glanced at Lilith in amusement.

      “It isn’t that similar, is it?” Rachel asked gently. “I’ve been in a few of those rooms myself, and I always feel like a lab specimen when I’m inside.”

      “I don’t know…” Gina murmured, looking around still more, her lips pursed. “I can see what Lilith means. The table isn’t that different, and both feel kind of unwelcoming.”

      “That’s exactly it,” Lilith agreed, relieved that she wasn’t reacting that unusually. “Yes, it feels a little like a lab, but I expect that when they’re going to be testing my powers. Maybe it’s just me drawing associations with recent events, though. The last few days have been unusually eventful.”

      “Well, that would probably do it. From everything I’ve seen, this is about normal for one of SuperNet’s interview rooms. They could make them more comfortable, but I suspect the design is on purpose.” Rachel replied, nodding in understanding. Stepping closer to Lilith, she laid a hand on her shoulder as she continued. “We’re here with you, don’t worry.”

      The other door opened and a woman stepped into the room, smiling at them as she did so. The woman was a little taller than Rachel, and her brown hair fell to her shoulders. She wore a dark blue suit, but the most striking thing about her was both her youth and brilliant silver eyes. Lilith blinked in some surprise because the woman’s irises were literally a bright, glowing silver, something she hadn’t been warned about.

      “Hello, ladies. I’m Allison Gambry. I must say I’m amused to see so many of you as I only had an appointment with Lilith. Though I do recognize Gina and Rachel by reputation,” the woman said, smiling as she glanced at the two women flanking Lilith. Realizing how it might look, Lilith opened her mouth to speak, but Rachel beat her to it.

      “Our apologies, Ms. Gambry. I’m sorry we came along unannounced, but we learned that Lilith’s powers were somewhat… more expansive than originally anticipated, and that they were linked to the two of us somehow.” Rachel explained politely. “After considering the situation, we thought it best to come along with her, since she’s here at our request.”

      “I see. That does explain your presence, and while it was unexpected, it isn’t a problem,” Allison replied, and looked back at Lilith, her eyes flicking downward to examine Lilith carefully. A moment later, she smiled and spoke softly as she extended a hand. “You’re certainly an interesting one, aren’t you? I’m pleased to meet you at last, Ms. Carpenter. I’ve heard interesting things about you.”

      “You have?” Lilith asked, blinking in surprise as she shook the woman’s hand. Allison had a firm grip but wasn’t trying to test her. “I didn’t think that Gina or Rachel had talked about me much.”

      “They haven’t, at least not with me. I was advised to come out here by a rather important client of mine. They direct me to where they believe I’ll encounter superhumans who need my assistance, or whose powers might interest me,” Allison explained, releasing Lilith’s hand and looking at Gina and Rachel as she added, “Don’t worry, I don’t share information about those I help with my client. It simply helps me to know where I’ll be of most use.”

      “Hmm, I suppose that explains why you were in San Francisco. We were curious when we heard that Lilith would be meeting with you,” Gina said, nodding slowly. “You’re rather famous, at least in our circles. Insight, isn’t it?”

      “Please, don’t use that name. I find it incredibly silly,” Allison replied, visibly wincing as she moved to the chair nearest the door she’d come through, gesturing to the other seats. “If you’d like, please be seated. Or stand, if that’s your preference.”

      Lilith nodded, slipping into the center chair, and a moment later her two friends sat in the others. Clearing her throat, Lilith spoke hesitantly. “May I ask what the testing will entail? I know I signed up for the power test, but how we’d go about that wasn’t clear to me. There’s a lot of contradictory information on the internet, I’m afraid.”

      “There would be, in large part because very, very few superhumans are the same. Oh, some have similar powers, most commonly those which have simple enhanced strength and toughness or spellcasters, but even they vary between individuals, and not just in how much of a boost their powers grant,” Allison explained, settling back in her chair as she continued. “For instance, most superhumans have a degree of strength amplification that multiplies their natural strength to some degree, but how it manifests can vary. I know of some which have strength that’s closer to touch-based telekinetic powers, and others where they massively increase their muscle mass. Even if their overall strength is the same, each can be different, and the tests we run are customized to the individual because of it.”

      “Ah. That does explain some of my confusion, though it raises a host of other questions,” Lilith murmured, frowning slightly. “I doubt I’d know where to begin such testing.”

      “I doubt that, but that isn’t why I’m here. I’m here to analyze your powers. You’re going to be sent through an intense battery of physical tests, which will tell us a great deal to begin with. Fortunately, my power allows me to glean much more from observation than most people could. Your captivation field has its own quirks, for instance.” Allison’s eyes were almost eerie as she stared at Lilith intently. “Your ability is quite powerful, but it wasn’t difficult to learn that, while it functions through surveillance cameras, it doesn’t affect AIs or function if I’m viewing a recording of you. Another item of interest is that while it affected everyone else you’ve encountered in the building, it doesn’t affect Gina or Rachel.”

      “What? That doesn’t make sense because I’ve experienced her power before,” Rachel interjected, glancing at Lilith incredulously. “I know I have, and the most powerful experience was just yesterday.”

      Allison shook her head at Gina to cut her off, raising a finger as she spoke. “While it may have influenced you before, the only time the two of you focused on Lilith was when you were speaking to her or watching her on your trip into the building, unlike nearly everyone else in your path. Even here, once I entered the room you’ve barely glanced at her, and only when you seemed concerned about her. I’m not saying there isn’t a link between you and her, mind you, because there certainly is. The fact is that the field appears to be psychic in nature, and since you appear to be linked to her, however so tenuously, it doesn’t affect you the same way it affects others.”

      “What do you mean, that the link is tenuous?” Lilith asked, looking at her friends as she continued. “I knew there was a link between us before this. I can sense the direction they’re in, though I have no idea just how far it might extend. For all I know, it could stop working after a few miles.”

      “I call it tenuous because it appears that it could be easily broken by you, or by Gina or Rachel if they so desired. It’s different than the majority of psychic links, which are extremely difficult to break once formed. It’s rather fascinating, really,” Allison replied, leaning forward in her chair again. “Since you know about the link, what can you tell me of how it formed, and what can be done with it? I’d also like to know what you believe your powers are.”

      “My powers are, as Rachel said, broader than I initially believed. When we set up the appointment, I thought that I only possessed the captivation field. Oh, I have physical and mental abilities beyond those of most humans, but that’s merely the result of my biology, not any powers,” Lilith began, and paused for a moment, trying to determine how to explain what she was thinking.

      “I take it that’s no longer the case?” Allison prompted, and quickly added. “Also, while I appreciate your desire to interject, ladies, please allow Lilith to answer the questions. It’s her answers that will reveal the most about her abilities.”

      Gina nodded readily, and Lilith held back a smile as she saw Rachel practically bite her tongue to keep from saying anything. Taking a deep breath, Lilith focused on the questions and continued. “The first hint that my powers were more expansive was when I found myself able to see a conduit of magic flowing between Gina and an assailant of hers. It felt like I could almost touch it, but it wasn’t physical. The conduit was broken, but when it shattered, magic was released. Since I was next to the conduit when it broke I absorbed the magic, and it felt like something woke up within me at the time.”

      “Interesting, a second stage awakening…” Allison murmured, but waved off Lilith’s questioning look. “No, no, finish your explanation first. I’ll explain afterward if you’d like.”

      “As you say. I didn’t notice anything else at the time, save for severe dizziness for a minute or two. That changed, umm…” Lilith paused, looking at Rachel hesitantly, uncertain how to address the encounter with Black Harbinger and Pyroclasm.

      “She’s aware I’m Morgan, Lilith, so go ahead and tell her,” Rachel said, settling back in her chair and her lips curving in a gentle smile as she added, “Thank you for your reticence, though.”

      Lilith nodded, noticing the slight smile on Allison’s face as she continued. “Thank you, Rachel. Well, during the fight with Black Harbinger and Pyroclasm, Rachel was critically injured and I managed to get to her. When I looked at her, I realized I could sense her injuries somehow, and it felt like I could fix them, if only I could touch the wounds. Mentally touch, I mean. Instinctively I knew… that I needed her permission, her trust, to do it. So I focused everything on her, to pull her out of shock, to make her focus on me. I asked her for permission, to trust me, and she did. So I went in to heal the injuries. I didn’t… do much; I just directed her body to fix itself, and it was exhausting. I almost passed out before finishing, but I managed it eventually. After finishing, I lost consciousness, and Blooming Orchid said it put a severe strain on my body. To my knowledge, that’s now the extent of my powers.”

      “I would disagree with Lilith on that being all of her powers,” Rachel interjected politely.

      “Oh?” Allison asked, turning her gaze to Rachel. “Why is that?”

      “While I believe that she’s right about her description of what happened, after I was healed I felt my magic abruptly surge in strength for several minutes. I’m not sure what happened, but I suspect that Lilith somehow empowered my magic,” Rachel explained, and Gina nodded.

      “I didn’t fully realize it at the time, as my powers had been sealed for a while, but it happened to me, too,” Gina agreed. “My magic was more potent than it had been to begin with, and it increased still more for a little while.”

      “I see. Quite interesting… I have an inkling of how your powers might work, Lilith, but that will have to wait until we’ve run you through the tests,” Allison said, sitting up straight again, then taking out a tablet and stylus to make a few notes.

      “What did you mean by ‘second stage awakening?’” Lilith asked curiously. “I haven’t heard the term before.”

      “Ah, of course. In extremely rare circumstances, superhumans don’t manifest all of their powers at once. It’s possible that all superhumans have suppressed, stronger versions of their powers, but those who unlock this ‘second stage’ are extremely rare, on the order of less than one in fifty thousand superhumans,” Allison explained, nodding at Lilith. “Your powers were obviously mostly dormant until your encounter with the magical cloud. Now, I’ve heard rumors of a third stage to powers, but there’ve been no confirmed cases as of yet.”

      “Are you serious? Anyone could potentially have stronger abilities?” Gina asked, sitting up abruptly.

      “While I’m quite serious, I’m afraid that this isn’t the case with spellcasters,” Allison replied gently, laughing as she explained. “Your powers can grow as you learn more and grow more skilled in shaping them, unlike most superpowers which either simply work or don’t. I wouldn’t expect your powers to ever undergo a second stage awakening, Gina.”

      “Drat. I could hope, couldn’t I?” Gina slumped backward in disappointment and Lilith laughed, reaching over to give her hand a squeeze.

      “I think you’re strong enough as it is. Didn’t you just say your power grew recently, anyway?” Lilith comforted Gina, amusement bubbling up inside her.

      “She did. In fact, I’m fairly certain she’s stronger than I am now,” Rachel added. “It’s terribly unfair.”

      “While that may be true, the two of you aren’t the ones who made the appointment,” Allison said, standing up and looking to Lilith as she smiled. “If you’d follow me? Let’s get the physical tests out of the way, then we can work through your powers.”

      “That does seem reasonable,” Lilith agreed, standing up to follow Allison as she left the room. The woman seemed nice enough, so she wasn’t too worried about the testing anymore.
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      Allison Gambry wasn’t nice, Lilith decided three hours later. She was merciless and sadistic, and through everything she kept a pleasant, friendly smile on her face that almost made the experience worse.

      “That’s it for the physical tests, I think. It’s fascinating how much you can manage, but it’s still within the bounds of a class B superhuman by a bit,” Allison said, making another note on her tablet as Lilith tried to recover. Looking up, Allison considered a moment before adding. “I think we can wait for about two minutes before moving on to the next segment. You should have recovered enough by that point.”

      “Shouldn’t you give her a bit longer than that? You were making her dodge high-speed balls in a high-G environment!” Gina protested, looking slightly stunned. “It seems a little extreme since I don’t remember anything like this in my test!”

      “That’s because your powers only provide about a fifty percent boost over your apparent physique, and very little of that is applied to your speed, Gina,” Allison replied absently, flicking her stylus across the surface of her tablet. “The goal here is to quantify Lilith’s powers, and that can’t be done if she isn’t pushed to her limits. Power testing isn’t an exact science.”

      Lilith shook her head and interrupted Gina as she inhaled, somewhat breathless herself as she spoke. “It’s fine, Gina. I’m… a bit winded, tired, and sore, yes, but I’ll be alright. These tests are certainly more… thorough than the training I went through growing up.”

      “I suspect that’s because your training was intended to be sustainable over long periods of time. This isn’t,” Rachel said tartly, glancing at Allison suspiciously. “Even so, I’ve never heard of tests quite like this before. Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

      “Of course I will. Still, you did say the physical portion was done, Allison?” Lilith asked hopefully, straightening as her trembling legs finally steadied beneath her.

      The last few hours had been a near-nonstop barrage of tests, with random questions and other mental activities thrown into the middle of races, weight lifting, and gymnastics by turn. With each stage Lilith had passed, things had grown more difficult, and there was part of Lilith that wondered if the intense pace wasn’t also designed to find the limits of the victim’s endurance as well. Whether that was the case or not, Allison had certainly found Lilith’s limit, and far more quickly than Lilith would have ever expected.

      “Yes, we’re done with that portion. Now we’re going to test your powers and see if my suspicions on how they work is correct,” Allison confirmed, nodding to the door leading out of the large, heavily padded gymnasium they’d been performing tests in so far.

      The entire building was utilitarian and built robustly, which coupled with a number of scorch marks and dents she’d seen, gave Lilith the impression that it wasn’t overly ornate for a reason. Likely because replacing the equipment was more common than Lilith would like to consider, a thought which caused some degree of worry, considering how many superhumans that might indicate were out in the world.

      Allison led them out of the room and down the hall to a heavy metal door. She unlocked the door with a proximity card, then showed them into what looked like a firing range. A man looked up at their entrance, stiffening for a moment before relaxing and smiling. He was middle-aged and of Hispanic descent, and Lilith noted the dull gray power armor he was wearing, as well as the parts of what looked like an energy rifle on the table in front of him.

      “Ms. Gambry! My apologies, ma’am, I didn’t realize that you were going to be using the range today,” the man exclaimed, and Lilith smiled slightly as he came to attention, betraying what she suspected was a military background. “Do you need any weapons prepared for your test?”

      “Just Allison, Sam. You know that,” Allison chided gently, shaking her head. “Thank you for the offer but we don’t need any weapons. We’re here to test something else. Could you set a pair of targets to measure the force of attacks, please?”

      “Of course, ma’am!” Sam replied, quickly stepping over to a control console and tapping various keys. As she watched, Lilith saw a pair of targets in two lanes light up, a shimmering field around each illuminating them in bright red.

      “This is Samuel Romero, the master of the range here,” Allison introduced the man. “He was one of the founding members of LANCE and is a minor inventor as well. Samuel, this is Lilith, the subject of today’s test, and her friends Gina and Rachel.”

      Lilith’s eyebrows rose at the introduction and her estimation of the man increased sharply. After the Advent, the threat of supervillains had forced the United States to come up with countermeasures, especially after Congress was nearly wiped out by Destruction Corps. LANCE had been the result, a federal unit that was composed of former military and superhumans alike and was more powerful than most military divisions by a large margin. Even so, the formation of the unit had been rocky, from what Lilith had learned, and not many of the early members had survived their encounters with Destruction Corps.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Romero. I’ve heard a great deal about LANCE, and what I learned impressed me,” Lilith told him, nodding and smiling politely.

      “A pleasure to meet all of you ladies,” Samuel said, looking up from the console and grinning. “Also, don’t put too much stock into what Ms. Gambry says. I’m retired, and happier for it.”

      “Likewise, I’m glad to meet you,” Rachel told him.

      Gina nodded as well, glancing at the targets speculatively. “Good to meet you, Sam. So what do the targets do, exactly?”

      “The targets are each shrouded in a force field designed to absorb and measure how much energy is in an attack. There’s a maximum that they can withstand and measure, but so long as you aren’t outputting enough energy to punch through a couple of inches of steel, they can do the job.” Samuel explained, glancing at Allison as he continued briskly. “Now I’m not sure what Ms. Gambry has in mind, but you will not fire on the targets until I give you permission. Is that clear?”

      “Umm, yes, sir,” Gina said quickly, nodding and gulping hard.

      “Of course,” Lilith murmured, and Rachel nodded herself, folding her hands in front of her.

      “Now that his explanation is done… Gina, Rachel? I’m going to ask each of you to throw an energy attack at a target,” Allison explained, her voice growing serious as she explained. “It needs to be an attack you can replicate as precisely as possible, at least when it comes to the effort it takes. If I’m not mistaken, Lilith’s power allows her to lend you energy to amplify your abilities. If that’s the case, we’ll be able to figure out a great deal by comparing your attacks.”

      “Ah, that makes sense!” Gina exclaimed, her eyes seeming to light up as she relaxed. “I wondered why you brought us here.”

      “An interesting idea… but what if there isn’t a correlation?” Rachel asked curiously. “What if the change isn’t consistent between the two of us, or the increase is unstable?”

      “Then her power will be far more unpredictable than anticipated. It does happen from time to time. We’ll test this several times if you’re willing to go along with it,” Allison replied, glancing at Lilith and asking, “Are you willing to attempt this, Lilith? My only worry is how exhausted healing Rachel was for you.”

      “It seems reasonable to me,” Lilith agreed, considering the idea. She had no idea if what Allison suggested was how her power worked but it felt reasonable, at least to some extent. Lilith had grown to trust her feelings when it came to her powers, and what Allison was suggesting felt right. “I don’t think that it will drain too much energy, either. The healing took almost everything I had, and I might have passed out anyway. I’m quite willing to give it a try.”

      “Good. Ladies, if you would?” Allison asked, and after a moment, the two stepped up to the firing lanes that had been prepared. Glancing at Samuel, she added. “Sam?”

      “One moment,” Samuel replied, stepping over to look downrange, then hitting a button which caused a warning buzzer to sound. A moment later, he said. “Ladies, you may open fire.”

      Lilith watched almost raptly as her friends each began to weave their spells. It was the first time she’d been able to examine their casting methods this openly, which made it far more interesting to her. Especially since the two obviously shaped their magic quite differently.

      Gina’s magic simply flowed out of her hands in thin streams of gold energy threaded with azure light. She seemed to be concentrating heavily as the energy focused into a blade of light that looked a lot like a spear.

      Conversely, Rachel’s magic looked quite different as her lips moved almost imperceptibly, a purple mist emerging from a pair of silver rings she was wearing to form an orb of purple magic. Odd as it seemed, Lilith realized that Gina seemed to have to concentrate more for her magic than Rachel did.

      Within moments of each other, the two women launched their attacks. Each magical bolt streaked downrange to explode against the targets furiously, though the sound was oddly muffled.

      “Looks like clean hits, and readings are good,” Samuel said, glancing at the screen to the side. “I’d suggest hitting the targets again. Just to make sure how much your attacks vary before testing Ms. Lilith’s power.”

      “Easy enough,” Rachel agreed, and began casting again, Gina just behind her. Moments later, they each unleashed another attack and Samuel nodded in satisfaction.

      “Very good! Both of your attacks had less than a two percent variation,” Allison said, smiling broadly as she turned to Lilith. “Now it’s your turn, Lilith.”

      “As much as I’d like to do this, I have no idea how to go about… empowering them,” Lilith replied, frowning as she mentally prodded at her abilities, unsure how to go about using them. It wasn’t as if they’d come with an instruction manual, after all.

      “You can sense approximately where they are, correct? I’d suggest focusing on the links to Gina and Rachel and trying to make them stronger. Perhaps trying to channel some of your own energy through them might work as well,” Allison suggested.

      “Fair enough. Let’s see…” Lilith took a deep breath and closed her eyes to concentrate, not wanting the distraction of seeing everyone else watching her.

      Even with her eyes closed, Lilith found herself extremely self-conscious as she heard the others shifting in place. Her own breathing was still slightly heavy from the exercise she’d been put through, adding to her distraction. Clearing her mind took Lilith a few moments, and she slowly, almost hesitantly, reached out to where she could sense Gina and Rachel.

      As Allison had said, the connections weren’t strong. They were faint, but even so each link was distinct. Gina had a warmer, vibrant sensation, while Rachel was cooler but steadier as well. As she sensed their presence, Lilith tried to make the links stronger, to help them grow more powerful. It was like trying to grasp smooth, wet glass, though, and they slipped through her fingers at every attempt. After several failed attempts, Lilith gave up the approach and changed to the second option Allison had suggested, trying to funnel some of her energy to her friends. She’d had some experience doing so when she’d helped Rachel the previous day, so sending the energy flowing toward the links wasn’t difficult.

      It was somewhat disappointing when, just like her attempt to strengthen the connections, the power flowed around the links to Gina and Rachel, ignoring them entirely. Lilith paused after the failure, trying to think of how she’d helped Rachel before. That hadn’t been a purely one-sided experience, she realized. Rachel had let her in, not simply been a receptacle for her power. So thinking about that, Lilith instead mentally reached out to the others, murmuring. “Gina, Rachel… will you let me help you?”

      “Of course!” Gina exclaimed.

      Rachel’s voice was more subdued, but her gentle tone was slightly teasing. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      As they spoke, it was like they’d reached out to Lilith in return, taking her outstretched hand. Lilith gasped as energy rushed down the links from her, her eyes opening abruptly. Gina and Rachel both looked startled, and Lilith shivered as she spoke. “It isn’t a matter of simply strengthening the connections. I offer my help; it’s up to you whether or not to accept it.”

      “Interesting. Do you think she’s correct, ladies?” Allison asked, looking at Gina and Rachel as she tapped her stylus against the side of her tablet.

      “I’m not sure, but I did feel a surge to my magic again. It feels a little more… stable, this time?” Rachel said, frowning thoughtfully. “I don’t know how else to describe it, unfortunately.”

      “It feels weird, honestly. Not bad, but… strange. I’m still getting used to a few other changes to my magic so it’s hard to explain,” Gina added.

      “Lilith? Are you having to maintain the effect?” Allison asked, making a couple more notes on her tablet.

      “Not that I can tell. I still feel the links between us, and they are stronger now, but it feels like it was a momentary drain. Not that I can tell how many times I could do it in total… at least a few more, but I’m not entirely certain,” Lilith replied, trying to gauge how much energy she’d expended. It was hard, after the physical tests.

      “If that’s the case, it might be a very potent ability. We can see how long it lasts as well, but first… would you ladies please launch another pair of attacks at the targets? That way we can see what the difference in power is,” Allison said, turning back to Gina and Rachel.

      “I’m going to need a minute to get used to the power,” Gina confessed, tilting her head as she concentrated. “Last time I didn’t have time to think about it. Now that I can, it’s a little… chaotic.”

      “That’s fine,” Allison assured her, and Lilith took a curious step closer as Rachel adjusted her stance slightly.

      “This will be interesting. I’ll try to use the same amount of effort as before, but no promises,” Rachel murmured, and began casting her spell again. Nothing was visibly different to Lilith as the magic took form into the same orb as before. When Rachel unleashed her attack on the target, the explosion was visibly larger than the previous one had been. Rachel nodded, her voice contemplative as she said, “I definitely felt a bit more power in that attack, despite using the same effort.”

      “And I’m ready, I think,” Gina interjected, grinning as she prepared to cast her spell. “I can’t let you have all the fun.”

      “This is Lilith’s test, you know,” Rachel retorted. “I’m just trying to help her figure things out.”

      “And I’m very grateful that you were willing to help,” Lilith said, trying to keep their banter to a minimum as she suppressed a slight smile. “You didn’t have to, you know.”

      “We’re the ones who asked you to be tested so it’s the least we could do,” Rachel replied, preparing another attack. Gina had been focusing on her own spell and launched the golden blade after a moment, grinning.

      “Yeah! I mean… you needed to learn about it anyway, but we kind of forced the issue,” Gina said, then quickly launched another attack, right on the heels of Rachel this time.

      “Thank you, ladies. No more spells, please,” Samuel interrupted, leaning down to check his computer screen. “Interesting…”

      “Sam?” Allison asked after a moment, raising an eyebrow when he didn’t reply immediately.

      “My apologies, Ms. Gambry. Each of the second set of attacks had up to a three percent variance, but after taking the median between the first set and comparing it to the median of the second…” Samuel paused, glancing over at Lilith curiously as he finished. “It appears that their power increased by eleven percent in Gina’s case, and ten percent for Rachel. That isn’t an exact number; those are just the closest whole numbers.”

      “Considering my difficulty controlling the power increase, I don’t know that mine is as accurate as Rachel’s would be,” Gina said, glancing at Rachel as she grinned. “She’s always been more precise than me.”

      “Be that as it may, it’s an interesting development. I honestly had expected closer to a flat increase in power; not one which scales between individuals,” Allison explained, looking at the screen more closely. She was obviously intrigued by the results. “I honestly wish there was more of a power discrepancy between the two of you, to see if it’s based on your current power level or if it’s more of a universal percentage. I suspect it’s the second, but there’s no way to know for certain. I don’t suppose you could use your power on me, Lilith?”

      Lilith blinked, then frowned as she pushed her mind in Allison’s direction for a moment. She didn’t sense Allison at all, and after a moment, she shook her head. “I’m afraid not. I can’t sense you, and… if I’m being perfectly frank? I don’t trust you the same way, Allison. I trust Gina and Rachel implicitly, and while I trust you to tell me the results of the tests, I wouldn’t trust you with my life. I trust them completely.”

      “Fair enough. Powers like your own rarely have simple conditions to their use. Ladies, if you’d let us know when your power boost ends?” Allison asked the other two, and Gina and Rachel each nodded in agreement. Turning to Samuel, Allison smiled at him. “Thank you for your help, Sam. We’ll get out of your hair.”

      “Not a problem, ma’am,” Samuel replied, locking the computer and standing nearly at attention as he grinned. “You’ve been a lot better company than some of the people who come through here.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Moreno,” Lilith said politely, giving him a slight smile. “Thank you for your time.”

      “Now, let’s go to the first aid room and see what else we can learn,” Allison said, leading the way out of the firing range as she continued. “You mentioned your healing ability so I’m thinking that we can see if it only works with Gina and Rachel, or if it’s something that can be used with anyone. I suspect its limitations are the same, but it’s best to be certain.”

      “How would we do that? I don’t like the idea of injuring anyone on purpose,” Gina asked, sounding slightly suspicious.

      “Oh, I fully understand. That’s why I’m going to use a sterilized needle to prick my finger and see if she can heal it,” Allison explained. “If either of you would volunteer to do the same, we could test that as well, but it’s entirely up to you.”

      “I don’t know…” Gina murmured, frowning deeply as they followed Allison to another door.

      “You may not like it but I think I could be persuaded. It isn’t that bad, and I’ve been healed by Lilith before,” Rachel said, smiling as she continued. “Compared to the damage I took, a pinprick is nothing. Besides, I can always heal myself.”

      The room they entered was obviously a small medical bay, though it wasn’t incredibly expansive either. The room had pastel-blue walls, a cot, and a medical kit on a counter. The oddest thing was that the cot was heavily reinforced, but considering they tested superhumans here, Lilith could understand why it might be built more heavily than normal.

      Allison took out a small device, and it took Lilith a moment to realize it was one of the machines that people used to check their blood sugar. Pulling out a sealed needle, she looked at Lilith and asked, “Do you object to doing this, Lilith? It goes a little farther than the other tests, and some people have objections to seeing blood.”

      “As long as you want to give it a try, I have no problem with this,” Lilith replied, frowning as she added, “If it was a more significant injury I would be… exceedingly leery of doing so, but this much doesn’t worry me. But I have to ask, isn’t that for testing blood sugar?”

      “It is. However, it’s also one of the best ways I’ve come across for inflicting an extremely minor injury consistently,” Allison replied with a smile, changing out the needle quickly and disposing of the original in the biohazard bin. “There we go.”

      Allison used the device with barely a wince, and a dot of blood slowly welled up from where the needle had pricked her finger. Turning to Lilith, she asked, “Lilith, if you’d care to try healing me?”

      “Of course,” Lilith murmured, stepping forward and touching Allison’s hand, making certain to avoid touching the injury itself, then focused on Allison the same way she had when she’d healed Rachel.

      Unlike that time, Lilith found that she couldn’t sense the injury or anything else about Allison, only feeling the smooth warmth of her skin. She’d been expecting something like that, but it was also slightly disappointing. She tried for several more moments before sighing and looking up at Allison. “I’m sorry, but I don’t feel the injury. I could with Rachel, but… without that, I don’t think I can do anything.”

      “It’s not a problem, Lilith. I suspected that your power was an extension of the links you have with the others; we simply had to confirm it,” Allison replied, retracting her hand and blotting the blood away. “Now, you were willing to do the same, Rachel?”

      “Yes, of course,” Rachel replied, smiling slightly as she reached for the device.

      “Ah, ah… no, I need to swap the needles first,” Allison said, quickly moving it out of Rachel’s reach. “I know you’re a hero, but that’s a bit foolish, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, right, of course. I didn’t think about that.” Rachel blushed slightly, and Lilith couldn’t help a soft giggle. At the laugh, Rachel gave her a betrayed look. “Lilith!”

      “I’m sorry, Rachel. It’s just that you’re usually the one who thinks things through more carefully, so it amused me,” Lilith told her friend, smiling. “Were you trying to get it over with?”

      “Pretty much. I don’t usually deal with medical equipment much since I can heal with my magic even in my mundane identity,” Rachel admitted. “Most blood-borne pathogens don’t last long when they attack heroes, anyway.”

      “While true, that doesn’t mean you should take risks,” Allison chided gently, finishing swapping needles and handing the device over. “While it may seem like I’m taking risks during the tests, the escalation and tests have been carefully designed to make the risks as manageable as possible.”

      “I suppose,” Rachel agreed and carefully used the device, only to jerk back her hand at the prick. “Ow! I didn’t… that was a little more painful than I expected.”

      “Maybe I should’ve done it,” Gina said, grinning as she added, “I’m the one who hurt herself more growing up.”

      “Too late now,” Rachel retorted. “You’re the one who didn’t like the idea!”

      “That was then,” Gina fired back, and Lilith sighed, taking Rachel’s hand.

      “Gina… let me concentrate, please?” Lilith requested.

      “Right, of course. Though considering the circumstances last time you had to heal, I don’t think this is nearly as bad,” Gina said, leaning against the wall.

      “Last time I was blocking out everything else from blind panic. It’s harder when I’m not in a crisis and running on instinct,” Lilith murmured, staring at Rachel’s hand. “Now how… oh. Oh my.”

      Odd as it seemed, it was almost like Lilith lost some of her focus as she stared at Rachel’s hand and her senses simply… expanded. Once again, she could feel Rachel’s body, but this time her friend wasn’t in danger of death. Her body practically glowed with health, wreathed in power that made her vitality even stronger. The only flaw was where the needle had pierced the skin
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