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CHAPTER 1

   
 Malcolm still remembered it like it was yesterday. He’d been in Mr. Brannigan’s ninth grade history class. It had happened during the morning, between nine and ten, and like any fifteen-year-old who’d been up most of the night on their phone, he’d been having trouble staying awake. 
 The announcement had come over the intercom. At the time, it had seemed like a joke. The principal had struggled to find the right words to describe the situation, settling on a “series of currently unexplainable anomalies”. 
 Mr. Brannigan had rolled out the tiny TV he kept in his back room and turned it on. Malcolm had squinted and watched the first few hours of Day One of the Phenomenon alongside the rest of his class. Mr. Brannigan had told them all that it would be a generation defining event, and he’d been right. 
 They’d watched the view from the news chopper, which would occasionally zoom in on a man running far faster than humanly possible, or a woman lifting trash cans and park benches through telekinesis. The footage came from the nearest big population center, Halter City, which left Malcolm and his class feeling insulated and safe in sleepy Vanderbrook. 
 Some of the kids in the room made jokes. The news channel kept raising the death toll, tallying each one with an awkward kind of enthusiasm. The reporters made the differentiation between “the gifted”, as the people with superpowers were being called, and “the monsters”.  
 Malcolm never saw them get a monster into frame, but even if they had managed to, he wasn’t sure he would have believed it. Watching it on the TV made it feel like watching anything on TV. Incredibly fake, or at least overblown, and part of a separate, carefully curated reality. 
 School let out early and Malcolm took the bus home just after lunch. He got off at his stop, turned the corner onto his street, and saw a smoldering crater where his house had once been. 
 Smelling the smoke and feeling the heat of the burning wood was finally enough to make it real for him. He was staring at what had very recently been his house. Danny still would have been asleep on the couch, probably hungover from a late night out drinking. His mother would be cleaning, or reading a book, or working on one of her gardening projects in the backyard. 
 He’d wondered if maybe she’d been able to make it away safely. He’d hoped, even when it had gone against all logic, that she had. It had taken a couple of days, a couple of calls to the local hospitals, for him to know and accept the truth. 
 The surprising thing about the aftermath of the destruction of Malcolm’s family and home was how little attention it received. It was just a footnote when placed into context against the government’s reaction to the “champions”, and the “sprytes” and “demons”, as the gifted and the monsters eventually became known. 
 Malcolm stayed with a friend until the insurance company paid out the settlement for the house. He used the money to replace a couple of his possessions and rented a small apartment.  
 He went on with his life. That was all he could do. But he never forgot. 
 ***  
 “Mr. Caldwell? Are you listening?” 
 Malcolm blinked, and sat up a little straighter in his chair. He’d been thinking about Day One again, poking his most painful memories with a dirty stick. Ms. Dion was more active in her instruction than most college professors, and would often press them for answers as she lectured. 
 “Sorry,” said Malcolm. “What was the question?” 
 A few amused chuckles came from the other students around the room. He’d developed a bit of a reputation for zoning out during class. 
 “Which governing body has control over the Champion Authority?” asked Ms. Dion. 

A question I know the answer to, for once. Time to spit the facts.

 “Worldwide?” said Malcolm. “The United Nations. But the CA has smaller chapters within many countries, including the USCA here in the United States. And they also coordinate with most major heads of state.” 
 Ms. Dion looked annoyed that he’d gotten the question right. Malcolm leaned back in his chair, feeling more than a little smug. Somebody whispered a joke off to Malcolm’s left, and several people snickered.  
 He was not the most popular student with either his classmates or his teachers, though not for lack of personality. Losing his mother and brother on Day One had pushed people away from him, rather than drawing support and kindness. It was unfair, but after five years of living on his own, he’d learned to make do. 
 “That’s correct, Malcolm,” said Ms. Dion. “Moving on…” 
 Malcolm listened to her for another minute or two, only lowering his head down to his desk once the professor’s attention had moved elsewhere. He carefully worked his earbuds out of the collar of his shirt where he’d hidden them, slipping them into his ears and smiling as he pressed the play button on his phone. 
 The playlist he had queued up was filled nineties alt rock. It had been just about all his older brother Danny had listened to, back when he’d been alive. It made Malcolm feel nostalgic, even if he did find some of the melodramatic lyrics to be super cheesy. 
 He kept his eyes on Ms. Dion, making a halfhearted attempt at looking like he was still paying attention. She said something, and then gestured to the blackboard. Malcolm’s fellow students were all pulling out sheets of paper, probably the brainstorming exercise they’d been assigned the week before.  
 He started to reach into his own folder, the sound of a guitar solo filling his ears, and then stopped. A chill ran up the back of his neck. It was suddenly hard to breathe. His hands were shaking, and fingers cramping. Sweat began to bead on his forehead, and his heart pounded in his chest. It felt like somebody had just flipped the panic switch, and his body was all too happy to oblige. 

What the hell?

 “Malcolm?” 
 One of the earbuds had fallen out, and he could hear Ms. Dion walking over to his desk. Malcolm shivered, his body cold and feverish at the same time. He was in pain, but he couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from. He clasped his hands over his temples and buried his head against his desk. 
 Several silent seconds went by. When Malcolm finally opened his eyes, everyone in the room was staring at him. Papers were strewn across the floor, scattered as though a rough breeze had pushed in through one of the windows and run amuck in the orderly classroom. 

But none of the windows are open…

 On the edge of Malcolm’s awareness, he could feel something new. It was as though his body had a new appendage, a new set of muscles, invisible and outside of what he considered to be his actual body. He stretched his hand out and slowly closed it, focusing on the new sensation at the same time. 
 A gust of wind swept over the desk in front of him, completely ruining the carefully straightened hair of the girl sitting there and almost ripping her blouse open.  
 “Whoa…” Malcolm blinked, and then let out a small, surprised laugh. 
 Ms. Dion was pointing at him, her eyes wide, her jaw dropped as far open as it would go. One student was filming him on their phone, and then suddenly, half a dozen others were doing the same, a few of them standing up to get a better angle. 
 Malcolm stood up, too. He tried it again, this time reaching toward one of the motivational posters hanging from the classroom wall. He summoned the wind and casually pulled it loose, spinning it in complicated loops and twirls, and directing back over to his hand, just to see if he could.  
 He was still sweating, and focusing on doing whatever it was he was doing felt like exercise. Endorphins pumped through his body, and he couldn’t stop himself from grinning as he swirled gusts of wind around himself. 
 “You’re one of them…” said Ms. Dion. “You’re… gifted. You’re one of the champions!” 
 “Yeah, apparently.” Malcolm shrugged, unsure of what to say. “Huh.” 
 He took a step forward, and then realized that there was absolutely no reason for him to stay in the classroom. Everyone had their phone out. News of a newborn champion always spread like wildfire. Regardless of what he did, from that point forward, his life would never be the same. 
 Malcolm took a slow breath and walked out of the room. Several of his fellow classmates followed him, still recording, or possibly live streaming. He glanced at them over his shoulder and briefly considered using the wind to smash the devices against the wall. 

You know what? Let’s see if I can give them something worth filming.



 




CHAPTER 2

   
 Malcolm ran through Vanderbrook Community College’s hallways, taking long, loping steps. He could feel the full extent and flow of the wind, even slight motions in it. It almost reminded him of being underwater.  
 On top of that, Malcolm could also feel the extent of his power. The wind was a physical thing, waiting for him to call out to and control. It took more than just a thought to do it, more like concentrated will, but it was easy.  
 It felt like controlling a part of his body, and Malcolm took advantage of it. He pushed the wind hard against his back as he ran, propelling himself forward with inhuman speed.  
 The students he passed by stared at him in shock. The wind swept across each of them in turn, scattering locks of hair, pushing up dresses and skirts, knocking loose binders from hands. Malcolm felt like some kind of god. 

A champion. Technically not a god, but it’s really a pretty minor distinction.

 He burst through the front door of the college and laughed. More people were following him now, professors and students alike, filming on their phones. Vanderbrook, as small of a town as it was, only had a couple of native champions that Malcolm knew about.  
 Most of them had appeared on Day One of the Phenomenon, and the few that had gained their powers in the time since then had been underwhelming in their capabilities. Malcolm remembered one, a mailman who eventually earned the nickname “Sharp Eye”.  
 Sharp Eye was gifted with perfect hand to eye coordination, which gave him amazing dexterity and skill when it came to things like throwing balls and catching… balls. The media had still greeted him with enormous fanfare, catapulting Sharp Eye to instant local fame. He’d moved out of Vanderbrook after a while, but was still listed in the town’s Wikipedia article under the “Famous Residents” section. 
 A news van was already approaching from down the street. Malcolm wasn’t ready to sit down and give interviews. He flexed his hand, feeling for his new ability, and tried to do the obvious thing. 
 Gathering the wind around him in powerful gusts, Malcolm took a step forward, and leapt into the air. He pushed against his legs and feet with all the wind he could summon, hovered for a second or two, and then slowly descended back to the ground. 
 “Fly!” shouted one of the students filming him. “Come on! Take off, man! That would be so cool!” 
 “Yeah, well, easier said than done,” said Malcolm. He frowned, feeling outward and taking stock of the strength of his wind power. He could sense that he didn’t have quite enough to fly, or at least if he did, he still didn’t know how to focus it in a way that would give him proper lift. 

Let’s try something else, then.

 Malcolm took off at a run, slowly using the wind to lengthen each stride, and push himself forward faster and faster. One of the college’s buildings was right on the edge of campus, and it had a metal fire escape staircase extending up the side.  
 He hurtled up, reaching the top of the building and using the wind to stop on a dime. He waved to the news crew, who were still in the process of getting their camera set up. There was another noise, and Malcolm glanced up to see a news chopper there, as well, filming him from above. 
 “That’s bold,” he muttered. “Especially given the nature of my power.” 
 He imagined what would happen if he sent a strong gust into the helicopter from the side, or hit it with wind from directly above, slamming down into its blades. Part of Malcolm delighted at the idea, even though he knew that it would probably get the people inside killed. Using his power felt amazing, and he wasn’t sure how much it mattered what he used it for. 
 Malcolm shook the thoughts away, instead focusing on a less deadly alternative. There was a building nearby, just across the street, and the roof was a story or two lower than the one he was currently on. His body tingled with excitement. He wanted to do it. He had to do it. 
 He broke off at a dead sprint, pulling the wind along with him. There was a small concrete lip around the building’s edge, and he set one foot on it before pushing off into open air. The wind hurtled him forward, his clothes flapping against his skin. He moved forward, still descending slightly, but easily crossing the gap and landing on the new building’s roof with several feet to spare. 
 “YES!” he shouted. “Hell yeah!” 
 There was more to it than just exhilaration. Using his wind powers had an extra euphoric edge to it. Malcolm kept running across the new building’s roof, immediately leaping to another nearby. He soared through the air and landed on target, crossing a distance of fifty feet, at least. 
 The news copter kept pace with him. He considered whether he could outrun it. Malcolm jumped to another building, and then another, each time feeling more comfortable with the extent of his abilities.  
 He was moving out of Vanderbrook’s modest downtown area and into the residential neighborhoods. Cars were stopped in the street. People stood in clumps on sidewalks, pointing at him, and trying to snap photos. Malcolm waved at them, looking away as he jumped from one house to another. 
 He cleared the gap easily, and landed in the center of an open skylight. Malcolm’s surprise manifested in his chest, his heart skipping a beat as he tried to push himself upward with the wind as he fell. It wasn’t enough. 
 He landed in a bedroom, on top of a bed. The fall was gentle, bruising his pride, more than his body. Malcolm let go of the wind for a moment and felt his thoughts immediately start to clear up. 

I need to chill. Making the press chase me and jumping on people’s roofs is probably not the best way to introduce myself to the world as a champion.

 “You…” said a woman’s voice. “You’re… him.” 
 There was someone else in the bed. An attractive woman in her late twenties or early thirties was underneath the sheets directly beside him, holding a comforter up to her neckline. Her hair was red, and her face was pretty and slightly freckled. She was staring at a large flat screen TV on the other side of the room, which was currently tuned into the local news. 
 “We’re not sure where the new champion is at the moment,” said a reporter. “He was jumping from building to building, probably testing out the strength of his abilities, but it seems as though he managed to slip away after one of the jumps.” 
 “Interesting,” said another reporter. “And do we know anything about the identity of this champion? Or the nature of his powers?” 
 “We’ve spoken with several students at Vanderbrook Community College who claim that he was a student there,” said the first reporter. “They also say that his abilities are related to either gravity, or the wind.” 
 “Fascinating,” said the other reporter. 
 Malcolm shook his head, unsure of how to feel about hearing them talk about him in the third person. He sat up on the bed, noticing the woman again and feeling like a massive dick for intruding on her space. 
 “I… am so sorry,” said Malcolm. “I’m just going to let myself out.” 
 “Hold on!” said the woman. “Please. Let me get a picture with you, at least!” 
 She stood up, still holding the sheet around her, and started walking toward the table where she’d set her phone. Malcolm chuckled and shook his head, feeling a bit awkward. 
 “I’m a trespasser,” he said. “I think it’s probably best if I just go.” 
 “Really?” The woman smiled at him. She had a gorgeous smile, and there was something vaguely flirtatious about the gleam in her eye. 
 “Yes, really,” said Malcolm. “The press is going to figure out that I’m here in a couple of minutes.” 
 The woman let the sheet drop. She was naked underneath. 
 “There must be… something I can do to convince you to stay,” said the woman. “Just for a minute or two?” 
 She slowly walked toward him. Her body was incredible, and Malcolm gaped openly at her big breasts. She seemed confident in her sexuality, and her smile only grew broader as she noticed the blush in Malcolm’s cheeks. 
 “Whoa, okay,” he said, scratching his head. “I don’t think this is such a good idea.” 
 She stepped in close to him and set a finger on his lips. Malcolm had fooled around a bit with girls before, but he’d never had one come onto him like this. And certainly, not one this attractive before, or this serious about getting what she wanted. 
 “Please?” asked the woman. “I’ll do the convincing upfront?” 
 She pushed him back, and Malcolm fell onto the bed. Her hands were immediately on his jeans, unbuttoning, unzipping, and then pulling them down. He reached down, ready to stop her. She took his hand by the wrist and brought his index finger into her mouth, sucking on the length of it and letting out a seductive moan. 
 “Wow…” he said. There wasn’t much else for him to say. The woman pulled his boxers down. He was already hard, and watched her with all the focus of a horny teenage male as she pursed her lips and wrapped her hand around his shaft. 
 “You’re just a boy,” said the woman, in a teasing voice. “But you’re still a champion.” 
 She planted a kiss on the tip of his erection, and Malcolm felt pleasure surge into him from the point of contact. Her lips slowly parted, and she brought her head down, pulling him into a warm, wet paradise of mouth and tongue. 

Maybe this is just one of the perks of the job?

 He watched her slowly begin to suck, half dazed from the pleasure of it. The woman knew exactly what she was doing, and Malcolm wasn’t all that surprised. She didn’t even know his name, yet, and they were already fooling around. Though, she knew that he was one of the gifted, a champion, and perhaps that detail was all that really mattered to her. 
 The woman’s hand stroked the base of his shaft, while her tongue and lips pleasured the tip and upper half. She was confident, deliberate, and beautiful. Malcolm reached his hand out and ran it across her cheek. The woman took it as encouragement, and slid her lips down even further. 
 Her tongue was doing a little trick, tapping and teasing the sensitive underside of his erection. She was looking at him, her green eyes locked onto his, full of excitement and pride. It was as though she felt like she was getting more out of it than he was, and maybe that was true, in way. 
 “Oh…” Malcolm ran his hand through her hair. “Hey… I’m about to…” 
 The woman moved started moving her mouth faster. Her lips made a tight seal around his shaft, unyielding, even as Malcolm passed over the edge. He bucked his hips upward and groaned as the pleasure hit him in an incredible burst. The woman kept sucking, running one hand along his thigh, encouraging him to unload in her hot mouth. 
 And he did. 


 




CHAPTER 3

   
 Malcolm was drained from the experience. He leaned his head back in the bed, closing his eyes for a moment. His day had been incredible, and there was still so much waiting for him outside. It was a little intimidating, now that he had a chance to think about it. 
 “Smile!” The woman slid up next to him in bed, taking a selfie of the two of them before Malcolm had a chance to say anything. “That one’s for my Instagram.” 
 “Hey,” he said. “That’s kind of rude.” 
 He stood up and started pulling his pants on. The woman kept taking photos. 
 “Hey!” he said, a little louder. 
 “Relax,” she said. “They’re just photos. And they’re going to be worth a fortune. The first intimate photos of a new champion, not even an hour into his powers.” 
 “Are you… being serious right now?” 
 The woman took another photo. Malcolm scowled, reaching out with the wind and trying to knock the phone out of her hand. She clutched it to her naked breasts and glared at him. 
 “If you try to hurt me, I swear to god I’ll start filming!” she said. “Do you want that to be the world’s first impression of you?” 
 Malcolm massaged his temples. 
 “Okay, I’m gonna go,” he said.  

If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.

 She followed him, taking photos even as he walked out her front door and into the street. The news copter had apparently gone off in another direction, and there was no media presence waiting for him. 
 He wasn’t sure what, exactly, to do next. He’d left his backpack on campus, but there wasn’t much in it that he needed, beyond some textbooks and an extra hooded sweatshirt. Heading home would mean submerging himself into the media frenzy again. There was no doubt that the press would have his apartment staked out. 
 Malcolm started walking down the sidewalk, headed in a direction that would take him toward the outskirts of town. He felt for his powers again, but didn’t use them, remembering how he’d been swept up in the sensation last time. The powers had an allure to them, a mysterious intensity that pulled him in. 
 He’d been walking for close to ten minutes when a black BMW slowed to a stop next to him. Malcolm sighed and forced a smile onto his face, figuring that he might have to sign an autograph, or maybe pose for a photo. 
 The tinted driver’s side window rolled down and a young woman smiled at him from behind it. She was attractive, and probably close to the same age as him. She had blonde hair, green eyes, and a curious confidence about her, as though she knew something important that he didn’t. 
 “You aren’t going to run off again, are you?” she asked. “It took us far longer than we expected to pinpoint your location, young man.” 
 Malcolm snorted. 
 “Young man?” he asked. “You’re like, the same age as me. And… wait a second, what did you just say?” 
 The girl opened the door of the car and stepped out of it. The first thing Malcolm noticed was that she had an amazing figure. She wore a long sleeve grey blouse and black leggings, and the clothes were tight enough to show off her small, well-formed breasts and a solid, athletic butt.  
 She was shorter than he was by quite a bit, but the way she moved made him think that her height suited her perfectly. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she nodded to him, extending her hand to shake his. 
 “Malcolm, right?” she asked. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m with the United States Champion Authority.” 
 Malcolm felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight. He’d heard nothing but good things about USCA and champions in general. They were a force for peace in the world, protecting the civilian population against the sprytes and demons that had come into existence at the start of the Phenomenon, along with more mundane threats. 

It was either a spryte or a demon that killed my family. This is exactly what I’ve wanted, all this time.

 He realized that he’d been staring at the girl for several silent seconds and quickly cleared his throat. 
 “Uh, yeah, I’m Malcolm,” he said. “And you are…?” 
 “You can call me Tapestry,” said the girl. “Will you come with us without a fight?” 
 Her question prompted several of the other doors of the car to open in unison. Malcolm watched as a short, balding man with tufts of red hair clinging to the crown of his head stepped out of the passenger side. And both back seats. Three identical copies of the man stood watching him, only differentiated by their clothing. 
 “That’s Multi,” said Tapestry. 
 The nearest of the copies stepped toward Malcolm, while the other two circled around behind him. 
 “It’s nice to meet you, Wind Runner,” said the Multi in front of him. 
 “Uh… Wind Runner?” Malcolm shook his head in confusion. Tapestry cleared her throat, pulled out her phone, and spent a couple of seconds looking for something. She passed it to him, and Malcolm found himself staring at a selfie that the naked woman, who was apparently named Emily, had taken and posted to Instagram. 

Just hooked up with a champion! #Wind Runner

 “It’s catchy,” said Multi. “I think it’s going to stick, whether you want it to or not.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm just shook his head, totally at a loss for words. 
 “Right…” said Multi. “I’m Ted Shelton, also known as Multi. I’m the Executive Director of the Greater Vanderbrook USCA chapter.” 
 He shook Malcolm’s hand. 
 “Okay,” said Malcolm. “So… what now?” 
 Tapestry smiled at him. Each of the Multis set a hand on his shoulder or back, and pushed him toward the open backseat door of the BMW. 
 “Now, you come with us,” said Tapestry. 


 




CHAPTER 4

   
 Malcolm sat between two identical Multis in the back of the BMW, feeling awkward and tense. He’d asked several questions immediately after the ride had begun, mostly about what was happening to him, and where they were taking him. The Multis had each just shaken their head at him. Tapestry told him that he’d have his answers soon enough. 
 They drove into the outskirts of town, across the badly maintained roads that cut through the wilderness preserve that touched Vanderbrook on the south and west edges. The sky grew cloudier as they got further out, and it almost felt like a reflection of Malcolm’s own mood. 

This whole “being a champion” thing has gone from fun to serious in a very short amount of time.

 He frowned, also feeling a little annoyed that he was sitting in the middle seat, and didn’t really have a window to look out of, other than the one straight ahead. Tapestry glanced back at him over her shoulder and smiled reassuringly. 
 “Hey,” she said. “You look a little overwhelmed.” 
 “Well, I feel it,” he said, furrowing his brow. “I’m more than a little outside my comfort zone, right now. It would help if you’d explain a little more.” 
 “We do it this way for a reason,” said Tapestry. “Trust me, we don’t mean you any harm. It’s all part of the process.” 
 Malcolm nodded, but her words only made him want answers more. Tapestry turned the car onto a dirt road, driving them down a stretch where the trees were tall and thick with branches, choking out most of the sun’s light. 
 At the end of the road, Tapestry brought the car to a stop outside of a large, dome shaped building. It was built on the edge of a hill, just past where the trees thinned out into a clearing. He parked the car next to a truck and a motorcycle, and everyone climbed out. 
 “We’re heading inside,” said Multi. “You’ve been very cooperative so far, Malcolm. Just don’t freak out or doing anything impulsive, okay?” 
 Malcolm was about to ask what he meant by that when Tapestry came up beside him, setting one hand on his shoulder and smiling cordially. Her other hand was positioned on top of a small bulge on the side of her waist.  

A gun. Somehow, I doubt I can do much about that with the wind.

 “Fair enough,” said Malcolm. “Look, I came with you guys willingly. I just want to know what’s going on, and uh, I guess what I’m supposed to do now?” 
 “We know,” said Tapestry. “And I’m sorry that we have to take this approach with you. It’s just how the Champion Authority brings in new recruits. Standard procedure.” 
 Malcolm nodded, walking alongside her as she gently guided him forward by the shoulder. Two of the Multis went ahead, inputting passcodes into a keypad next to a large, metal door at the front of the dome. 
 “This is the Vanderbrook HQ,” said Tapestry. “We just call it ‘The Dome’ for short. It’s where all of the local champions report in for briefings and missions.” 
 “Local champions?” Malcolm raised an eyebrow at her. “In Vanderbrook?” 
 His hometown had just under fifty thousand residents, and the only champions he’d ever heard of appeared right at the start of the Phenomenon, five years earlier. A few sprytes and demons, such as the one that murdered his family, passed through the town occasionally, but as far as he knew, there were no champions currently in residence. 
 “Well, I guess I’m the only true local champion,” said Tapestry. “Multi and Morph are transplants from other parts of the country. And I guess technically you now, too.” 
 “What?” Malcolm shook his head, frowning. “Why haven’t I heard of you, then? Most people who are gifted get serious media attention.” 
 “That’s a common misconception,” said Tapestry. “I gained my gift three years ago, in the comfort of my own home. My power isn’t flashy, and it wasn’t exactly hard for me avoid the media and contact the USCA discretely.” 
 Malcolm looked from her, back to the Multis, as the group of them started down a metal hallway with strips of LEDs lighting it from the ceiling. 
 “Multi… Morph…” he repeated. “Those names do sound… a little familiar, now.” 
 “Multi was one of the champions who did the toy line last year,” said Tapestry, smiling. “And Morph has done a few commercials, though she really isn’t much of a fan of acting.” 
 The three Multis all cleared their throats in unison. 
 “Enough,” said the one in the lead. “We have to give him the tests before we let him in on anything further.” 
 Multi took a turn through a door on the right-hand side of the hallway, his two clones standing guard just outside. Tapestry walked in with him, and a third champion, one that Malcolm recognized on sight, stood in the center of the room, getting a chair ready. 
 “You’re… Morph,” said Malcolm, pointing at her.  
 She was a tiny woman in her mid-twenties, with brown hair, glasses, and a mousey face. Her power allowed her to transform into the last animal she’d touched, and she’d showed it off in a commercial for PETA that had run during the Super Bowl the previous year, bringing her an enormous amount of international attention. 
 “I don’t like to go by my champion name, normally,” said the mousey woman. “Just call me Anna, please.” 
 “Malcolm,” said Malcolm. “Hey… wait a second. Anna… Morph? Seriously? That’s a perfect fit, given your powers.” 
 Anna rolled her eyes at him. 
 “Yes, like the books, I know,” she said, dryly. “If you only knew how many times I’ve heard the joke before…” 
 “Anna,” said Multi, cutting the conversation short. “Get the straps on him.” 
 “The straps?” asked Malcolm. “That’s not really necessary, is it?” 
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “If we’re going to be able to trust you, we need to know more about you and how your powers work. Namely, your weakness.” 
 “My… weakness?” he asked. 
 “It might not be something obvious,” she said. “And it might not be something we can test for. But this is standard procedure. Every champion goes through it, when they’re first brought in.” 
 Malcolm hesitantly sat down in the chair in the center of the room, waiting while Anna pulled the leather straps on each of the armrests over his wrists. He noticed something that he’d missed before. She had a metal armband around her wrist, as did Tapestry, though she had hers mostly hidden under the sleeve of her blouse. 
 “Good,” said Multi. “I’ll be monitoring from the observation room. Tapestry, Anna, take it from here.” 
 Multi shut the door to the room firmly behind him. A tense silence hung over the air. Malcolm looked back and forth between the two women, feeling a bit more concerned about what the test would entail than he had before. 
 The first thing Tapestry did was take his blood pressure, along with a surprisingly large blood sample. Malcolm fidgeted a little in his chair, knowing that the experience was going to diverge from a normal doctor’s examination. 
 “Now Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “I’m going to set up a small ball on the ground in front of you. All you need to do is attempt to use your wind manipulation to move it while we try out a few different stimuli on you.” 
 “Is this safe?” he asked. “What happens if I accidentally summon a tornado? This place is insured for that, right?” 
 Tapestry smiled. 
 “Relax Malcolm,” she said. “It will be fine. Normally, I would be the only one in here during the ability testing. My power is regeneration, and I can take a beating if things get wild and crazy. But given the extent what we’ve seen of your powers, I think it’s no issue for Anna to be here, too.” 

I feel like I was just subtly insulted…

 “Now,” said Tapestry. “Are you ready to begin?”
 




CHAPTER 5

   
 Tapestry instructed Malcolm to keep his head facing forward, which kept him from being able to see what the two women were doing behind his back. A minute went by, and then he felt the familiar warm gust of an electric heater being directed at his neck. 
 “Go ahead, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “See if you can still use your powers” 
 “Okay.” Malcolm stretched his palm open, summoning the wind and lifting the ball into the air. He let it drop after a few seconds, feeling pleased with himself. 
 “No heat weakness,” said Tapestry. “Moving on.” 
 They went through a dozen different weaknesses in almost as many minutes. Malcolm had water poured over his head, needles pricking his finger, citrus juice sprayed onto his palm, and various other tests. Each time, he remained able to move the ball. 
 “Alright, Malcolm,” said Tapestry, after watching him move the ball while holding his breath. “Sometimes weaknesses are related to particular emotions. There are two in particular that seem to be rather common that we can test for here in the lab.” 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “How exactly is this going to…” 
 “Start lifting the ball,” said Tapestry. 
 He did, feeling a stupid. Half a second later, the massive paw of a large cat settled on his shoulder. Malcolm lurched forward in surprise, feeling the claws scratch across his upper arm. 
 “Jesus!” he said. If not for the straps, he would have fallen out of the chair. Tapestry let out a stifled, guilty laugh. 
 “Oh, I’m sorry, Malcolm,” she said. “It’s just Anna. Fear test.” 
 “Right…” His face was hot with embarrassment. “I should have guessed that would be how you’d do it.” 
 “Anna?” said Tapestry. “Can you come back to human form so you can give the… other, emotional test?” 
 Malcolm couldn’t see behind him, but he heard a small rush of air, along with a tiny popping noise, and then heard Anna’s voice. 
 “Tapestry, come on,” she said, with a sigh. “You would be better at this one than me.” 
 “I’m flattered that you would say so, Anna,” said Tapestry. “But really. I couldn’t.” 
 “Tapestry…” said Anna. “How about this? We both do it.” 
 “Anna, please.” 
 “It’ll be quicker,” said Anna. “And it’s only fair.” 
 Malcolm frowned, unsure of whether he liked the sound of the conversation or not. 
 “Alright, fine.” Tapestry walked around to the front of Malcolm’s chair and smiled at him reassuringly. “Malcolm, the other common emotion that oftentimes can be a weakness for the gifted is…” 
 She bit her lip, hesitating. Her face turned beat red, and it was one of the cutest things Malcolm had ever seen. 

I think I know what it is. But this is just too funny.

 “What?” asked Malcolm, trying to sound oblivious, “What is it? Is it happiness? Confusion?” 
 “Malcolm…” Tapestry hesitated again, fidgeting a little in front of him. “You know how when a man and woman are… attracted to each other, sometimes-” 
 “Jesus Christ, Tapestry,” said Anna. “I can see why you wanted me to do it so badly.” 
 Anna walked around to the front of his chair, and instead of explaining or saying anything, she crouched down next to Malcolm, moving in close. She was relatively average looking, without the pretty face or petite curves that Tapestry had to work with, but there was something intense about her. 
 “Hey,” she said to Malcolm, flashing a small smile. She stretched her hand out and slid it across his chest, and then his stomach. 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. He grinned back at her, pleased to have finally reached a test that was fun for him, too. 
 “It’s still part of the test, Malcolm,” said Tapestry, in a matter of fact voice. “She’s testing for a weakness related to arousal, or lust.” 
 “Oh, really?” said Malcolm, with a tinge of sarcasm. Anna’s hand had settled on his thigh, and she was slowly running it back and forth, within an inch of his manhood. 
 “So, whenever you’re ready…” said Tapestry, sounding a little uncomfortable. “Malcolm?” 
 Tapestry frowned and leaned forward in front of him, inadvertently pushing her chest into his face. 
 “It would go faster if you helped,” said Anna. “Just saying…” 
 Tapestry made an annoyed noise and scowled at both of them. She placed a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder, patting it a couple of times in the shyest attempt at being sexy that he’d ever seen. 
 “Does this help?” asked Tapestry. She made eye contact with Malcolm, and blushed. He felt himself getting hard, and suddenly unable to look away from the small blonde woman. There was something even sexier about the nature of that cute, embarrassed look that than anything else she could have done.  

Well, almost anything else.

 “Okay,” said Malcolm, clearing his throat. “I’m… good.” 
 Anna moved away from him immediately. Tapestry lingered for a moment, blushing and looking as though she felt like she had something more to say. She finally rubbed Malcolm’s shoulder and disengaged, stepping back so he could get a clear view of the ball. 
 Malcolm clenched his hand, and manipulated the wind from above, bouncing the ball in place. He shrugged. 
 “I’m actually kind of glad that’s not it,” said Malcolm. “That would be so inconvenient.” 
 “Did you ever hear the story of Stealthskin?” asked Anna. “Basic invisibility champion with that weakness, though he never made the connection about it.” 
 “What happened?” asked Malcolm. 
 “He’d try to hide in the women’s locker room,” said Anna. “He got arrested for indecent exposure seven times, escaping police custody after each. He’s a pencil pusher in the USCA now.” 
 “No morals whatsoever,” said Tapestry. “Filthy pervert.” 
 “I mean, as a guy, I can kind of…” Malcolm trailed off, feeling as though he was veering dangerously close to “filthy pervert” territory. He tried to look over his shoulder at the women, but before he could, something cold and metallic pressed against the back of his neck. 
 “Alright, Malcolm,” said Anna. “Try to use your power.” 
 “Okay,” he said. He focused, and was about to hit the ball with another blast of wind when a very mild electric current came from whatever Anna had against him. The tingling sensation wasn’t painful, but it was distinct, and more importantly, it was as though it instantly severed Malcolm’s link to his ability. 
 “I… can’t,” he said, after a couple of frustrating seconds.  
 “Shock,” said Anna. “That’s not unusual for a champion with wind manipulation.” 
 “It’s a minor weakness, though,” said Tapestry. “Just keeps him from using it.” 
 The current stopped, and Malcolm breathed a sigh of relief. He took a slow breath, making a mental note be very careful around anything electrical in the future. He thought about what Tapestry had just said. 
 “Minor weakness?” he asked. “Are there major weaknesses, too?” 
 “Minor, major, and fundamental,” said Tapestry, as she started to undo his wrist bonds. “Minor is what you just experienced. It keeps you from using your abilities. Major would be a weakness that renders you unconscious or dead from exposure. And fundamental…” 
 “Fundamental is water if you have fire conjuration,” said Anna. “A weakness that has to do with the nature of your abilities, rather than your connection to your power.” 
 “Gotcha.” Malcolm rubbed his wrists, furrowing his brow as both women come back into view. “What comes next?” 
 “Now,” said Tapestry. “You can relax. At least for the moment.” 


 




CHAPTER 6

   
 Anna stayed in the testing room, while Tapestry led Malcolm outside and down another hallway. He still had a countless number of questions about what was going on and what he needed to know, but held back instead of asking them. 

They’ve been straight with me, so far. I just need to be patient.

 “Here,” said Tapestry. “You’re going to want to change out of your clothes and take shower.” 
 “Uh, okay.” Malcolm raised an eyebrow at her. “Any particular reason why?” 
 “Standard procedure,” said Tapestry. “We know your weakness, so you aren’t as much of a threat now, but we still need to ensure that you don’t have anything hidden before bringing you into HQ.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I guess I can’t blame you for being suspicious,” he said. 
 Tapestry gestured to the door they were standing next to, and he headed through it. It led to a large locker room, with shower stalls lining one side. It was clean, and smelled far better than any locker room Malcolm could ever remember being in. 
 Tapestry had followed him in. He frowned a little as he reached for the hem of his t-shirt. 
 “Are you going to watch me?” he asked. 
 She scowled at him, blushing a little. 
 “Its standard procedure,” said Tapestry. “Just act like I’m not here.” 

Act like a hot twenty-year-old blonde isn’t watching me strip and shower. Sure, no problem.

 Malcolm took his clothes off, hesitating for a moment before pulling down his boxers. He didn’t glance over to see if she reacted at all to getting a full frontal, and she didn’t break the silence to offer any opinion. He was still a little aroused from the unique weakness test they’d done, and wasn’t sure whether to be happy or ashamed. 
 He slipped into one of the shower stalls and turned on the water, taking the chance and turning around to face Tapestry directly. She flinched slightly when his gaze met hers, as though she hadn’t expected him to have the nerve to make eye contact. 
 “So…” said Malcolm, feeling suddenly awkward. “You had to go through this too, when you first joined?” 
 “I did,” she said. “It was… embarrassing for me too.” 
 Malcolm was suddenly picturing her naked, in the shower. He bit his lip, trying to push the image away before it got him too worked up. 
 “Was Multi the one who stood and watched?” he asked. “I can’t imagine that was much fun.” 
 “No,” said Tapestry. “Anna was. She’s been a champion since Day One of the Phenomenon, though I’m technically her superior here, now.” 
 “How did that happen?” asked Malcolm. 
 “It’s a long story,” said Tapestry. “Focus on getting washed up.” 
 Malcolm shrugged, and ran his hands through his wet hair. It felt oddly thrilling to have her watching him, now that the situation was underway. He glanced back at her as he ran his hands across his stomach and crotch. She was still blushing, and it was hard to tell if her interest in watching was purely limited to “standard procedure”, as she’d put it before. 
 “Finished,” he said, after a couple more minutes. 
 Tapestry blinked, and then cleared her throat.  
 “Right.” She walked over to one of the lockers and pulled out a folded set of clothing. “You can have these to wear, for now. Your other clothes will be returned to you when you leave.” 
 “Fine by me,” said Malcolm. 
 He pulled the clothes on, a white t-shirt, white sweat pants, and white socks. He felt a little like he was joining some kind of cult, and had just been through the initiation process. Tapestry seemed more relaxed, now that the showering was done, though a bit of weird tension still lingered between them. 
 They walked further down the metal hallway, and it exited out into what Malcolm assumed was the dome’s main room. It took up a full half of the spherical space, the roof curving several dozen feet overhead.  
 The center of the room held what looked like a command station, with several computer terminals, currently manned by copies of Multi. The one in the center looked up as Malcolm and Tapestry approached, nodding to them. 
 “Is he ready for orientation?” asked Multi. 
 “Yeah,” said Tapestry. “Can I bring him in?” 
 “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll activate the projector once you’re inside.” 

Orientation? Maybe this is going to be a bit like a cult, after all…

 She led him around the edge of the room. There were stairs leading up to a second level, and Tapestry gestured for him to follow her up. They passed of dormitories on the way, with the walls inside each room lined with more bunkbeds than they could ever need, from the headcount Malcolm had taken up to that point. 
 “Do you guys get a lot of visitors, or something?” he asked. 
 Tapestry glanced over at him, and smiled and nodded. 
 “All of the Champion Authority HQs are designed to be able to accommodate a small army,” she said. “That’s what it sometimes takes to handle a spryte or a demon that’s running amuck.” 
 Malcolm wanted to ask her more about that, but she stopped in front of a new doorway and waved him inside. He walked into a small movie theater, complete with massive speakers, a projector and screen, and the requisite darkness. He took a seat in the middle row. Tapestry remained standing behind him, shutting the door and cutting off the last bit of light. 
 He didn’t have to wait long for the movie to start. The speakers crackled to life, and the projector turned on. Music played, sounding like something out of the 1950s, and a simple caption appeared across the screen. 
 “So you’ve discovered that you have a super gift?” muttered Malcolm, reading it out loud. Tapestry hushed him. 
 The scene cut to an open, grass field, and a handsome older man with a nice haircut and an expensive suit walked into frame, smiling cordially. 
 “Hi there,” said the man. “I’m Savior, Head Director of the Champion Authority and United States Senator. You may remember me from such historical events as the signing the Champion Peace Accord in Brussels, or the Battle of Port Adelaide.” 
 The scene shifted again, now to a basketball court. Savior walked back into frame, this time wearing a sleeveless shirt and shorts. He smiled to someone off screen and caught a pass. 
 “You may be confused and a little scared of what’s happening to you. I’m sure you have many questions. The most important thing to keep in mind can be described by a simple acronym – SUPER.” 
 The acronym appeared for a moment as a caption in front of Savior’s grinning face, and then the scene shifted again. He was in the back of a pizza place, wearing an apron and sliding a massive wooden spatula into an oven to pull out a pizza. 
 “S stands for scientists,” said Savior. “Unfortunately, scientists are still working to explain what’s happened to you. The energy that allows you and I to use our ‘superpowers’ is not currently understood. However, in each case where scientists have looked closer, the powers have never been shown to technically violate the laws of physics.” 
 Savior was riding a bicycle into frame, pulling to a stop in front of the camera and wiping sweat from his brow. Malcolm watched, totally bewildered by the video’s overall choice of direction. 
 “U for using them responsibly,” said Savior. “The Champion Authority’s goal, above all else, is to teach you to use your powers responsibly. It takes time, practice, and resolve, but with a little bit of moxie and an open mind, you can be a force of good for the world.” 
 Another scene change, this time to the beach. 
 “P for, uh…” Savior frowned and looked like he was reading a cue card off screen. “Please! P for please. Please keep in mind that while you can affect the world with your powers, your powers will also affect you. All side effects of body load and mental euphoria are to be reported directly to your local branch of the Champion Authority.” 
 The scene switched. Savior was back in his suit, filling out a form at the bank. 
 “E, which stands for enhance,” he said, in a half-whispered voice. “You will be issued a special wrist-worn champion stabilizer, which will enhance your powers and allow you to control them more effectively. Take good care of it. These things aren’t cheap to replace!” 
 A laugh track played in the background. Malcolm almost couldn’t believe it. 
 “And finally,” said Savior, standing on top of a tall building overlooking a city. “R, for remember. We must always remember that we have a duty, as champions, to fight against the sprytes and the demons. It’s part of the deal we’ve been given in receiving our gifts. The world is counting on both me and you!” 
 Savior grinned at the camera, setting his hands on his hips and puffing his chest out. The 50s music played again, and a short list of credits rolled by. Malcolm scratched his head as the lights in the theater turned on. He stood up and walked toward Tapestry, who was waiting by the door. 
 “That was… interesting,” he said. 
 Tapestry gave him an odd look. 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked. 
 “It was like was like something out of the Golden Age,” said Malcolm.  
 “And?” she said, sounding a little annoyed. “It was filmed in a classic style.” 
 “Right…” Malcolm shook his head. He couldn’t tell if she was being serious with him or not. 
 “Anyway,” she said. “Multi is going to want to speak with you some more, and you’ll have to get your stabilizer equipped. But that’s probably just about it for today.” 
 Malcolm furrowed his brow. 
 “Am I going to be living here now, or…?” 
 “No, no, don’t be silly,” said Tapestry. “Multi and Anna live here, but only because they aren’t from Vanderbrook originally. I’ll drop you off back at your apartment once we’re finished. 
 Malcolm nodded. Tapestry led him down the stairs and back into the main, open room.  


 




CHAPTER 7

   
 Multi, with several of his copies on either side of him, sat in the command center and watched them walk over. Malcolm got a vaguely managerial vibe from the man, as though he was an overstressed bureaucrat, flanked by his aides and looking forward to retirement. 
 All three of the Multis were smoking cigarettes, and Tapestry didn’t seem to find it unusual. Malcolm took the seat the lead Multi pointed to as he walked up the steps and onto the command center. Multi cleared his throat, snuffed out his cigarette in an ash tray, and steepled his fingers. 
 “Well, Malcolm,” he said. “Now that you’ve gotten a sense of what’s going on… How do you feel?” 

That’s a pretty open ended question.

 “Good,” he said. “Good, and a little confused. I’m here. I’ve gone through this orientation… so what now? Am I on your payroll? Do I have a choice in whether to join up here, or not?” 
 Multi smiled a little. He had dark bags under his eyes, his skin looked terribly aged for someone with the ability to make perfect copies of himself. 
 “You have a choice about how involved you want to be,” said Multi. “If you want to continue living your normal life, we would allow it. But even someone with powers like yours could be a massive help to our operation.” 
 “Powers… like mine?” asked Malcolm. “Dude, come on.” 
 Multi chuckled. He pulled out another cigarette and patted his pockets until he found his lighter. 
 “We rate abilities on a scale of one to ten,” he said. “From what we’ve seen of you, the videos the news channel played on TV… Well, you’re about a three.” 
 Malcolm felt righteously offended by the assessment, and had to resist the urge to defend himself. He’d only had his powers for a single day. Yesterday, by their scale, he’d been a zero. 
 “Of course, the stabilizer would probably bring you up to a five,” said Multi. “And with serious training, you might peak at about a six, possibly a seven, if you’re lucky. Speaking of which.” 
 The Multi to his left nodded, and walked over to a small metal box. He opened it and pulled something out that Malcolm recognized. Both Anna and Tapestry wore one, a small metal arm bracelet with a thick, high tech clasp. None of the Multis wore them, however. 

Of course not. He’d have to put a new one on each time he made a new copy.

 The thought made him consider Multi’s abilities more carefully. He wondered if all of them were seeing out of the same perspective, and sharing memories. It didn’t seem like they were. They weren’t smoking their cigarettes in sync with each other, at least. 
 “Let me see your wrist,” said the main Multi.  
 Malcolm held his arm out, and another question came to mind. 
 “Savior mentioned sprytes and demons in the video,” he said. “The Champion Authority hunts them down, right?” 
 Multi nodded. He pulled the stabilizer around Malcolm’s wrist and secured the clasp. 
 “It’s a dirty job, but someone has to do it,” said the balding man. “The same unknown force that gives us our powers causes some people to turn into, well, for lack of a better term, monsters. Sprytes and demons still look a bit like people, but they lack the empathy and mental capacity required to live without destroying and killing.” 
 “Right,” said Malcolm. “I know. My family… was killed by one.” 
 “I’m sorry,” said Multi. 
 “It was on the first day, at the very start of the Phenomenon,” he said. “Do you have lists of active sprytes and demons? Anything that I could look at to get a sense of which one might have done it?” 
 Multi frowned and looked away from him. 
 “Trust me son, that’s not a good path for you to go down. Getting revenge won’t bring them back, and it will only lead you down a dark road. But I appreciate your enthusiasm.” 

I’d appreciate him being more helpful.

 “Anyway,” continued Multi. “Can I assume that you’d be willing to work with us? You might not ever reach the point where your wind manipulation is strong enough for you to fly, or make tornados, or anything like that, but you could still be quite useful.” 
 Again, Multi’s words scraped at him a little bit. Malcolm had been dreaming of flying since the very first jump he’d done from rooftop to rooftop that morning. He wasn’t ready to rule it out for himself, just yet. 
 “Sure,” he said. “I want to help. At the very least, I’ll be doing what I can to prevent anyone else’s family from being murdered by those monsters.” 
 “Great,” said Multi. He coughed into the crook of his arm and quickly shook Malcolm’s hand in goodbye. “Tapestry will serve as your mentor for the next few weeks. She’ll walk you through the basics, and help you make smart decisions. Speaking of which, the media is in a frenzy over all the shit you pulled this morning.” 
 “Uh…” 
 “No more frolicking around on roof tops,” said Multi. “And certainly, no more frolicking around with naked women whose windows you fall through.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “It takes two to frolic,” he said. 
 Multi didn’t look amused. 
 “You might have to do an interview to get the local news to calm down about that,” said Multi. “Again, Tapestry will be the one helping you with that. For now, just don’t do anything stupid.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 

Simple enough.

 Tapestry spoke with Multi briefly, both of them keeping their voices too low for him to hear. Then, she walked him out of the dome. It was late afternoon, and it took Malcolm’s eyes a second to adjust to the brightness of the setting sun. 
 “I know, it’s a lot to take in,” said Tapestry, as they climbed into the BMW. “I’m glad you decided to hear Multi out. We really do need more champions on our side in the area.” 
 Malcolm nodded.  
 “It feels almost like a dream,” he said. “Like I’m just waiting to wake up. It doesn’t feel real, you know?” 
 Tapestry nodded. The sun was in her face, and it made her blonde hair look infused with fire as she pulled the car out of the parking area. She glanced over as soon as they were on the road, flashing a smile at him. Her face was beautiful, and there was understanding in her eyes. It made Malcolm feel a little better, to know that she’d been through it, too. 
 “You’ll get used to it,” she said. “There’s still plenty for you to learn about being a champion. The orientation can be a little overwhelming, and we’ll take it slow for the next few days.” 
 The two of them headed back down the rough dirt road, and onto the main road. Malcolm watched the trees pass by them as they headed back into Vanderbrook. Rush hour traffic usually wasn’t too bad, given how small the town was, but it did take them a little longer than the trip out. 
 “What was your life like before you became a champion?” he asked. “How did it change things for you?” 
 Tapestry chuckled at the question. She smiled at him again, and seemed to consider her answer. 
 “My life… was different,” she said. “Getting my powers changed everything.” 
 “That’s a pretty vague answer,” said Malcolm. “I’m being serious. I want to know more about you.” 
 “I like being vague,” said Tapestry. “And I’m aware that you want to know about me.” 
 She gave him a look that managed to seem chastising and flirtatious simultaneously. They took the last corner onto his street, and she slowed to a stop in front of his apartment. Malcolm hadn’t given her his address. 

They’re already collecting info on me. What else do they know?

 “And here we are,” said Tapestry. “Get lots of sleep tonight.” 
 “Alright.” He nodded to Tapestry, and then smiled. “Do you want to come up and hang out for a bit?” 
 Tapestry just smiled. 
 “I’ll see you tomorrow, Malcolm,” she said. “Wind Runner.” 
 “Wind Runner,” he repeated. “That’s going to take some getting used to.” 
 He waited, wondering if he could change her mind by phrasing the invitation a little differently. Tapestry’s reaction made him feel like he’d just given a love note to a teacher in grade school. Her expression was a mixture of amusement, understanding, and a gentle assertion of boundaries. 
 “Uh… Have a safe drive back,” he said. 
 “Have a nice night, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. 
 He got out of the car and headed into his apartment. 


 




CHAPTER 8

   
 Malcolm’s one bedroom apartment was cozy and simple, which had always suited him just fine. The kitchen area was small and crammed into the corner, and he didn’t have a proper dining table. He had a couch, a flat screen TV, and a PlayStation in the main room, and that was about it. There were no rugs, paintings, posters, or further decorations of any kind. 
 It was all paid for by the settlement he’d gotten from the insurance company after the explosion, and those funds had been running low for the past few months. Malcolm had previously been considering picking up a part time job to make ends meet, but discovering his powers and joining the Champion Authority had, as Tapestry had phrased it, changed everything. 

Are they going to pay me for helping them? Or at least supply room and board, so I don’t have to keep renting?

 He considered both questions along with a half dozen others as he walked around his apartment aimlessly. He was hungry, and took a slice of leftover pizza out of the fridge to eat as he made his way into his bedroom. 
 Like the rest of the apartment, the décor was rather Spartan. Malcolm had a bed, a desk, a dresser, and a couple of photos of his brother and mother. He’d never been a materialistic person, and never really felt as though he needed much more.  
 His life was, or at least had been, very simple. He took classes at the community college, came home, did his homework, played video games, and found time to eat during the time in between.  
 The boring and repetitive nature of his life had never bothered him, but it felt like an egregious thing to return to, now that his life had changed so drastically. Malcolm finished the pizza, knowing that he couldn’t just hang around his apartment and wait for Tapestry to show up the next day to start playing with his powers. 
 “If I’m going to be a champion,” he said, speaking out loud. “Does that mean… I need a costume?” 
 Most of the champions he’d seen on TV didn’t bother trying to conceal their identities. Malcolm knew that after the attention the media had given him earlier in the day, it was pointless for him to hope for any real anonymity. Even so, there was something appealing to him about having a costume, in the same way a soldier might take pride in a uniform, or a surgeon in their hospital scrubs. 
 He settled on a pair of black Adidas track pants and a grey Nike windbreaker, wondering if it would help him live up to his name. It was starting to get dark outside, and Malcolm cautiously left through his apartment’s front door, heading down the stairway he shared with his neighbors and back outside. 
 The neighborhood he lived in had seen better days. It wasn’t a bad neighborhood, exactly, just a little rough in spots. The house next to his apartment was abandoned, and the lawn was overgrown and speckled with beer bottles.  
 The park across the street was a common hangout spot for junkies and thieves. Malcolm briefly considered hanging around at the edge of it for a while and waiting for a crime to happen before tossing the idea out. 

I might have superpowers, but I am far from a superhero. Probably best if I play it safe for tonight.

 He considered what he could do that would be a good use of his time, and then remembered the girl from that morning. He hadn’t even gotten her name until Tapestry had shown him the Instagram post. Would it be creepy for him to head back to her house and pay her a surprise visit? 

Yes. It would be.

 Lacking any better options, Malcolm walked down the street as a pedestrian, headed nowhere in particular. There were a couple of old, abandoned warehouses not far from his neighborhood, on the outskirts of town, and he figured that they’d be as good of a place for him to play around with his wind manipulation as any. 
 The last vestiges of sunlight were disappearing over the horizon as he approached the empty concrete lot of the disused industrial park. Malcolm looked back toward the populated section of town, scanning the sidewalk to make sure that nobody was around, and then reached out for the wind. 
 It felt so natural, even more so than it had earlier that morning. It didn’t feel as though he was using a superpower, or really, doing anything more difficult than moving a part of his body. The wind was just an extra muscle, one that he could shift and flex as he wished. 
 He pulled up a powerful gust and pushed it against his chest and face, leaning into it. His hair flew back behind him, and the pressure was enough for him to trust some of his weight to, supporting enough of his body to let him shift his center of balance dangerously far forward. 
 It reminded him of when he’d been a kid, and had to walk into the wind on particularly windy days. Malcolm held his position where he was for a moment, and then pulled the wind behind him, instead.  
 With the wind at his back, he practiced the skill he’d discovered by accident that morning, the one which he’d apparently taken his name from. Wind running let him move faster than any human could, and turn on a dime, if he wanted to, the wind providing both acceleration and brake. 
 There were a couple of old trash cans behind one of the warehouses. Malcolm pulled them into the air and swirled them around him, wondering how much damage they’d do to someone with a direct hit.  
 He played with them for a few minutes, feeling a bit like a child with a new toy. He turned his attention to the wall of the warehouse, next, wondering if there was a way he could get up to the roof in lieu of using a fire escape. 
 Malcolm pulled at the wind with all the strength he had, testing to see if he could summon enough air power to go fully airborne and fly. It wasn’t enough, and it was a little exhausting to attempt. The sensation was a mixture of a strong head rush along with something slightly euphoric. 
 He glanced down at the stabilizer on his wrist, wondering if it was working like Multi had said it was supposed to. The bracelet felt heavy around his wrist and cold to the touch. It didn’t make any noise, or light up, or give any sign of serving its function. 

Weird. Though, maybe it is working, and my powers still just aren’t strong enough.

 He decided to try something else. Breaking into a light jog, he ran toward the warehouse, pulling the wind with him on his approach. He leapt up as he came within reach and planted a foot solidly on the building’s graffiti covered concrete wall, trying to kick off and up. 
 With the wind at his back, he stayed close enough to the wall of the building to kick out with his other leg and start the process over. It was like something out of a video game, wall climbing by kicking continuously. The wind pushed him up and kept him in position, and his legs did the rest. 
 It was the next best thing to flying, and it only took him a couple of seconds to reach the top and pull himself onto the building. Malcolm let out a satisfied sigh and sat down, taking a minute to recover. His body was tingling, and though the feeling wasn’t unpleasant, it made it a little hard for him to think straight. 
 A noise came from the abandoned warehouse across from the one he was on. Malcolm stood up slowly, frowning and glancing around, hoping that he wasn’t about to get ambushed by the police or a busybody night security guard. The sound was coming from within the other warehouse, and after a moment’s consideration, he leapt the distance between the two buildings with the assistance of the wind. 
 Part of the building’s roof had crumbled over the years, and Malcolm could look down on the scene below. Four men had a woman cornered, shining bright flashlights in her face.  
 For a moment, his mind jumped back to night security, or the police. Then, he listened to what they were saying. 
 “Nobody would ever know,” said a gruff voice. “We could all have our fun tonight. There’s nobody here but us!” 
 “I’m with John,” said another voice. “It took us forever to get her in here. Might as well get our rocks off. She’s pretty fucking hot, all things considered.” 
 Malcolm sighed. 

Looks like I’ll be playing crime stopper tonight, after all.





CHAPTER 9

   
 Malcolm took a step into open air, summoning the wind as he fell through the hole in the building’s roof toward the ground. He landed not far from the men, dropping to one knee in the classic superhero style. 
 The men’s conversation immediately ceased. Two of them turned to face him, the other two keeping their flashlights on the woman. She was curled up in a ball, with the hood of her sweater pulled up over her head. 
 “Gentleman,” said Malcolm. “You should leave that woman alone.” 
 “Who the hell are you to be telling us-” 
 Malcolm pushed his hand forward, summoning as much of the wind as he could and slamming it in the direction of the voice. He saw the man fly off his feet as though he’d slipped on ice. His flashlight flew up into the air, and his head struck the concrete hard. 
 “That’s a concussion,” said Malcolm. “They’re super bad for you, from what I hear.” 
 He used a small trail of wind to catch the man’s flashlight, swirling it through the air for a second before striking another man across the face with it. He went down, and Malcolm couldn’t help but smile. 

That’s two knockouts in two seconds. At this rate…

 He was still smiling when a shoulder thudded into him from behind, catching him completely off guard and knocking him to the ground. The time in between the attack and when he hit was too short for him to cushion his fall with the wind, and all the breath was forced out of his lungs as he landed. 
 The fifth man who’d surprised him was smart. He followed the attack up with a hard kick to Malcolm’s ribs. The pain was intense, and it kept Malcolm from being able to focus enough to reach for his powers and counterattack. 
 “Get the girl,” said the fifth man. “And get the others moving. I’ll deal with this fucker.” 
 “Brett, hold on a sec,” said another man. “He’s the dude from the news! Wind Runner!” 
 The fifth man hesitated instead of pressing on the attack. It was a mistake. Malcolm had time to take a breath and get a sense of the situation. One of them was dragging the girl out of the building. She was by the door they’d come in through. 
 Malcolm pushed the man standing over him back with the wind, and then pulled a massive gust down against the hole in the roof he’d fallen in through. Dust and rocks cascaded into the room, obscuring everyone’s vision and striking at least one of the thugs with something painful enough to elicit a grunt of pain. 
 Malcolm charged toward the girl with the wind at his back. The man dragging her out of the warehouse didn’t see him coming. A quick push was all it took, and then he had the girl in his arms as he took off running across the concrete lot outside. 
 He made it around the corner of another building and hesitated, wondering if it was alright to leave the men able bodied. 

They were talking about rape. But it’s not like I can just murder them in cold blood?

 He had a conscience, and on top of that, he wasn’t sure if it would have even been something he could have accomplished with just the wind. If he’d had a knife, or something else dangerous to fling at them, sure. Otherwise, it would still be five against one. 
 Malcolm listened for a minute, expecting the men to press after him in their search. He was a little surprised when they didn’t. They kept their flashlights on, and he was able to track them as they left the industrial park and headed back in the direction of town. 
 “Well that’s convenient…” he muttered. He was still holding the girl, and gently carried her into the light of one of the few working lampposts nearby. 
 She was wearing an oversized black hoodie. Malcolm gently pulled the hood back and froze at what he saw. Her skin had a distinct, purple hue to it. He glanced up, as though there was a chance that it was just being caused by the effect of the streetlight or the ambient light of the sky above, but it was undeniable. 

She’s a spryte. She’s not human.

 Malcolm had no idea what to do. She was unconscious, but clearly still alive. And the fact that he still held her in his arms meant that she was now his problem. 
 He briefly considered trying to get in touch with Tapestry, or one of the other champions at the dome. None of them had given him their contact information, however, and it wasn’t as though he had any means of getting back out to headquarters on his own. 
 Leaving her where he’d found her also wasn’t an option. The men could come back and finish what they’d originally planned. Or, more probably, the spryte could regain consciousness and attack a person, or break into a house. 
 Malcolm did the only thing that made any sense. Using the wind to buoy his load, he started walking back to his apartment. 
 It took him longer than it had on the way out, and his arms were tired by the end of it. There weren’t many pedestrians out on the street, which was a small miracle. He set her down to unlock his door once he was in the hallway, and then carefully carried her inside. 
 Malcolm set her down on the couch and considered everything he knew about sprytes and demons. He’d read every article he could find relating to them shortly after the start of the Phenomenon and his family’s deaths. He’d read stories about fire demons torching entire towns to the ground, and water sprytes sinking ships. 

I don’t even know what this spryte’s powers are…

 The spryte on his couch made a small noise and blinked her eyes open. Malcolm stiffened, readying himself to fight, if it came to it. The spryte looked up at him, her eyes dark, but strangely expressive. 
 “Uh… hi,” he said.  
 The spryte slowly stood up from the couch. She reached down to the hem of her sweatshirt and pulled it up and over her head. She was wearing a black t-shirt and yoga pants underneath, clothes tight enough to show off an incredible body. 
 Malcolm tried his best not to notice, given how little bearing it had on the situation, but it was hard. Her body bordered on being voluptuous, with large, full breasts, a trim waist, and an eye-catching butt.  
 She was on the tall side, only an inch or two shorter than he was, and her hair was black and glossy. She wore it loose across her shoulders, and it made her seem like she’d just woken up from a deep sleep. 
 She stared at him with those dark eyes, holding his gaze and making the room come alive with tension. Her lips were pouty and luscious, and the color of the ocean at night. She pulled them up into a slight, suggestive smile, and then turned away from him. 
 “Hey, hold on a second,” said Malcolm. “I have some questions for you.” 
 The spryte walked around the couch and further into his apartment. Malcolm scowled and followed after her. 
 “What were you doing before those men captured you?” he asked. “And why are you in Vanderbrook? Are you planning on attacking the city?” 
 The spryte walked into his room. It was dark, illuminated only by a small strip of ambient light sneaking in through the curtains of his window. It was enough for him to see her pulling her t-shirt off, and letting it fall to the ground. She turned so that she was standing sideways, and Malcolm could see the illicit bump of the tip of her nipple in her silhouette.  
 “What… are you doing?” He shook his head, following after her. The spryte was taking off her pants now, bending over to slide them down with the same motions as any human woman. 
 Malcolm reached for the light switch. He flicked it up, and for the briefest instant, saw her naked from behind. She was gorgeous, a combination of breath taking curves, breasts, and butt. The light was on, and she glanced over her shoulder at him, her eyes set into a scowl. 
 The shadows moved. Malcolm watched in disbelief as tendrils of darkness slipped out from under his bed, behind his door, and outside the window. They took him by his ankles and wrists, pulling his limbs out and holding him like ropes. He stared at the naked spryte in disbelief, struggling against his bonds as fear took hold.  


 




CHAPTER 10

   
 Malcolm mastered his emotions as he stared at the spryte. He wasn’t helpless. He could fight back, even without being able to move.  
 Clenching his fist, he summoned the wind and slammed the nearest object he could quickly sweep into motion into the spryte’s head. He only realized that the object in question was a harmless pillow after it had already hit her. The force of the gust behind it counted for something, but all it managed to do was distract her for a split second. 
 The distraction loosened Malcolm’s shadow bonds, and he managed to slip out of them. The spryte was already focusing her attention back on him and summoning more tendrils of darkness. He leapt forward, tackling her. The two of them fell onto his bed in a tangled heap. 

She’s still very, very naked…

 It was hard for Malcolm to make good use of his powers with their bodies in such close contact. He was on top of her, one of his legs pressed between her thighs. He tried to direct a gust of wind at her face. Her hair blew back, and her breasts jiggled for a brief, magical moment, and nothing else was really accomplished. 
 Malcolm struggled against her, pinning her arms and pressing his chest down on top of her. He felt the shadow tendrils reaching for him again, but they weren’t trying to restrain, this time. They were scratching at him, or rather, at his clothes. 

What the hell…?

 He hesitated for an instant, and the spryte’s lips were suddenly against his. They felt hot, and Malcolm kissed her back without even thinking. The shadows were pulling at his shirt, cutting through it in places, and doing the same with his sweatpants. In less than ten seconds, he was just as naked as she was, his clothes lying on the ground in a useless, shredded pile. 
 He pulled back from the kiss. He still had her hands pinned behind her head, and was about to try another attack with a gust of wind when the spryte began to move. She didn’t struggle against his hold on her. She moved her hips, grinding her naked crotch against his equally naked crotch. 
 “What… are you doing?” he muttered. 
 She kissed him again, pushing her tongue into his mouth. Malcolm felt himself getting hard. He hesitated for a moment, and then let go of her hands, tensing up in case she decided to attack him again. 
 She didn’t attack him. She reached down and took hold of his shaft, slowly stroking it with her soft, gentle fingers. She was smiling at him, and her dark eyes had a hungry, eager look in them.  

This is such a bad idea…

 Malcolm started to pull back from her, aware of how vulnerable he was, naked and distracted by the spryte’s sexuality. In a flash, the shadow tendrils were back, holding him by the wrists. He stared at her with wide eyes as they pulled him up into the air, holding him upright over his bed. 
 The spryte was still smiling. She rose to her knees and planted a kiss on his stomach, and then several more along his waist. Malcolm stared down at her in disbelief as her hands moved back to his shaft. He felt incredible, the sensation amplified by the clear danger of the situation. 
 The spryte looked up at him and met his gaze, holding his erection an inch or so away from her lips. An understanding passed between them without anything needing to be said. She leaned forward, extended her tongue, and gave the tip of Malcolm’s tool a slow, gentle lick. 
 The shadow tendrils dissipated, and Malcolm was on top of her again in an instant. He couldn’t take it anymore. Regardless of whether it was a trick or not, he had to have her.  
 He pinned her arms again, this time less out of suspicion and more out of a masculine need to dominate. He pushed the tip of his erection in between her legs, finding her entrance. She was tight and hot, and let out a slow breath as he pushed the first inch or so of his length inside. 
 Malcolm started thrusting into her as though in a race against time. The spryte’s legs wrapped around him, holding him close with surprising strength. He kissed her, and then shook her legs loose, not wanting to give her any physical avenue to take control back. 
 She was silent as he pressed into her, but her breathing and facial expression exposed her inner pleasure. Malcolm groped at her breasts, perfect, firm, and dotted with weirdly sexy purple nipples. He let one of his hands run across the smooth skin of her butt and hook behind her leg, pulling her hips up to meet each of his hard, downward movements. 
 Malcolm pumped into her with all the strength he had, intoxicated by lust, entranced by her body. They were both sweaty, and the bed groaned and creaked underneath them. The spryte was shivering, and she tensed up suddenly, letting out a tiny, audible gasp, the first vocalization he’d heard from her. 
 Malcolm kept going, kissing her and losing himself to his horniness. He pushed in as deep as he could go, feeling the squeeze of her tight, hot hole. He ground his crotch into hers, and then thrust hard, finding his release. 
 He didn’t stop to think about whether it would be a good idea to pull out as the pleasure hit him. Malcolm unloaded his seed into the spryte, hot and sticky and careless. He groaned, exhausted by his orgasm, and only then began to think about what the hell he was going to do next. 
 The spryte seemed to be having similar thoughts. She gently pushed him off her and slid toward the edge of the bed. Tendrils of darkness were moving again. Malcolm reached for the wind, ready to counterattack. 
 Instead, the spryte pulled her clothes back over to her, slipping on her shirt and stepping into her yoga pants. She pulled her hair loose from the shirt’s collar, crossed her arms over her chest, and then turned around to face him. 
 “Thank you,” she said. “Phew. That certainly did the trick.” 
 Her voice was soft and seductive, and shockingly, very humanlike. Malcolm had always assumed that sprytes and demons would sound demonic in some way. She just sounded like any other girl. 
 “Uh…” He frowned, trying to think of what to say. “You’re… welcome?” 

You’re welcome. Smooth, Malcolm. Real smooth.

 The spryte stood where she was, watching him carefully. Malcolm was still naked, and he pulled a pair of sweatpants out of his dresser, feeling an awkward tension settle over the room. 
 “So…?” asked the spryte. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “So… what?” he asked. 
 “So, are you going to try to kill me?” asked the spryte. “You’re a champion, aren’t you?” 


 




CHAPTER 11

   
 Malcolm stood up, too stunned to know how to respond. He shook his head no, and then frowned, feeling like an idiot for the way the situation had played out. 
 “You’re a spryte…” he said. “But you’re not attacking me. Or, I mean, you were… but you stopped. I don’t understand…” 
 The spryte shrugged. 
 “I’m not sure how much I can enlighten you,” she said. “My memory is hazy. Each time I lose myself and come back, it takes a while for the amnesia to wear off.” 
 “Amnesia…?” Malcolm frowned at her. “So sprytes and demons… don’t have memories?” 
 “I remember a few things,” said the spryte. “Not much.” 
 “Your name?” 
 The spryte frowned. 
 “It was Rose, I think,” she said. “Black Rose. Though I’m not sure if that was my actual name, or just my champion name, or what.” 
 Malcolm nodded, and then froze, realizing the implications of what she’d just said. 
 “Your… champion name?” he asked. “You were a champion? Before you became a spryte?” 
 “Of course,” said Rose. “All sprytes and demons were once champions, or at least gifted. It’s using your powers, overusing them to be precise, that turns you into one.” 
 The surprise must have shown through on his face. Rose smiled and licked her lips, clearly amused. 
 “Wow, they really didn’t explain much to you, did they?” she said. 
 “Hold on,” said Malcolm, lifting a hand. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why wouldn’t the other champions have told me that? They said that sprytes and demons were corrupted from the beginning, from immediately when they got their gift.” 
 “Yeah, the optics of it is a lot better for the Champion Authority,” said Rose. “That’s not to say that there weren’t sprytes and demons from Day One, after the Phenomenon. A certain percentage of people, particularly ones with uncontrollable powers, turned into ‘monsters’ really quickly.” 
 “But I’m part of the Champion Authority…” Malcolm frowned, feeling a bit odd, saying it out loud. “It seems strange that they wouldn’t tell me this.” 
 “You’re asking the wrong person,” said Rose. “But honestly, stop and think of how much fear it would breed among normal people if they knew that the champions fighting against evil in the world were only a few steps away from turning into monsters.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything. He sat down on the bed and let out a slow breath. 

Easy. You can’t necessarily trust everything she’s telling you. 

 “Okay, so if you were a champion before,” said Malcolm. “Then how did you end up becoming a spryte?” 
 Rose brought a hand up to her head. She looked as though she was carefully considering his question, trying to find an answer. 
 “From using my powers too much,” she said. “Beyond that… I don’t know, exactly. There’s so much I can’t remember, even when I’m at my best. Most of the details that have stuck with me are the ones critical to my survival. Speaking of which…” 
 She pointed at him. Malcolm furrowed his brow, confused. She tapped a hand against her wrist. 
 “That bracelet thing,” she said. “What’s it called, again?” 
 “The stabilizer?” 
 “Yeah,” said Rose, nodding. “It has a bomb in it.” 
 Malcolm felt a chill run down his back. He reached his other hand over to touch the stabilizer and then stopped, as though now even touching it might be enough to get him killed. 
 “That’s… insane,” he said. 
 “It also has a homing beacon, along with technology to keep your mood stable when you use your powers,” said Rose. “That’s more commonly known among champions, however. You haven’t been a member of the authority for long, have you?” 
 “I just got my powers today,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose burst out laughing. She saw the expression on his face after a second or two and stopped, stepping in closer to him and looking a little guilty. 
 “Sorry,” she said. “But seriously, wow. Some first day, huh?” 
 “Yeah,” he said. 

The stabilizer is a means of keeping control… If champions really can turn into monsters, it makes sense.

 Malcolm felt overwhelmed by the information. He looked up at Rose. Her eyes were sympathetic, but Malcolm felt a sudden stab of suspicion toward her. 
 “No, hold on,” he said. “You don’t have any proof to back up any of this. What’s to stop you from lying to me outright? It’s life or death, like you said. I’m a champion.” 
 “Right…” Rose waved a hand through the air lazily, and the shadow tendrils were suddenly holding Malcolm again, with the addition of a thick bond around his neck. It felt a bit like what he imagined being strangled by a boa constrictor would feel, except colder. “Quite the champion you are, mister…?” 
 “Malcolm,” he said. “Or, uh… Wind Runner is my champion name.” 
 “I like Malcolm better,” said Rose. She let her hand drop, and the tendrils disappeared. 
 He wasn’t sure what to say to her, or how to respond. She’d made her point clear enough. If she was lying to him, it wasn’t in an attempt to save her own life. And the fact that she hadn’t killed him, when she clearly could if she wanted to, also counted for something. 
 “Rose,” he said. “What do you want? I saved you from those men, but… it’s not like I’ve trapped you here, or anything. I thought sprytes and demons were supposed to be violent and out of control?” 
 “Some of them are,” said Rose. “That’s just how it is with any person, though. I’m not really like that. Killing, causing destruction… it’s not what I want.” 
 “What do you want?” 
 Rose sighed. She was smiling, but her eyes were sad. 
 “To not feel so fucking empty all the time, I guess,” she said. “To not have to run for my life anymore. Even as a spryte, I still sometimes I dream about settling down, getting married, living a normal life. But I think that ship has sailed.” 
 Malcolm stared at her, completely bewildered by her response. He forced himself to keep a level head as he considered the situation, which still hadn’t changed. 

She’s a spryte, and it is possible that she might still be lying. I can’t trust her.

 He knew that it was true, but his suspicion didn’t stop him from feeling slightly awed by her presence. She was gorgeous and smart, and he’d just had amazing sex with her. And yet, she was a spryte.  
 They were generally considered to be a step up from demons, less violent, usually with more benign powers, though still unpredictable and wild. Sprytes generally had skin of an uncommon color, ranging the full color spectrum, but none of the physical differences to the face and head common to demons. 
 Malcolm wondered if perhaps the differences were more pronounced than he’d originally assumed. The Champion Authority had never made much of a distinction between the two forms of monsters, and up until that moment, neither had he. 
 “Do you know other sprytes?” asked Malcolm, suddenly curious. “Or other… demons?” 
 Rose considered for a moment, and then gave a slow nod. 
 “I’m familiar with a few, yes,” she said. “At least, I think? It’s a little fuzzy, but I get the sense that there are more in the area than just me.” 
 Malcolm felt a small surge of hope, tinted by the anger he’d been holding onto for so long. 
 “Can you try to remember?” he asked. “Do you know anything about one with fire based powers? Or possibly explosion abilities? Something that could completely level a house, and just leave a… smoking crater.” 
 Rose tapped a finger against her lips, and then shook her head. 
 “I could help you, Malcolm,” she said. “But I also need your help.” 
 “My help?” 
 “I can’t travel effectively during the day,” said Rose. “When I lost myself to my powers and became a spryte, well, you can see what happened to my skin, and my eyes. It’s very hard to cover myself up enough to pass as a normal human, and I can’t use my powers very well when exposed to strong light sources.” 
 “Is that what happened tonight?” asked Malcolm. 
 “It’s… hard to remember,” she said. “When it’s been a while since I’ve engaged in my focus activity, I start to lose track of who I am. My point is… I could really use a place to stay. Just for a few days, while I regain my strength.” 

She wants me to hide her here. That’s just about the worst idea I’ve ever heard.

 “Rose…” Malcolm chewed his lip and started to shake his head. “It wouldn’t be safe for you here. I might have to bring other champions over, or they might stop by. I just can’t do it.” 
 “This demon that you’re after,” said Rose. “How do you expect to find them without help?” 
 “I’m a member of the Champion Authority,” said Malcolm. “I’m sure they could give me some information.” 
 “Maybe,” said Rose. “But maybe not.” 
 She looked at him. Malcolm could see the hope dying in her eyes, and suddenly knew that she wasn’t lying to him about at least one thing. She was just as desperate as she claimed to be. He felt a sudden surge of empathy, and knew that he couldn’t just force her out into the cold. 
 “…Alright,” he said. “I guess you can stay with me. But just for a few days, like you said.” 
 Rose smiled at him and walked in closer. She leaned in, and for a moment, he thought she was going to kiss him again. 
 “Thanks,” she said. “I was worried that you were going to make me do the walk of shame.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. He looked at her, surprised at how much more relaxed she seemed now that he’d agreed to let her stay. 
 “So how will you help me find the demon that I’m looking for?” he asked. “Can we start tonight?” 
 Rose frowned and shook her head. 
 “I’m too weak to start tonight,” she said. Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 
 “You don’t… seem weak,” he said. 
 “Up against you?” She smiled. “No. But up against another spryte or demon? I don’t think I’d stand a chance at some of the more dangerous ones that could be lurking out there, not right now. I’ll need some time to rest and recuperate.” 
 She gave him an odd look, a little embarrassed, perhaps a little eager. 
 “Alright…” he said. “So, I guess it’s probably better if you take my bed tonight. It would be hard for me to block the light from the windows in the living room.” 
 “Why don’t we both take the bed?” asked Rose. She sat down on it, patted the spot next to her, and crossed her legs. 
 “I… don’t think that would be a good idea,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose stretched out on the bed, rolling onto her stomach and pushing her butt up into the air slightly. 
 “Think about how much fun it would be,” she whispered. “I sleep naked, you know.” 
 Malcolm felt himself immediately start to get excited, even though it had only been a few minutes since their last round. He tried to ignore it. 
 “That was a onetime thing,” he said, forcing the words out. “We can’t be involved like that. It’s just not good for either of us.” 
 Rose rolled over onto her back and slowly slid her hands across the fabric of her pants, and then her shirt. She clasped her hands and pulled her arms together, framing her breasts and making them look even bigger than they already were. 
 “As you wish,” she said. “Malcolm.” 
 She said his name as though it was an erotic promise, slowly rolling it off her tongue and past her lips. She stared at him, her eyes hungry and full of sexual power. Malcolm felt himself being drawn in and knew that he needed to get out of the room if he wanted to keep any semblance up of having control over himself. 
 “Well then… good night.” He cleared his throat and stepped back through the door, holding the door knob and getting one last good look at her. 
 “Sweet dreams,” whispered Rose.  
 He closed the door behind him and leaned against it. 

I’ve just made possibly the biggest mistake of my life.



 




CHAPTER 12

   
 Malcolm was awake for most of the night. He kept expecting something to happen, be it Rose bursting out of his bedroom and attacking him after all, or sliding out naked, and pushing through his resistance for another hot, steamy encounter. 
 Nothing happened. Malcolm paced his living room. He had a midnight snack. He played video games for a little while, keeping the sound mostly muted. 
 He finally got to sleep sometime in the grey area between late night and early morning. It felt like he’d only had his eyes closed for a couple of minutes when a loud knock drew him back awake. 
  “Wake up.” His front door opened, and Tapestry stepped into his apartment. “Your training starts early. We’ve got a lot to cover.” 
 She was wearing a grey tunic style sweater over a tight pair of jeans, her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She frowned when she saw him lying on the couch, and Malcolm had to think through the haze of early morning grogginess to realize why.  
 “You’re sleeping on the couch,” she said, flatly. “Is there any particular reason why that is?” 
 Malcolm groaned. One of the video game controllers was still out on the floor, and he gestured to it. 
 “Late night session,” he said. “Gotta keep my gaming skills up.” 
 “Your… gaming skills?” The look Tapestry gave him was one of amused disbelief. Malcolm grimaced, feeling like a man child. 
 “Hey, don’t hate the player, hate the game,” he said. “I just have to grab a change of clothes and then we can get…” 
 He trailed off as he looked up at Tapestry. Rose was standing directly behind her, smiling coyly and wearing only a sheet. She pointed a finger at Tapestry and mouthed the words “Is she a champion?”  
 Tapestry saw Malcolm’s expression and glanced over her shoulder. Rose was gone in an instant, vanishing completely into the shadows and reappearing across the room, in the darkness of the corner, still wrapped in the sheet. 
 “What?” asked Tapestry. “What is it?” 
 Malcolm shook his head slowly. 
 “Uh… nothing,” he said. 
 Rose reappeared behind Tapestry again, flaunting her ability to sink into the shadows and give herself practical invisibility. Malcolm felt his tension skyrocket, but he couldn’t even gesture for her to stop without risking giving himself away. Tapestry was looking around the apartment, with Rose silently trailing her, like a mischievous child holding up bunny ears behind someone’s head for a photo. 
 “Your apartment is so small,” said Tapestry. “You should consider buying a house, instead. It’s a better use of your money.” 
 “Yeah, uh, totally,” said Malcolm. “That sounds reasonable for a millennial without a college degree.” 
 Tapestry shot him a look. Malcolm barely even noticed. He hesitated before heading into his room to change, his heart pounding at how close he was to getting caught.  
 As soon as he had on a new shirt and jeans, he hurried back out into the living room. Tapestry was looking out the window, and Rose was leaning on the couch behind her. The sun peaked out over the clouds on the horizon, and Malcolm saw firsthand just how much it affected her. 
 Rose’s cloak of shadows went from rendering her nearly invisible to being nonexistent. She blinked, and a flash of annoyance and fear passed across her face. Tapestry started to turn around, and Rose wasn’t close enough to anything she could hide behind. 
 “At least I get a good view!” said Malcolm, stepping up beside Tapestry and throwing an arm around her shoulders. “Right?” 
 Tapestry didn’t look amused. 
 “Malcolm,” she said. “Are you hitting on me?” 
 “Uh…?” 

That’s a good question.

 He let his arm drop, and held up his hands innocently. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “Sometimes I get a little frisky. I think it has something to do with my diet.” 
 “I’m your mentor,” she said. “Try to keep things professional, Wind Runner.” 
 Malcolm spotted Rose as she slipped back into the safety of his room and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 “Speaking of which…” he said. “We should probably get going.” 
 “Hold on, let me get a look at your bedroom, first,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm cleared his throat. 
 “Tapestry,” he said. “Are you hitting on me?” 
 She looked mock offended, and punched him gently in the shoulder. 
 “You are such a brat,” she said. “Never mind. It’s probably disgusting, anyway.” 
 She turned to leave his apartment. Malcolm glanced back at the door of his room one last time and then followed her. 
 Tapestry had parked the BMW on the street outside, but she didn’t head for it. Malcolm fell into step beside her, raising a curious eyebrow. 
 “No car today?” he asked. 
 “We’re not going far,” said Tapestry. “We just need a calm place where we can sit and talk.” 
 She led him into the park across the street from Malcolm’s apartment. It was the same park that had collected a half dozen overdoses in the past year, and regularly had to be raked by someone from the city for discarded needles. 

This is her idea of a calm place?

 “There’s one aspect to being a champion that we didn’t get a chance to explain to you yesterday,” said Tapestry. 
 “Really?” 
 “It’s nothing intentional, we just didn’t have time to get to it immediately,” she said. “There are more pressing concerns to be addressed when giving an orientation to someone who has just discovered their gift.” 
 Tapestry led him toward the pond that filled the center of the park, sitting down on one of the benches around its edge. Malcolm sat down next to her, waiting for her to continue. 
 She didn’t, at least not immediately. Instead, Tapestry reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out a surprisingly large bag of bread crumbs. There was a small family of ducks swimming in the pond, and she began to toss crumbs to them, leading them over to the edge of the water. 
 “Nice,” said Malcolm. “Fun way to spend a morning.” 
 She smiled at him. 
 “An old, guilty pleasure of mine,” she said. “Anyway, what we need to spend to day discovering is what your focus activity is.” 

Focus activity. Rose mentioned something about that, too.

 “A focus activity,” Tapestry went on, “is a basic element of being gifted. Your powers are not magic. You have to recharge yourself, in a sense, after using them extensively.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “I haven’t done anything like that so far,” he said. “And I still feel like I can use mine.” 
 “Rest and sleep work to recharge your powers as well,” said Tapestry. “But only up to a certain point. To reach peak efficiency, you need to find and partake in your focus activity.” 
 One of the ducklings walked right over to Tapestry’s foot, staring up at her with wide eyes. She smiled and dropped a small crumb on its beak, which it scrambled to scarf down. 
 “So how do we go about this?” asked Malcolm. “I can’t even guess at what my focus activity would be.” 
 “Simple,” she said. “Remember what you were doing at the time when you got your powers. It’s usually related to whatever you were in the middle of in an obvious way.” 
 “Let me guess…” said Malcolm. “Your focus activity is feeding the ducks.” 
 “Baking, actually,” said Tapestry. “Walk me through the moment you discovered your gift, Malcolm.” 
 “Okay…” He thought back to the previous day, running over the sequence of events. “I was in class, answering the teacher’s question. Oh god, I hope it doesn’t turn out to be going to school, or studying.” 
 Malcolm hadn’t given much thought to what was going to happen with his college classes, now that he was a champion. He supposed he’d have to call and withdraw from them within the next few days, but if he needed to sit in a classroom to recharge his powers, he might not have the option to drop out. 
 “Stay focused, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “What else? There must have been something more than just that.” 
 “Wait…” Malcolm considered for a moment. “I was listening to music.” 
 Tapestry gave him a funny look. 
 “You were listening to music,” she said. “Like, at the end of class?” 
 “While the teacher was lecturing,” he said. “If you knew what her voice sounded like, you’d understand.” 
 Tapestry blinked several times in quick succession, her mouth quirking down into a frown. Malcolm grinned at her intensity. 
 “Hey, I was still one of the better students,” he said. “But… do you think that might be it?” 
 Tapestry gave a shrug. 
 “Usually it’s a certain kind, or genre, of music,” she said. “No other champions with music as their focus activity can just listen to any song and recharge.” 
 “90s alt rock,” confirmed Malcolm. “Here, I have some on my phone.” 
 He pulled it out and queued up a song. It started playing through his phone’s speaker, and he watched the ducks turn their attention toward the new disturbance. 
 “Can you feel anything?” asked Tapestry. 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. It was an odd sensation, almost like being on a drug. His body tingled, and the sense of nostalgia he usually got from listening to the music, his brother Danny’s favorite music, was massively amplified. 
 “Good,” said Tapestry. “Then that’s it, then. You can turn it off.” 
 “Okay.” He grinned at her. “Not a fan of Soundgarden?” 
 Tapestry snorted.  
 “The music I like comes from another generation,” she said. “It’s fine, though. I don’t mind this. We just have to keep moving with your training.” 
 She tossed the rest of the bread crumbs to the appreciative ducks, creating a minor feeding frenzy, and wiped her hands on her jeans. Malcolm stood up alongside her, enjoying the morning. 
 A police car sped down the street alongside the park, lights flashing and sirens whirring. Tapestry frowned at it, and then pulled her phone out of her pocket and scanned the screen. 
 “School shooting,” she said. “Training will have to wait.” 


 




CHAPTER 13

   
 Malcolm held onto the inside handle of the BMW’s passenger door for dear life. Tapestry sped down the street, apparently having anointed herself with the same driving privileges as the police. 
 “Isn’t this something that the police would usually handle?” asked Malcolm. “Or maybe SWAT? Along with a charismatic, empathetic negotiator?” 
 “They asked for our help specifically,” said Tapestry. “And besides, it’s at Holy Cross High.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I went to West Vanderbrook High,” he said. “Not to sound callous, but the name doesn’t mean anything to me.” 
 “It does to me,” said Tapestry. “Someone I care about goes to school there.” 
 She pulled into the school’s parking lot, driving the BMW up to the drop off lane. The police had already set up their perimeter. They seemed to recognize Tapestry on sight, which Malcolm found a little odd, given how low her profile as a champion otherwise was. 
 “Captain,” she said, nodding to the policeman in charge. “I’m going to head in. This is Wind Runner, my new apprentice.” 

Apprentice? Seriously?

 “He’s on the second floor in the east wing,” said the police chief. “We’ve pulled all of our people out and evacuated most of the students, but everyone in a classroom connected to that hallway is trapped.” 
 “We’ll take care of it,” said Tapestry. “Just keep your men out of the way.” 
 Malcolm was impressed by her confidence. She started running toward the school’s entrance, crouching and moving fast. Malcolm followed her example, slipping through one of the doors behind her. 
 The inside of the school was empty. Light streamed in through the windows behind them, giving the rows of unattended lockers a Sunday morning ambience. Tapestry slowed her pace forward, taking swift, silent steps as she headed for the staircase. 
 “What’s our plan going to be?” whispered Malcolm, as they approached the staircase. 
 “I attack,” she replied, quietly. “You evacuate. Use your powers to get people safely down to the ground.” 
 “Wait, why do you get to attack?” 
 The look Tapestry gave him was more than a little condescending. 
 “Because I know what I’m doing,” she whispered. “And because if I get shot, I won’t die. Regeneration is my power, Malcolm.” 
 He couldn’t argue with that logic, and there was no time. Malcolm nodded and followed close behind her as they slipped the stairs. Tapestry pressed herself tight against the corner when they reached the top, peering to get a sense of the scene. Malcolm lowered himself to a crouch and did the same from a lower angle, doing his best not to sneak a peek at her butt. 
 The shooter was at the end of the hallway, pacing back and forth and paying less than optimal attention to his surroundings. He looked like a student, except he held two pistols, and was muttering to himself. Malcolm felt his heart pounding as he considered the situation of the students still trapped in the wing. 
 “Ready?” mouthed Tapestry. 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 Tapestry headed out first, holding her hands up in the air and making herself into a target. She walked toward the shooter slowly, letting the boy focus his attention on her before talking to him in a soft voice. 
 “Hey, it’s okay,” said Tapestry. “Let’s just talk. I know you’re angry, and confused…” 
 Malcolm didn’t waste any time. He used the wind to propel himself down to the opposite end of the hallway, checking each room for trapped students as he went. Most of them were already empty. One of them had a small, red pool of blood on the center of the floor, but there was no body in sight. 
 He moved to the next classroom, and then the next after that, slowly approaching Tapestry and the shooter. He couldn’t hear what she was saying to him, but the boy hadn’t opened fire, which was a good sign.  
 Malcolm found a classroom full of older students three doors down from the danger at the end of the hallway. The door was barricaded, and they were all hiding underneath desks, shielding themselves with books. Malcolm tapped on the door urgently. They just stared at him. 

Of course. They don’t know who the shooter is. I need to convince them that they can trust me.

 He waved through the vertical window alongside the door, and then used his wind manipulation to make his clothes flutter while miming running in place. Most of the students looked he was crazy, but one of them picked up on his meaning and explained it to the rest. Malcolm waited, feeling impatient and more than a little stressed out as they got the door open. 
 He slid into the classroom and shut the door firmly behind him. The students, along with their teacher, a chubby woman with red hair, looked at him expectantly. 
 “I’m going to get you out of here,” he said. “You’re going out the window. Don’t worry, I can make it so that your fall is cushioned by the wind. 

At least, I think I can. This will be the test case.

 “Class!” said the teacher, in a high-pitched voice. “Just… follow along with what the champion is saying. Evacuating is the best thing we can do at the moment.” 
 Malcolm heard the shooter shout something out in the hallway. He frowned, trying to push his concern for Tapestry to the side so that he could focus on the rescue. 
 The window had a screen behind it that was attached firmly to the window frame. Malcolm knocked through both the glass and the screen with a concentrated blast of wind. 
 “Anybody interested in going first?” he asked. 
 None of the students said anything. Malcolm pointed to one at random. 
 “You’re up,” he said. 
 It wasn’t as hard as he’d expected it to be. Each of the students climbed halfway out the window, and then Malcolm gave them the signal to jump and created a cushion of wind to slow their fall before they hit the ground. A few, too afraid to let go, had to be pushed out the window. 
 “You’re Wind Runner?” One of the girls, a short brunette with freckles, stepped in close to Malcolm. “I saw you, yesterday. On the TV. And on Instagram. And on Twitter… Your name is a hashtag now that people use whenever someone does something outrageous and gets away with it. I think it’s appropriate. It just seems to fit you really well. Wind Runner. Did you pick it, or-” 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. “No offense, but I’m trying to focus.” 
 He had to push another student out the window, and this one let out an almost comical cry as he fell to the ground, the wind slowing his fall to almost a standstill for the last few feet. 
 “Sorry, I didn’t mean to distract you,” said the girl. “My name’s Melanie. I talk a lot. Especially when I’m nervous. You didn’t go to school here, did you? I’d recognize you if you did. You’re only like, what, 19? 20? That’s pretty young for a champion. Though I guess it really doesn’t matter what age you-” 
 “Hey, Melanie?” said Malcolm. “Shut up!” 
 She did, for a couple of seconds. Malcolm tried to pull her over to the window to push her out next, but the teacher stepped up before he could. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Melanie. “Really, I am. I don’t mean to talk so much. It’s like sometimes when I’m nervous I start talking, and just keep going, and going. I’m on the debate team. It’s my main hobby, though some of the football players told me I’m cute enough to be a cheerleader. That’s kind of a weird thing to tell someone, I think, and I don’t really know if it’s true. Plus-” 
 Gunshots came from the hallway. Malcolm still had a half dozen students left, including Melanie. He felt a flash of panic as he considered what would happen if the shooter made it into the classroom while he was in the middle of helping a student to the ground. 

No choice. I have to go out there.

 “Barricade the door as soon as I leave!” he shouted. Melanie gave him an army salute. Her eyes were wet with tears, and Malcolm suddenly felt a little bad for not noticing earlier. 


 




CHAPTER 14

   
 Tapestry was laying on the hallway’s tile floor, clutching her stomach, a pool of blood spreading out underneath her body. The shooter was standing over her with menacing body language, the gun dark and metallic in his hand. Malcolm was just down the hall from them, pressed into a door well, trying to make himself into as small a target as he could. 
 “Tapestry!” Malcolm shouted. “Are you okay?” 
 The shooter answered the question with several gunshots in his direction. Malcolm gritted his teeth, trying to ignore both his concern for Tapestry and the ringing in his ears. 

She said that she can regenerate. I have to trust that she knows what she’s doing…

 Malcolm leaned out, feeling his fear surge as he exposed his head as a target. The shooter was fumbling around, trying to slip one gun into his pocket so he could reload the other. Malcolm thrust his hand out, summoning the wind. Before he could pull up more than a breeze, the shooter aimed and fired, proving that he still had at least one bullet left. 
 “Hey! Hey!” shouted Malcolm. “Let’s just talk about this. Come on, man… This isn’t a good road to go down!” 
 He tried to think of what he could possibly say to make the shooter back down. The kid had already committed to what he was doing, already opened fire on his classmates. There was no coming back from that, at least not from the perspective of a teenager. 
 “They deserved it!” shouted the shooter. “You don’t know what it was like.” 
 Malcolm took a slow breath, feeling his heart pounding painfully hard in his chest. 
 “I don’t know,” said Malcolm. “I can’t say that I know what you’ve been through. But they can’t all deserve it, surely? Think about that for a second.” 
 The shooter didn’t answer him. Malcolm took a breath, and then continued. 
 “That’s my friend you have on the ground,” said Malcolm. “She’s going to die. She’s going to bleed to death. She doesn’t go to your school. She never did anything to you.” 

He doesn’t know about her regeneration. Maybe I can appeal to his emotions.

 “She’d tried to attack me,” said the shooter. “And if she’s your friend, then I can’t trust you either!” 
 “You can trust me!” said Malcolm. 
 “Then come out here,” said the shooter. “Come out where I can see you. And then I’ll talk to you more.” 
 “I can talk to you from where I am,” said Malcolm. 
 “Come out here or I’ll shoot your friend in the head,” said the shooter. 
 Malcolm swore under his breath. He didn’t know if Tapestry could recover from a headshot or not, and wasn’t interested in having to find out. She was silent, probably unconscious, and that wasn’t a good sign, either. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “I’m… coming out.” 

This could be it. Well, I’ve lived a good, albeit short, life.

 He stepped out into the hallway. The shooter had both his guns back in hand. He wasn’t wearing a mask, or any kind of disguise. He had brown hair and darker brown eyes. He was crying, too, just like Melanie had been. 
 “You’re the guy from yesterday,” said the shooter. “Wind Runner. I saw all that shit.” 
 “Yeah, that’s me,” said Malcolm. “Look… I was just like you. I wasn’t any different. I just got lucky.” 
 “That’s what makes you different,” said the shooter. “Some people get lucky. Some people don’t. Some people end up being monsters in the end.” 
 “You aren’t a monster,” said Malcolm. He wasn’t sure if he believed it. 
 “They treated me like I was one, first,” said the shooter. “You treat someone like something for long enough and that’s all they know how to be.” 
 “Hey, easy,” said Malcolm. “Don’t talk like that.” 
 “Sorry.” 
 The shooter raised his gun and aimed it at Malcolm’s head. He watched as the shooter pulled the trigger, and reacted without thinking. 
 Summoning the wind, Malcolm sent it forward in a thin, powerfully directed burst. He kept his focus on the gun, and on the bullets that were on the way out of it. He flinched as the first one exploded out, but held his focus. 
 Using the force of his wind manipulation, Malcolm was able to divert the bullet off its course by a couple of inches. If he’d been closer to his target, or reacted more slowly, it wouldn’t have worked. As it was, he felt the air tearing within an inch of his head. His heart skipped a beat. The shooter pulled the trigger again, and a second bullet blasted toward him. 
 Malcolm felt hot lead scrape across his cheek, tearing a thin, shallow cut into the flesh there. He threw his other hand forward in anger, slamming all the wind power he could summon into the shooter’s chest. The boy flew back against the lockers against the end of the hallway, striking with a hollow crash and dropping his guns. 
 Malcolm swept them out of the shooter’s reach immediately, and then banged the kid off the ground a second time, for good measure. His head hit hard enough to knock him unconscious, and it was hard for Malcolm to care about any potential damage. 

Was this guy a monster? Or was he just a bullied kid with some guns and no sense?

 Tapestry let out a groan. Malcolm hurried over to her, setting a hand on the wound on her stomach. It wasn’t there anymore. In the time since she’d been shot, she’d already started to heal. 
 A strange, tingling sensation spread through Malcolm’s hand and into the rest of his body, almost like he’d just touched a live wire. He frowned, feeling the pain from the cut on his cheek vanish. He reached up and slid a finger over it. There was still blood there, but no more was coming out. 
 “Good work… Wind Runner,” said Tapestry. 
 “You okay?” he asked. 
 “Bullets went through me,” she said. “It’s only a pain when they get stuck against a bone. Have to have surgery every now and then to get them all removed after that happens too much.” 
 She cleared her throat and stood up. The shooter had obviously unloaded on her, because her shirt was in shambles. As was her bra, underneath, leaving the edge of one of her nipples poking out through the bullet holes. Malcolm chuckled and took off his sweatshirt, passing it to her. 
 “You should put that on,” he said. 
 Tapestry looked confused, until she looked down and saw what he saw. She blushed, and then glared at him like it was his fault. Malcolm grinned back at her. 


 




CHAPTER 15

   
 Three students suffered critical injuries, but in the end, nobody died. It was a miracle, from Malcolm’s point of view. He stood next to Tapestry as she discussed the situation with the police, impressed by how professional she was when giving them the rundown of what had happened. 
 More emergency vehicles, police cars, and ambulances crowded the parking lot than Malcolm had known existed in Vanderbrook. The school had taken a complete count of all the students after the shooter had been taken into custody, slowly releasing them to their parents and legal guardians as they arrived on scene. The reunions were tearful, and watching them made Malcolm aware of how important of a role he and Tapestry had played. 

Without us, it wouldn’t have just ended there.

 Tapestry spent close to an hour speaking with the police. As soon as the conversation was finished, Malcolm heard footsteps headed their way. He flinched, still tense and high strung, but it was just Melanie, the talkative girl from earlier. She ran up to Tapestry and threw her arms around her. 
 “I was so worried!” cried Melanie. “Just let the police handle it next time! It’s their job! It’s what they do! They have body armor, and guns, and negotiators, and riot shields, and, and…” 
 “And I can regenerate from any injury,” said Tapestry. “I think I have them beat.” 
 Melanie laughed and gave her another squeeze. Malcolm raised an eyebrow, glancing back and forth between them. He remembered what Tapestry had said about how someone she cared about went to the school. 
 “Are you two sisters, or something?” he asked. 
 Both girls looked at each other, hesitant and awkward. 
 “Something like that,” said Tapestry. “Malcolm, this is Melanie. Melanie, this is Malcolm, or as he’s known in the press, Wind Runner.” 
 “I met him already upstairs.” Melanie smiled, which made her face seem even more freckled. “It’s so nice to meet you officially, Malcolm. I guess you’ll be Aubrey’s partner from now on, huh? You better keep her safe. She takes way too many risks. I’ve told her so many times before to be more careful!” 
 “Aubrey?” Malcolm glanced at Tapestry. “That’s your… real name?” 
 Tapestry gave a small nod. He’d never asked her before what her real name was and she’d never offered him it. Malcolm wondered if it was because of how overwhelmed he’d been with his own changes, or perhaps to a bit of secrecy on Tapestry’s part. 
 “Keep calling me Tapestry,” she said. “I like to keep my work separate from my home life, when I can.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. Tapestry was looking at his face, and after a second, she reached out and touched the scratch from the bullet. 
 “You’re wounded,” she said. “You should get someone to take a look at that.” 
 “It’s fine,” he said. 

It’s more than just fine. It’s just a scab, now. Injuries aren’t supposed to heal that fast normally.

 “Well, at least wash it when you get a chance,” said Tapestry. “Even a small cut can lead to a bad infection, and you wouldn’t want something like that scarring badly.” 
 Malcolm nodded. Melanie was still at Tapestry’s side, practically clinging to her sister. 
 “So, is that a wrap for today?” he asked. “It might be hard for us to focus back on training after this.” 
 Tapestry started to answer, but Melanie spoke before she could. 
 “I really don’t want to be home alone, Aubrey,” she said. “Please… Can you stay with me? I’m still so overwhelmed. I feel like I might have a panic attack if I don’t have somebody around to talk to. Please? Just for today? And then you can-” 
 “Fine,” said Tapestry, with a sigh. “You’re kind of needy sometimes, you know that?” 
 The two girls smiled at each other. Malcolm walked with them back to the car, taking the front seat at Melanie’s insistence. Ten minutes later, he was back outside his apartment. 
 “Same time tomorrow morning,” said Tapestry. “I’m going to have to speak to Multi about how we handle the aftermath of what happened today. You might have to make a media appearance or two.” 
 Malcolm frowned and furrowed his brow. 
 “Why me?” he said. “We both saved the day.” 
 “The attention you already brought onto yourself yesterday is only going to snowball after this,” said Tapestry. “And besides, Multi has already explained to the local press that I don’t like to be in the public eye like that.” 
 Malcolm felt a little annoyed, and a little like he was being thrown under the bus. 
 “Come on,” he said. “That’s not exactly fair. I just became a champion yesterday.” 
 “We’ll talk more about it tomorrow morning,” said Tapestry. “Just be ready. And wear something nice.” 
 “Bye, Malcolm!” called Melanie. 
 Tapestry drove off before he could get another word in. Malcolm rolled his eyes and headed up the stairs into his apartment. 
 He wasn’t sure what to expect once he got inside. It looked just as it had when he’d left, except for a few pieces of food missing from the fridge. 

So, she does need to eat. Well, that’s good to know.

 Malcolm opened the door to his room slowly. Rose was sleeping naked in his bed. The curtains were drawn, and her breathing was steady and rhythmic. She looked beautiful, and strangely vulnerable, so unlike the dark, seductive spryte who’d he’d fought and fooled around with the night before. 
 He left her like that, deciding that she probably needed the sleep. Malcolm made himself some food and sat down on his couch. He booted up his Playstation and spent the next few hours playing video games, relishing the opportunity to relax and get his mind off his life. 


 




CHAPTER 16

   
 It was late afternoon when the door to his room finally opened. Malcolm glanced up and saw Rose in the doorway, wearing one of his shirts. It was baggy on her, and hung down just past her butt, revealing her long, flawless, purple hued thighs. Her hair was loose across her shoulders, and seemed imbued with the shadows that her powers let her manipulate. 
 “Hey,” she said. 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. 
 The smile on her face was mischievous, and she walked toward him slowly, her hips swaying with each step. Malcolm was still playing his game, in the middle of a soccer match against an online opponent. 
 “Oh, don’t mind me,” said Rose. “I’m just the girl who’s been sleeping naked in your bed all day. Who is now wearing your t-shirt, and nothing else.” 
 Malcolm grinned at her. 
 “You’re welcome,” he said. “If it wasn’t for me, you’d have the Champion Authority after you right now. Tapestry came within a glance of seeing you this morning.” 
 “Maybe you deserve a reward for that?” said Rose. 
 She slid her hand up Malcolm’s thigh. He resisted the urge to quit the match and focus his attention on her, instead waiting to see what would happen if he just let the tension build. 
 Rose let her palm play across his jeans, drawing closer and closer to his crotch. Malcolm was hard after only a couple of seconds of it, and when her fingers finally began to trace the outline of his erection, he almost gasped with pleasure. 
 Rose brought her mouth in close to his neck, letting her hot breath tickle the sensitive skin there. She let her lips graze his earlobe, and a shiver of pleasure went through Malcolm’s body.  
 ‘I think you definitely deserve a reward,” said Rose. “And I think I might just know how to give you one.” 
 Malcolm didn’t react, though it was a struggle to keep himself from grinning. Rose’s fingers carefully unzipped and unbuttoned his jeans. He lifted his hips up so that she could slide them down, still trying to keep his attention on the game. 

If I seem like I’m enjoying it too much, she’ll probably start trying to use sex to control me.

 “You can’t ignore me forever, Malcolm,” whispered Rose. He still had his boxers on, and she leaned her face into the bulge poking against the fabric. She let her cheeks and mouth rub against his hardness, and even with a layer of cloth in the way, he could feel the heat and softness of her beautiful face. 
 “Maybe…” she whispered. “If I take it a little further?” 
 She carefully pulled his boxers down, and his erection popped out, ready and eager even as Malcolm continued to act nonchalant. Rose tapped the tip of it with a finger, shifting onto her knees in front of where he was sitting on the couch. 
 Malcolm tried to stay focused on the game, less because he really wanted to, and more just to make a stubborn point. Rose let her fingers play across his shaft, taking it in both hands and holding it gingerly, like a gun that could go off at any second. 
 “Do you want to know what my mouth feels like, Malcolm?” whispered Rose. 
 He nodded his head before he could stop himself. Rose gave the length of his shaft an exploratory lick, and then slid it into her mouth.  
 She let out a soft, pleased moan at the exact same time that Malcolm did. She slowly bobbed her head up and down, sucking him off with gentle movements. Malcolm set the controller aside, unable to focus on the game for a second longer. He ran a hand through Rose’s dark hair and watched her lewd mouth work its magic. 
 It felt incredible. The pleasure was a little scary in the way it pushed all other thoughts out of his mind. It was just him and Rose, and her luscious lips, hot mouth, and wet tongue. She looked up and made eye contact with him on and off, her expression flickering with delight at the effect she was having on him. 

God, it feels so fucking good.

 She brought his erection in deeper and deeper, until Malcolm could feel himself probing into even tighter territory. Her eyes closed, and her lips tightened, her tongue pushing up against the base of his shaft. It felt incredible, and all Malcolm could do was lean his head back, gently rubbing her head in encouragement. 
 Rose licked and sucked with such skill that it was pointless for him to try to hold out for very long. The pleasure was like a flood building against an old dam. Malcolm’s breathing accelerated. His hands tightened through locks of her hair. He forgot to warn her as he passed over his limit. She didn’t seem to care. 
 “Oh, Rose,” he moaned. His seed blasted out into her mouth, hot and sticky. Rose gracefully sucked it down, rubbing his thigh as though encouraging him to give her everything he had to offer. 
 He practically melted into the couch, overwhelmed by the pleasure. Rose stopped sucking midway through his orgasm and cleared her throat. 
 “I think you lost that round,” she said. 
 “What?” 
 She smiled wickedly at him and nodded to TV, which was showing the postgame stats. He’d gotten absolutely creamed. 
 The two of them shared the couch for a couple of minutes, enjoying each other’s company without needing to say anything. Rose was looking closely at his face, and she reached out to gently touch the cut on his cheek. 
 “What happened there?” she asked, keeping her hand against his face. 
 “Bullet scratch,” said Malcolm. “Tapestry and I had to stop a shooting at a high school earlier today. We managed to keep anyone from getting killed, but-” 
 “That’s not what I mean,” said Rose. “It looks like it’s healed already. That doesn’t make sense if it happened earlier today.” 
 Malcolm shrugged, not really knowing what to say. Rose’s dark eyes were considering him carefully. 
 “Do you think it’s related to my powers?” he asked. 
 Rose gave a small shrug. 
 “It might be,” she said. “Champions sometimes develop multiple powers. It’s rare, but not uncommon. Though, if you were a regenerator, I think you would have noticed signs of it earlier.” 
 “Tapestry is a regenerator,” said Malcolm. 
 “Hmm…” Rose licked her lips, frowning slightly. “Did you touch her while she was using her powers?” 
 A chill ran up the hairs on the back of Malcolm’s neck. 
 “I think so,” he said. “Yeah, right after I knocked out the shooter.” 

It tingled, almost like a static shock, but… weirder. And that was when I first noticed my cheek healing up.

 “Here.” Rose stood up from the couch and walked back into Malcolm’s room, where the curtains kept it mostly dark. “Let’s try something.” 
 She held out her hand to him. She was still only wearing his t-shirt, and there was something strangely intimate about setting his palm on top of hers. Rose wiggled the fingers of her other hand, summoning several shadow tendrils around her. Malcolm felt a tingling sensation a bit like touching a live electrical current. At the same time, his cheek started hurting again. 
 “Huh,” he said. “Did you just… give me your power?”  
 “It’s called power mimicry,” said Rose. “Apparently, you have it as a secondary ability. You can copy the power of someone else and use it for yourself. Probably not at the full strength of the original user, but it’s still an incredibly useful ability to have.” 
 “Cool,” said Malcolm.  
 “You should try to keep that secret from the Champion Authority,” said Rose. “Power mimicry is what they call an uncontrolled power.” 
 “Uncontrolled power?” asked Malcolm. “What does that mean?” 
 “It’s kind of an arbitrary label,” said Rose. “What it really means is that if they find out you have it, they’ll… take action. Possibly imprison you in one of their quarantine zones. You should probably start wearing gloves.” 
 Malcolm stared at her in surprise. He was about to ask her for details when another question came to mind that he was even more curious about.  
 “How do you know all this stuff, while not being able to remember who you were and how you became a spryte?” 
 It was the wrong question to ask. Rose blinked a couple of times. She opened her mouth, and then shut it. A sad smile spread across her lips. 
 “I think it’s just part of being a spryte,” she said, quietly. 
 “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,” said Malcolm. 
 “No, it’s okay,” said Rose. “It’s a good question. It really is.” 
 Malcolm walked over to her. He wanted to pull her into a hug, but something about it seemed to presumptive. They could fool around, have sex, and enjoy each other’s company, but there was another level of intimacy that still seemed off limits. He took her hands instead, holding them in his and squeezing. 
 “I’m fine,” she said. “And you’ve helped me, Malcolm. I don’t know if you realize how much. The more time I spend on my focus activity, the more I can remember, and the more control I have.” 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 
 “What’s your focus activity?” he asked. 
 Rose blushed, which looked ridiculously cute, given her skin tone. 
 “Sex,” she said. “I thought you’d figured that out?” 

Oh. Right. That makes sense.

 Again, he found himself not knowing quite what to say. 
 “What’s yours?” asked Rose. 
 Malcolm grinned at her. 
 “Listening to 90s rock music,” he said.  
 Rose made a valiant attempt at holding her laughter in before it became too much for her. She pulled away from him, almost doubling over in laughter. 
 “Hey!” said Malcolm. “There are plenty of great hits from that era! Some of the best music ever made!” 


 




CHAPTER 17

   
 Rose was still laughing when the knock came at the door. It was a heavy, deliberate knock, and it reminded Malcolm of some of the high school parties he’d been to that had been raided by the police. He frowned, noticing how it immediately put Rose on edge. 
 Malcolm slowly moved over to the door, staying totally silent as he looked through the peephole. Two men stood outside, both carrying themselves with deliberate, confident posture. They waited for a couple of seconds, and then one of them knocked again, calling out as he did. 
 “Malcolm Caldwell. Wind Runner. We’re field agents with the Champion Authority. We need to speak with you.” 
 Malcolm resisted the urge to swear under his breath. He glanced over his shoulder at Rose. She was slowly shaking her head, her eyes wide with fear. It was infectious, and Malcolm felt his palms go clammy. 
 “Please…” mouthed Rose. “No…” 
 The sun hadn’t yet fully set over the horizon. Malcolm doubted that Rose could hide from them in his bedroom for very long, especially if one or both had flashlights to search with. Her powers couldn’t save her. 
 “What can I do?” whispered Malcolm. 
 “Just stall them, if you can. If we can make it until dark, I can escape.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. He turned to look back out the peephole, wondering if he could just hide behind the locked door and take the most obvious approach forward. He blinked, surprised to see that there was only one man on the other side of it now.  
 Something wet slid over Malcolm’s socked foot. He jumped back. The sensation almost reminded him of one of Rose’s shadow tendrils, but she was already through the door and in his bedroom. 
 He stared down, watching in disbelief as a pool of gelatinous, red goop entered his apartment through the doorway. Malcolm acted, rather than thinking. He pulled the door open, hopped back a few feet, and then let loose with the full brunt of his wind manipulation. 
 The goop seemed to try to hold where it was for a moment before pulling loose from the floor and splattering across the chest and face of the remaining agent. Malcolm waited until the last few globs were in the hallway before reaching for the door and slamming it closed. 
 Or at least, that was what he had intended to do. A tree branch was blocking the way, holding it open in the same manner someone might use their foot. 
 “Don’t,” said one of the champions. “He’ll just slip under your doorway again. And again. We’re just here to talk, Malcolm.” 

Damn it. I need to think of something else, and fast.

 Malcolm reluctantly shrugged his shoulders and opened the door wide enough for the champions to pass through. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “I was just a little… unnerved by your friend.” 
 Behind the first champion, the pool of red jello was condensing into the shape of a man, making weird sucking noises as body parts and limbs formed. 
 “I told him not to,” said the first champion. “Melt’s powers are like something out of a horror movie.” 
 He was carrying a potted tree under one arm, and wore green khakis and a tan sweater. He reached out his free hand to Malcolm and smiled. 
 “Greenthumb,” he said. 
 “Uh… Wind Runner,” said Malcolm. 
 “Don’t shake his fucking hand,” said the second, still coalescing champion. “He attacked me!” 
 “Relax, Melt,” said Greenthumb. “He’s been a champion for a day. You should be more aware of how others react to what you can do.” 
 Melt glared at Malcolm. He looked exactly as he had before he’d transformed into goo, down to the leather jacket and scruffy beard. He was shorter than Greenthumb, but had a peevish intensity about him. 
 “Now,” said Greenthumb. “May we come in? It would certainly go a long way toward alleviating the tension of this misunderstanding.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Of course,” he said. “Again, sorry. I’ve just been a little on edge, these past few days.” 
 “I understand completely,” said Greenthumb. “I spent half a week in the forest after I gained my powers. I was convinced that I had been chosen by nature to take the world back from the evils of human civilization. Needless to say, it took a little while for me to achieve productive communication with the Champion Authority.” 
 Malcolm stepped back, allowing them into the apartment. His heart was pounding in his chest, and his mouth felt dry. Rose had closed the door to his room, but that almost made it more suspicious, rather than less. Malcolm offered the two men the couch, not really having anywhere else to seat them. They chose to remain standing.  
 “I don’t have much to drink here,” said Malcolm. “Water? I guess?” 
 He fidgeted nervously. 
 “That won’t be necessary,” said Melt. “This isn’t a social visit, kid. We’re here for answers.” 
 “Wind Runner…” said Greenthumb. “We received a report from some of our non-champion informants in the area that someone matching your description foiled a spryte capture last night. Specifically, someone with your powers.” 
 Malcolm furrowed his brow. 
 “A spryte capture?” he asked. “I didn’t encounter any champions going after sprytes last night.” 
 “This wouldn’t have involved champions,” said Greenthumb. “The Champion Authority is understaffed in most regions of the world. Occasionally, we offer bounties to any interested parties in the area for bringing in the less dangerous sprytes. Ones that can be captured without regular people needing to put their lives at risk.” 
 A chill ran down Malcolm’s spine. He looked back and forth between Greenthumb and Melt. They were both watching and waiting for his answer, but with vastly different expressions. Melt’s eyes were hard and suspicious, while Greenthumb seemed genuinely sympathetic and a little apologetic. 

Those men were working for the Champion Authority? That’s… not possible.

 “I fought off a gang last night,” said Malcolm. “It didn’t seem like they were involved with anything relating to the Champion Authority, or hunting sprytes. They were getting ready to rape a woman in an abandoned warehouse when I found them.” 
 A small smile spread across Greenthumb’s lips. Melt stepped forward, jabbing a finger in Malcolm’s face. 
 “She was a spryte!” he said, almost spitting the words. “You expect us to believe that you didn’t know? That you didn’t see any of the signs?” 
 Malcolm blinked a couple of times, doing his best to seem like he’d only just then figured out why the field agents were there to speak to him. 
 “I didn’t get a look at her,” said Malcolm. “It took me a minute to scare the men off. She wasn’t in the warehouse when the fight was over.” 
 Melt shook his head slowly. 
 “If that’s the case, then why didn’t you open the door when we first knocked, Wind Runner? Why did you try to keep us from talking to you? We’re here to do our fucking jobs!” 
 “Melt,” said Greenthumb. “You were the one who went in under his door. I’ve warned you about this before. Most people don’t react cordially to invading red puddles of sentient ooze.” 
 Malcolm ran a hand through his hair, subtly glancing out the window. The sun was taking its sweet time dropping down over the horizon. He had another ten minutes, at least, before he could count on Rose being able to easily escape. 
 “Besides,” continued Greenthumb. “We both read through his file on the way here. After what happened to him, and his family… I doubt he has any more sympathy for the monsters than we do.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, for once feeling glad that someone had brought up the explosion and his family’s deaths in conversation. Melt still looked wary, but more open to the possibility of Malcolm being innocent than he had been before. 
 “Where did you encounter the spryte last?” asked Melt. “The men who brought us the tip were vague about the details.” 
 “In one of the abandoned warehouses,” said Malcolm. “South of here. There’s four of them in an industrial park. The fight happened in the southwest most one.” 
 The two field champions nodded. 
 “Why don’t I head over and check it out?” asked Greenthumb. “Melt, you can stay here with him for the moment. Given his history, I get the sense that he might make a capable field champion, one day.” 
 Malcolm winced, wishing that both of them would leave to follow up on his tip, or alternatively, that Greenthumb would stay while Melt left. Greenthumb was already heading out the door, however, stopping to whisper something in his partner’s ear as he passed him by. 

I can’t let my guard down. Not until after dark.



 




CHAPTER 18

   
 The door shut, and Malcolm stood facing Melt awkwardly. The other champion was staring at him, unconcerned by how rude it came off.  
 “You should hold onto that,” said Melt. 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “Hold onto… what?” he asked. 
 Melt walked by him into the apartment, glancing around at the kitchen, the door leading to the bathroom, and the closed door leading to Malcolm’s bedroom and Rose. 
 “Your anger,” said Melt. “I saw it in your eyes before, when Ben mentioned your family. Hold onto that as tightly as you fucking can.” 
 Melt sat down on Malcolm’s couch. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a flask, opening it and moving to take a sip. He hesitated, and then offered Malcolm the first taste. 

Well, might as well try to make friends.

 Malcolm accepted the flask and took a small sip. It was gin, and it burned going down. He managed not to cough and passed it back to Melt, who took a long swig and kept it in his hand. 
 “It’s not always going to be easy,” said Melt. “You’ll see the truth of it, eventually. When you start to encounter more of those things… “ 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “What do you mean by that?” he asked. 
 “Exactly what I said,” snapped Melt. “It’s not always easy. Sometimes it’s hard as fuck. They’re monsters, all of the sprytes and demons… And you always have to keep that in mind.” 
 Melt took another sip from the flask. Malcolm felt himself getting curious about what the man had to say. He knew that keeping Melt talking was the best way to keep his apartment from getting searched, and if Melt got drunk in the meantime, even better. 
 “The champions that gave me my orientation here in Vanderbrook spoke about sprytes and demons like they were corrupted,” said Malcolm. “Diseased, even. They made it sound like there wasn’t any real choice for us in the matter.” 
 “There isn’t,” said Melt. “There’s no choice at all, unless you’re alright with watching a monster murder people.” 
 He took a slow breath and passed the flask back over to Malcolm, who accepted and took another small sip. 
 “I had a case once…” said Melt. “A stone spryte. One of the neighbors called it in, explained it to us in vague terms without really saying much. Just said that the girl was staying in a house nearby, and that she was dangerous and needed to be stopped.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything. He listened, waiting for the other man to continue. 
 “It was way out in the middle of Nebraska,” said Melt. “Small suburban neighborhood. We got to the house, and a guy, a normal person, came out and tried to hold us back, stop us from going in.” 
 Melt let out a sad laugh and took another sip of gin. 
 “It was his daughter, the guy says. She’s not evil, just confused and scared, he says. He said he wouldn’t let us take her.” 
 “What did you do?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Knocked him out,” said Melt. “Greenthumb grew the grass on the lawn to hold him down in case he woke up. And then, we headed inside.” 
 Melt paused, taking a long breath. He coughed and patted his chest, fishing a cigarette out of the pack in his front pocket. Under any other circumstances, Malcolm would have stopped him from lighting it, but it was as good a distraction as the gin or their conversation. 
 “The girl’s mother and sister were sitting at the kitchen table,” said Melt. “Forever. They weren’t going anywhere.” 
 “Forever?” asked Malcolm. 
 “She turned them to stone,” said Melt, flashing a sardonic smile. “She turned the food to stone! They were still sitting there. They looked scared, the most perfect statues you’ve ever seen, this poor woman and this little thirteen or fourteen year old girl. Just fucking statues, stuck eating their breakfast for the rest of eternity.” 
 Melt took a few puffs from the cigarette. 
 “We went upstairs,” said Melt. “The girl was hiding in her closet. She was little, really little. Too little. She covered her eyes. Wouldn’t look at us. We couldn’t touch her. We couldn’t do anything, other than what we were there to do.” 
 Melt reached down to his waist. Malcolm tensed up as the other man pulled a gun out of its holster and set it on the couch next to him. 
 “It took all of the ammo we had,” he said, quietly. “Her skin was made of stone. We had to shoot through it, shoot until there was just a bunch of little pieces left. Rocks and dust. Probably breathed some of it in on the way out.” 
 “I’m… sorry,” said Malcolm. 
 “I don’t regret it for a second,” said Melt. “It’s what we had to do.” 
 Melt stood up suddenly. Malcolm tensed up, searching for something he could say to buy the last few minutes he needed for Rose to escape. Melt started walking toward his bedroom door. Malcolm got to his feet, preparing to physically throw himself in front of the doorway, if need be. 
 Melt walked right passed the door. He snuffed his cigarette out in the kitchen sink, turned on the faucet, and washed his face. He took a deep breath before turning around to face Malcolm again. 
 “Hold onto that anger, Wind Runner,” said Melt. “Never forget what that monster did to your family. You got have something to hold onto. Greenthumb’s got his hippie girlfriend and their little organic farm, maybe kids someday. Everybody’s got something for motivation.” 
 Malcolm resisted the urge to ask Melt what he had for motivation, suspecting that he wouldn’t get a straightforward answer. Instead, he just stayed silent. A minute or so passed by before footsteps sounded from the other side of the front door. Greenthumb came back into the apartment. 
 “The grass didn’t tell me much,” he said. “We’ll need to look for another lead. Did you find anything here, Melt?” 
 “No,” said Melt. 
 Greenthumb sniffed the air. 
 “Seriously?” he asked. “Smoking and drinking while on duty? We’ve been over this before, Melt.” 
 “Shut the fuck up.” 
 Melt left the apartment. Greenthumb turned his attention back toward Malcolm, looking him over with appraising eyes. 
 “Here,” said Greenthumb, handing him a card. “Call me if you hear anything. You can report to your superiors at the local Champion Authority base as well, of course, but I’d like to be informed of any leads as soon as possible.” 
 “Sure,” said Malcolm. 
 “I give thanks on Melt’s behalf for your hospitality,” said Greenthumb. “He can be a volatile man sometimes, especially when his mind wanders from his duty.” 
 Greenthumb was smiling, but there was no cheer in it. Malcolm made eye contact with him and felt a cold chill run down his spine. 
 “Its fine,” said Malcolm. “He just seems a little a tired.” 
 “As we all are,” said Greenthumb. “There aren’t enough of us to stave off the evil we’re up against. Speaking of which, I really do think you’d make a fantastic field champion. You have the right disposition for it. I’ll put in a good word with your superiors to get the ball rolling.” 
 “Oh, no, that’s not-” 
 “I insist,” said Greenthumb. He nodded, shook Malcolm’s hand, and then left the apartment without another word. 


 




CHAPTER 19

   
 Malcolm spent several nervous minutes watching the door, unsure of how he’d handled the situation. Regardless of what Greenthumb had said about putting in a good word, he was sure the account given to Tapestry and Multi would include the fact that he’d inadvertently aided a spryte. 
 Rose was gone, and Malcolm felt conflicted. Having her at his apartment would only put both of them at risk. She wasn’t safe with him now that he was on the radar of the field champions. Still, as he checked over his room a second time, letting the overhead light illuminate the dark corners of his closet, he kind of missed her. 

This was the plan. I distracted them until the sun set so that she could escape. I’ll probably never see her again.

 He gave up thinking about it after a few minutes. Dinner was a rather meager affair, pasta along with some frozen sausage. He ate in front of the TV, playing video games and pausing whenever he heard the floorboards of the apartment creak, or the wind blowing at his window. He checked each time, part of him hoping that it was Rose. 
 Malcolm awoke the next morning to a newly familiar ritual. Tapestry was already in his apartment, and this time she pushed all the way into his bedroom, knocking only as a formality before throwing the door open. 
 “Wake up time,” said Tapestry. “Get dressed. Put on a nice shirt, something with a collar.” 
 Malcolm groaned and sat up. Tapestry was wearing jeans, a white blouse, and a long, navy button up sweater. She crossed her arms and tapped her foot impatiently. 
 “What’s the emergency?” mumbled Malcolm. “Is it really necessary for us to start this early?” 
 “You have an interview with VCAX in two hours,” she said. “I’ve got to get you their early so the makeup people can do their thing.” 
 Malcolm groaned louder. He wasn’t interested in having more eyes on him, not after his encounter with the field champions. He was beginning to realize that being part of the Champion Authority was more tedious than he’d originally imagined. 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm. “Just… give me a minute.” 
 Tapestry waited in the living room while he changed. He pulled on a dress shirt along with a pair of tan slacks, and headed outside. She’d brought a box of donuts with her, which did wonders at buoying Malcolm’s mood. 
 He didn’t say much as he rode in the passenger seat of the BMW, and hoped that Tapestry would chalk it up to him still being tired. In reality, his thoughts were still centered on Rose, whether she was safe, and whether she’d risk coming back to his apartment. 

It might be better if she doesn’t. It’s too dangerous, for both of us.

 “Multi told me about your little night adventure,” said Tapestry. “The next time you’re planning on going crime fighting, or whatever it was that you thought you were doing, please be smarter about it.” 
 “That’s a little harsh,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry shrugged and smiled at him. 
 “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “But it’s as much an issue of safety for you, as it is anything. We don’t have a lot of champions in Vanderbrook, as you’ve noticed. We need to keep the ones we do have in one piece.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. 
 “Have you met Melt and Greenthumb before?” he asked. “They were the field agents that followed up on the, uh, incident that I was involved in.” 
 “I’m familiar with them,” said Tapestry. 
 She didn’t elaborate, which Malcolm found curious. 
 “They talked to me about the monsters,” he said. “The demons and the sprytes. What it’s like to hunt them down, and why they have to do it.” 
 “That’s what they do,” said Tapestry. 
 “And… what do you think of that?” asked Malcolm. “I’m still new to this world. It just seems like they see things like they’re black and white. They hunt monsters. They kill monsters. They don’t ask questions.” 
 “Malcolm…” Tapestry pulled to a stop at a red light and glanced over at him, frowning a little. “People die when demons and sprytes are allowed to run wild. Your family… I hate to bring this up, but don’t you wish someone had dealt with the monster that killed them before it stumbled into your neighborhood?” 
 Malcolm winced. The wound of their deaths was still raw, even after so much time. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “I do.” 
 “Speaking of which, how about this?” she asked. “You take this interview seriously, and focus on putting on a good face for the cameras. Then, we skip training for the rest of today. I can take you up to headquarters to look in the database for any demons or sprytes matching the description of the one you’re looking for.” 
 Malcolm forced a smile. 
 “Sure,” he said. “That sounds great.” 
 Tapestry reached over. She put her hand on top of his and gave it a small squeeze in an unusual show of affection. Malcolm felt a familiar tingle, and realized that he’d just absorbed her power again. 

God dammit. I really need to remember to start wearing gloves, like Rose said.

 “I can’t imagine how it must have been for you,” she said. “A family… isn’t something that’s easy to lose so early on in life. I want to help you find vengeance, if you can.” 
 Malcolm nodded. The light turned green, and Tapestry drove through the intersection. 
 The VCAX studio was downtown, located in a midsized building. The station’s call letters stood, like a piece of modern art, in front of a large plate glass window on the ground floor. Tapestry parked in the back lot, and they went inside. 
  “They’re going to ask about the Instagram thing,” said Tapestry, as they waited for the receptionist. 
 “What?” Malcolm frowned at her. “How is that relevant to what happened at the school?” 
 “It’s not like they’ll limit the interview to a single topic, Wind Runner,” said Tapestry. “You are the real story here, not the school shooter. Heck, I wouldn’t be surprised if the girl whose home you fell into ended up writing a ‘full detailed’ account for some unscrupulous magazine.” 
  “Heck?” asked Malcolm. “Seriously?” 
 Tapestry rolled her eyes. 
 “I don’t like to swear,” she said. 
 Malcolm chuckled, and was even more amused by the way she blushed at his reaction. The receptionist finally showed up, and immediately waved for both of them to follow her. 
 “This is the dressing room,” she said. “Felicity will take care of you. I’m going to have to ask for your companion to wait in the lobby.” 
 Tapestry frowned slightly, but Malcolm smiled reassuringly. 
 “It’ll be fine,” he said. “I won’t say anything stupid. I promise.” 
 “Just… do your best,” said Tapestry, a bit begrudgingly. 
 Malcolm walked into the dressing room and took a seat in front of a long mirror. A woman with glasses and a ponytail entered after a minute and immediately began applying makeup. 
 “Oh, wow,” said the girl. “Sorry! I’m kind of nervous! I mean… you’re the Wind Runner.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “You can call me Malcolm,” he said. “Don’t believe the rumors, I’m just a normal guy.” 
 “Right,” said the girl. “Half the people at the station were combing the internet for any secret gossip they could find about you.” 
 “The Instagram thing wasn’t enough for them?” 
 “They want the really juicy secrets.” The girl pushed some type of makeup pad against his cheeks. “Speaking of which, there’s already fanfiction being written about you.” 
 “Fan… fiction?” Malcolm shook his head slowly. 
 “Sorry, I’m kind of into that sort of thing,” she said. “Some of it is really out there. You might want to read it. Or maybe not. It’s really out there.” 
 “Okay…” said Malcolm. The girl made him turn his head from side to side, apparently happy with the job she’d done. She didn’t say anything, instead she just stood there looking at him. 
 “Do you need anything else?” she asked. “Coffee? Juice?” 
  “I’m good,” said Malcolm. “Thanks, though.” 
 The girl sighed, and left the room. Malcolm looked at himself in the mirror, impressed by the job she’d done. 
 He waited for at least an hour before someone finally came to get him. He was led down a hall and into a dim backstage area. 
 “Don’t worry, it’s not live,” said one of the techs. “If you get confused by any of the questions, just ask Jennifer to rephrase it for you. We can edit stuff like that out later.” 
 “Got it,” said Malcolm. 
 “Alright then,” said the tech. “Head on out and take a seat.” 
 Malcolm was surprised by how bright the lights were. The set was simple, with two comfortable chairs facing each other in front of a basic backdrop. The space looked smaller from his perspective than it had on TV, and the presence of the cameras and the microphones made it feel less impressive, somehow. 
 He recognized Jennifer Morgan as she walked out to take the seat across from him. He’d seen her dozens, if not hundreds of times before since she’d been hired by VCAX. She was pretty, but not overly so, with black hair and pale skin. She wore a blue suit jacket with a matching skirt. 
  “Malcolm Caldwell,” said Jennifer. “It’s great to have you here today.” 
 “Great to be here, Jennifer.” He smiled, feeling ridiculous at how easy it was to slide into the role of the interviewee. 
 “Do you prefer that I call you Malcolm, or Mr. Caldwell, or… Wind Runner?” 
 Malcolm hesitated before answering. 
 “Wind Runner is fine,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 20

   
 The first half of the interview was straightforward, even boring, at times. Jennifer asked him about his early life, about growing up in Vanderbrook. Malcolm wondered why anybody would care about who he’d been, and how he’d lived before becoming a champion, but he answered as honestly as he could.  
 The interview only started to get interesting for him when she finally started asking about the day he’d discovered his powers. He described the scene in the classroom to her in general detail, leaving out any mention of the music he’d been listening to. 

It’s probably best if I treat my focus activity a little like I have to treat my weakness.

 “And so, you left the school,” said Jennifer. “And you began jumping from roof top to roof top?” 
 Malcolm fidgeted slightly. 
 “Uh… that’s correct.” He scratched his head. At the time, he’d only cared about using his powers, and seeing what he could do with them. He hadn’t stopped to consider what the public must have seen as he leapt through town, trespassing on private property, and generally disturbing the peace. 
  “Mr. Wind Runner, I know this is a sensitive issue to address, but everyone’s talking about it,” said Jennifer. “A woman named Emily Jenkins posted several photos of you on social media on this same morning.” 
 “Yeah…” said Malcolm. “I sort of… fell through her window.” 
 “She was naked at the time,” said Jennifer. “And the two of you… engaged in sexual intercourse?” 
 Malcolm squirmed. 
 “Something like that,” he said. “It was very spur of the moment.” 
 “To be clear, even by her account, it was consensual,” said Jennifer. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. The concern that many people, including myself have, is what it says about your personality.” 

Don’t say something stupid… Don’t say something stupid…

 “My personality?” asked Malcolm. “I mean, I’d like to think that it means that I’m charming. Funny, laid back, with a winning smile and a nice, big… shoe size.” 
 Jennifer stared at him in stunned silence. Malcolm tried to smile, his hopes for the interview sinking along with the joke. 
 “What I meant to say,” he continued. “…was that it was totally a mistake, and I recognize that now.” 
  “Right,” said Jennifer. “Mr. Wind Runner, Ms. Jenkins claims that after the two of you finished, you became hostile over her wish to document the encounter,” said Jennifer. 
 “Well, that’s kind of an exaggeration,” said Malcolm. “She was snapping photos like crazy, without my consent. I was just trying to get her to stop, and I think I acted reasonably.” 
 “The picture she paints of you doesn’t make you sound reasonable, Malcolm,” said Jennifer. “Do you understand how it might concern people for a champion here in a small town like Vanderbrook to be acting erratically?” 
 Malcolm opened his mouth to answer and then stopped himself. 

This isn’t about what’s already happened. This is about what people are afraid could happen, if I turn out to not be a stable, justice minded kind of person.

 “I understand,” Malcolm said, carefully. “And I do regret how the incident turned out, in retrospect.” 
 “I think that will put a lot of people at ease to hear,” said Jennifer. 
 “Moving forward, I’ll be working with the Champion Authority to keep the local area safe,” said Malcolm. “That’s every champion’s goal, when it comes down to it. A safe world, safer even than the world was before the start of the phenomenon.” 

Should I also say that I’ll help cats out of trees? Help old ladies cross the road? Give sermons in church?

 Jennifer nodded slowly. 
 “So you’re talking about the so-called monsters, then? The sprytes and demons.” 
 Malcolm hesitated. 
 “…I’m talking about any threat that would jeopardize people’s lives,” he said. 
 “There’s been a lot of discussion on the internet about sprytes and demons,” said Jennifer. “One vocal camp in particular has been insisting that the Champion Authority’s treatment of them is inhumane. What’s your opinion on that?” 
 Malcolm closed his eyes. He’d been dreading this question, or any variation of it. It was easy enough for him to tow the company line when it came to admitting his past mistakes and promising to do better. When it came to the morality of killing sprytes and demons, he wasn’t sure what he thought, or if he could lie effectively. 

I’ll just tell her a version of the truth, then.

 “I’ve only been a champion for a couple of days,” said Malcolm. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but… I lost my family to a monster attack.” 
 “Of course,” said Jennifer. “The incident on Day One of the Phenomenon that killed your mother and brother. My apologies if this is a sensitive topic to bring up.” 
 “It’s fine,” said Malcolm. “What I can tell you honestly is that I’ve never stopped looking for the monster that took my mother and brother away from me.” 
 Jennifer nodded, clearly satisfied by his answer. The rest of the interview was less hard hitting, and Malcolm even joked some more with her about his name and how appropriately it described his somewhat meager powers. 

They only know about my wind manipulation. I should probably try to keep it that way.

 “Thank you for your time, Malcolm,” said Jennifer, at the end. “The interview will probably air tomorrow night, possibly the next day if it takes our editors-” 
 Someone burst into the studio, waving to get everyone’s attention. 
 “There’s a fire, a big one. In the outskirts of town, near the old auto factory. We’ve got to get a news crew there, ASAP.” 
 The news team immediately began scrambling to gather their equipment. Malcolm spotted Tapestry moving onto the set from backstage. She grabbed his arm and pulled. 
 “Come on,” she said. “We can help out, too.” 
 “How?” 
 Tapestry winked at him. 
 “Fires are my specialty,” she said. 


 




CHAPTER 21

   
 Malcolm hesitated outside, as they were running toward the BMW. 
 “Why don’t I go ahead of you?” he said. “I’m pretty sure I can get there faster on foot than you can through traffic.” 
 Tapestry thought about it for an instant and then nodded. 
 “Save anyone you can,” said Tapestry. “Please… don’t do anything stupid.” 
 “Me?” He grinned at her. “Of course not.” 
 Malcolm reached out, pulling the wind around him. He broke off in a run in the direction of the fire, taking long, loping steps boosted by wind. It felt almost like running down a long trampoline, except with the force of a wind tunnel at his back.  
 People stopped and stared at him. If it wasn’t for the time constraint of the fire, Malcolm would have waved, or put on a show. As it was, he saw phones out in the hand of almost every onlooker, filming for Facebook and YouTube. 

Note to self: Try not to ever do anything really stupid in public.

 The smoke from the fire signaled its location. Malcolm closed in on it, seeing the extent of the blaze as he rounded the corner. A couple of buildings that he knew to be abandoned were on fire, along with a rundown apartment complex that was still very much occupied.  
 The blaze looked strange. There were abandoned buildings on either side of the complex, but they’d almost collapsed from the extent of the fire damage.  
 Smoke was pouring out of most of the apartment windows, but from what Malcom could see, the flames hadn’t reached the roof yet. Something about it looked intentional, and he considered the possibility that an arsonist might still be nearby. 
 Malcolm used his wind manipulation to run up the side of a building across the street. It was taller than any building he’d tried scaling before, and he felt a mixture of adrenaline and fear as he neared the top. He pulled himself up over the building’s concrete lip and looked back at the burning apartments. 
 There was no way anyone still in the building could make it out through the front entrance. The flames on the lower floor were too intense for even fire fighters to make an attempt at suppressing. Malcolm could make out the shapes of people on the roof. He summoned the wind and sent a massive gust toward them, hoping to blow back the smoke and let them get a breath of fresh air. 

And if I can keep the smoke clear for long enough, a helicopter can land there!

 For an instant, it looked like it was working. Malcolm upped his efforts, waiting for the people lying crouched and prone on the building to spring to their feet. They didn’t. And the fire, fed by the oxygen in his wind blast, surged stronger.  
 “Damn it!” Malcolm stopped using his powers, gritting his teeth in frustration. He looked around, desperate for another tactic, and saw the water tank.  
 It was on top of the building he was on, and something he probably should have noticed earlier. It was at least twice his height and three times his circumference, and filled with fresh, cold water. Malcolm considered for a moment, and then carefully used a blast of wind to blow the top off. 

Alright. This is going to be some intricate shit.

 He stood behind it, blocking his own view of the burning building. Malcolm reached deep into his powers, summoning the full strength of the wind he could command, and hit the open water tank with enough force to make it wobble. 
 He hit it again, slowly building a shaking rhythm, back and forth, until finally the tank tipped. Malcolm moved as fast as he could, getting a good view of the water as it fell and using the wind to sweep under it. He pulled it back up into the air and pushed it into the burning building. 
 Enough of the windows had already broken from the heat to make his water attack effective. He saw the fire dim noticeably, but it wasn’t enough to put it out. Malcolm’s frustration boiled over. He looked around, desperate for something else he could do. 
 A single figure was approaching the building. Malcolm recognized the outfit and blonde hair, and immediately jumped down to the ground, cushioning his fall with the wind. Tapestry was taking off her clothes, throwing them behind her like an off-duty life guard rushing into the water. 
 “What are you doing?” shouted Malcolm. 
 “I can help from within,” said Tapestry. “This is what I meant. Fire isn’t enough to stop me, Malcolm.” 
 “And what happens if the building collapses on top of you?” he asked. “Tapestry! Not even the firefighters are risking their men.” 
 She turned and met his eye for an instant. 
 “We have a responsibility, Malcolm.” 
 She ran forward at full speed, barefoot and clad only in her bra and panties. Malcolm watched in disbelief as she burst through the wall of flames without bothering to slow down. He looked down at his hands, suddenly feeling as though his own power was a very meager thing. 
 The firefighters were finally set up. A couple had hose streams concentrated on the building. Malcolm used the wind to help direct the water as much as he could, his body tense with concern for Tapestry. 
 Minutes went by, long enough that he began to doubt whether he’d ever see her again. Finally, Tapestry burst out from the entrance, carrying a small form wrapped in a bundle of blankets.  
 Her skin was charred in places, and her bra and panties had been completely burned off. She collapsed into a pile, steam and smoke still rising from her body. The building let out a deep groan, and one of the lower floors gave out, starting a domino effect as the rest of it toppled down. 
 Malcolm helped pull Tapestry and the child she’d saved away from the wreckage. Dust blasted out in a shockwave as the building collapsed, flames continuing to burn what was left. 
 “Hey!” shouted Malcolm. “Tapestry!” 
 She blinked ash out of her eyes to look at him and smiled. Malcolm couldn’t help but smile back at her. The child was coughing, and EMTs were already carrying it toward one of the ambulances. Malcolm patted out a small, smoldering flame that still burned in Tapestry’s hair, and then glanced down at the rest of her slightly crispy and very naked body. 
 He cleared his throat, trying not to notice how pink her nipples were against the rest of her soot covered skin. Malcolm pulled off his windbreaker and set it over her shoulders, and she nodded in thanks. 
 “Do you want me to get one of the EMTs to look at you?” he asked, quietly. 
 She shook her head. 
 “They know me,” she said. “They know I’ll be fine. I just need my clothes and… my phone.” 
 Malcolm nodded, heading over to where she’d left them piled. He brought them back to her, and turned around to allow her some privacy while she dressed. 
 “That was amazing,” he said. “Tapestry… I’ve never seen anyone risk their life like that.” 
 He instantly wished that he’d used a different phrasing. 
 “There’s no risk in it for me,” she said. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t try to help.” 
 Malcolm understood what she meant. Her example had given him something, a new perspective on his role as a champion. He wasn’t ever going to be able to lean back from a dangerous situation, ignore danger and assume someone else had it covered. 
 “This was the work of a demon,” said Tapestry. “I saw it, through the flames.” 
 “A… demon?” Malcolm frowned at her, turning back to face her just as she was pulling on her sweater. 
 “It might be the one, Malcolm,” she said, quietly. “The one you’ve been looking for, or at least one like it. I can’t be sure, but it looked as though it was feeding off the heat.” 
 “Feeding off the heat?” 
 “We’ve heard rumors about this demon before,” said Tapestry. “It has explosion powers. Feeds off heat sources, releases the heat in a massive blast. Capable of destroying buildings, people, pretty much anything, but usually it needs to set a bunch of regular fires, first.” 
 Malcolm was still reeling from what she’d said. 

It’s the same one. I don’t know how I know, but I do. It must be.

 They spent another few hours at the scene. Tapestry spoke with the police chief, several fire wardens, and Multi, over her cell phone. Malcolm was beginning to understand how much of the job of a champion was public relations, reassuring people in the aftermath of a dangerous event. 
 He didn’t want to know what the death toll in the building was. The firefighters were still in the process of putting the last of the flames out, but rescue workers were already pulling bodies loose from the rubble, and lining them up side by side on the concrete. 
 It was late in the afternoon when Tapestry finally finished her diplomacy. Malcolm had spent most of the time on his phone, feeling useless and bored out of his mind. When she finally walked over to him and nodded, he tried not to let his relief show on his face. 
 “Come on,” said Tapestry. “I have to get home. Melanie is worried about me.” 
 “Right,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry hesitated for a moment. 
 “You can have dinner with us, if you want,” she said. “It might be a better way of decompressing than heading back to an empty apartment.” 
 Malcolm smiled. 
 “Sure.”  


 




CHAPTER 22

   
 Tapestry drove them to one of the nicer neighborhoods in Vanderbrook, pulling into the driveway of a surprisingly large house. Melanie was already waiting for them at the door, wearing a flower-patterned spring dress and looking extremely worried. 
 “Aubrey!” shouted Melanie. “You promised! You promised me that you would stop taking stupid risks and relying so much on your powers. This is breaking that promise! Do you understand? You’ve broken your promise!” 
 Tapestry scratched her head, shooting an awkward glance in Malcolm’s direction. 
 “It couldn’t be helped.” She set her hand on Melanie’s shoulders. “Look, I’m okay.” 
 “Okay?” Melanie reached out and snapped off a section of still burned hair. “This only happens when your powers run low. You were close to dying, Aubrey, for real.” 
 “A lot of people did die today, Mel,” said Tapestry. 
 Melanie took a deep breath, continuing to glare at Tapestry for a moment. Then, she pulled her into a tight hug. 
 “I was so worried,” she said. “They showed it on the news, and I just knew you’d stick your nose in. Next time, please… just let the fire fighters do their job. You have your job, and they have theirs. Separation of specialization. Stick to the normal champion stuff.” 
 Tapestry returned the embrace, softly stroking Melanie’s hair. 
 “I’ll try,” she said. “Sorry, Mel.” 
 The three of them stepped into the house, and Melanie only then seemed to notice Malcolm. She nodded, her smile broadening significantly. 
 “Hi,” said Malcolm. “Nice to see you again, Melanie.” 
 “Well, at least you did one smart thing, Aubrey,” said Melanie. “I was bugging her for all of yesterday afternoon to get you over here for dinner, Wind Runner. Her other coworkers are nice, but they aren’t like her. Too focused on their jobs. No perspective, none at all.” 
 Malcolm shrugged, feeling a little overwhelmed. 

This girl is too much.

 He took his shoes off and looked around the house. It was very clean and nicely decorated, but there was something off about it that took Malcolm a little while to notice. It was the style, the wallpaper, even the carpet. Everything looked as though it came from another era, teleported forward from 1975. 
 “Melanie, can you keep Malcolm company in the living room while I get started on dinner?” asked Tapestry. “I’ll get the two of you something to drink. Seltzer? Cranberry juice?” 
 “Water’s fine,” said Malcolm. 
 He watched as Tapestry disappeared into the kitchen, returning a moment later wearing a pink apron and carrying two glasses. She smiled broadly as she passed them to Malcolm and Melanie, as though being the busy bee of the house was her favorite thing in the world. 
 “We’re having steak, but I also need to recharge,” said Tapestry. “Any requests? I make excellent oatmeal cookies.” 
 “That’s fine,” said Malcolm. “As long as they have chocolate chips, and not raisins.” 
 Tapestry scrunched up her face at him. 
 “They taste better with raisins, but fine,” she sighed. “Also, Melanie can help you get the music system set up, so you can listen to your 90s stuff and recharge. I don’t use it as much, so I’m not as familiar with it.” 
 “Totally!” said Melanie. “Here, let me show you Malcolm. I installed it for Aubrey. Speakers all over the room. It’s Bluetooth, so you can connect using your phone. Just find the device in the list that comes down when you-” 
 “I got it,” said Malcolm. He connected to the speakers and started playing a vintage Weezer song off one of his playlists. Immediately he felt relaxed, almost like getting a massage after working out all day. 
 He sat down on the couch with Melanie. She was talking to him, word after word falling out of her mouth like water out of a faucet.  
 “And she knows that she doesn’t have to! That’s the thing! It’s just that she sees it in terms of keeping the people she loves safe, you know. Which is fine by me, but sometimes I wish she would keep herself safe, for her and for me.” 
 “The two of you are really close, huh?” asked Malcolm. 
 Melanie hesitated. For the first time that evening, she looked as though she didn’t know exactly what to say. 
 “It’s okay,” said Malcolm. “I get it. You both didn’t exactly jump to confirm my conclusion when I implied that you were sisters yesterday. I know what’s going on.” 
 “You… do?” said Melanie. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “It’s fine, Melanie. I’m not weird and judgmental. I just think it’s great that you’re both in love.” 
 Melanie’s jaw dropped open. She stared at Malcolm in disbelief, and then started laughing. 
 “Wow,” she said. “Just… wow.” 
 “Uh, sorry,” said Malcolm. “Did I… assume too much?” 
 Melanie sighed and shook her head. 
 “It’s okay,” she said. “Look, this is going to come out sooner or later, if you and Aubrey stay friends. I wish she would just come out and tell you, but she can be a little shy and guarded, sometimes.” 
 “Just tell me,” said Malcolm. “Whatever it is.” 
 Melanie glanced back at the kitchen door, making sure that Tapestry was still out of the room. 
 “You can’t tell her that I told you,” she said. 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “We are related,” said Melanie. “It’s just a… far off connection.” 
 “How far off, exactly?” 
 “About… three generations,” said Melanie. “Aubrey is my great grandmother.” 

Grandmother? Wait… great grandmother…?

 “How…?” Malcolm was shaking his head. “That’s not… possible.” 
 “Her powers heal her body completely,” said Melanie. “Including the effects of aging. She’s always going to be a young adult, a woman around nineteen or twenty. At least in a physical sense.” 
 Malcolm brought a hand to his mouth. He blinked, still struggling to believe it. 
 “She was 98 when she discovered her gift,” said Melanie. “It was just after, well… My parents, and my brother… they all died in a demon attack. My grandparents have been dead for a couple of years now. Aubrey was the only family I had left, and I was the one taking care of her. Until…” 
 Malcolm listened, for once deeply interested in each and every word coming out of Melanie’s mouth. 
 “It’d been years since she’d been fully lucid, but one day, I was helping her with her baking, which she is totally crazy about, by the way, and… all the sudden it was like she was there again, asking me important questions. Telling me that it was going to be okay. I was a mess during that time, and it meant so much to me.” 
 “I can only imagine,” he said. 
 “It took… about three months,” said Melanie. “She aged backward like, probably a year per day. All the way back to the age she looks now. I’d already been living here, taking care of her, and we both just… went on with our lives.” 
 Melanie let out a breath, as though a tremendous weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Malcolm leaned back against the couch and took a sip of his water. 
 “This isn’t going to make things weird for you, is it?” Melanie asked. 
 Malcolm thought about it for a second. 

It doesn’t change who Tapestry is. She always seemed more mature, more like a real adult, than me. Now I know why.

 “No,” he said. “Of course it won’t.” 
 “Dinner’s ready!” called Tapestry. “Why don’t the two of you go and wash up?” 


 




CHAPTER 23

   
 “Bless us, oh lord and these, thy gifts for which we are about to receive from your bounty,” said Tapestry. “Through Christ our lord, Amen.” 
 “Amen,” muttered Malcolm. 
 He opened his eyes and smiled. Tapestry was sitting directly across the table from him. She was pretty, and he felt like he was noticing that fact again for the first time. Her skin was smooth and flawless, and she had an adorable mouth, full of expression. Along with glossy blonde hair, and a fantastic body. 
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “Why are you staring at me?” 
 “You just…” Malcolm floundered. “You look so good. I mean… uh…” 
 Tapestry sighed and glanced over at Melanie. 
 “You told him,” she said. 
 “He…” Melanie shook her head defensively. “He… thought we were lesbians! The truth is better than him thinking something like that.” 
 A smile spread across Tapestry’s face. She leaned back in her chair, pulling the tip of her ponytail around to play with in her fingers. 
 “Yes, it’s true,” said Tapestry, looking at Malcolm. “I was born in the 1920s. I married my husband, Marty, just after the end of World War II. We had three children together. I watched them grow up, and their kids grow up, and so forth. I’m very old.” 
 Malcolm found that he was shaking his head, disagreeing. Or rather, he saw her point, but also saw the young woman sitting across the table from him. It was easy to reconcile her with a century of life experience, and at the same time, nearly impossible. 
 “You don’t… look old,” he said, lamely. “I mean… look, I’m not going to treat you any different. I’m still going to look at you the same way.” 
 “What do you mean by that?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Uh…” Malcolm felt his face heat. He scratched his head. 

What do I mean by that?

 “Aubrey, this steak is delicious!” said Melanie, in a loud, conversational voice. “Did you use the new seasoning? I think it really helps pull out the flavor. Mmm, and so spicy!” 
 “Malcolm…” Tapestry frowned. “Maybe we should talk about this later?” 
 He nodded, afraid that if he said anything else he’d only prolong the awkwardness. The timer went off on the oven, and Tapestry stood, pulling her apron back on along with a pair of thick oven mitts. She pulled out a pan of perfect oatmeal chocolate chip cookies and set them on the cooling rack. 
 The rest of dinner was a slightly tense and mostly silent affair. Malcolm felt as though it was somehow his fault for knowing the truth. The food was delicious, however, and he was still able to appreciate the first home cooked meal he’d had in a very long time. 
 “That was excellent,” he said. “But I can’t eat another bite.” 
 “Will you take some cookies with you?” asked Tapestry. “They’ll go to waste otherwise. Melanie doesn’t do sugar.” 
 “Sure,” he said. 
 “It’s dark out,” said Tapestry. “I’ll give you a ride home.” 
 He nodded, heading back into the living room as Tapestry cleared the table. Melanie walked up next to him, hugging her arms across her chest and frowning. 
 “She’s really lonely, you know,” she said. 
 “What?” 
 Melanie shrugged. 
 “She doesn’t have friends, Malcolm,” she said. “I mean sure, there’s the girl Morph, and what’s his face, the doubling dude. But they’re more like coworkers.” 
 “I’m technically also her coworker,” said Malcolm. 
 “It’s different with you,” said Melanie. “She likes you.” 
 Malcolm stared at her, and again, got the sense that Melanie had just revealed something that she shouldn’t have. 
 “That came out wrong,” she said, quickly. “I mean, she thinks that you’re a good person. And easy to talk to. I think it’s why she was so reluctant to tell you the whole truth behind her age and her powers. She wanted you to see her as who she showed up as.” 
 “I get it,” said Malcolm. “And I think she’s a good person too. And I’m not going to get weird around her just because-” 
 “Malcolm?” Tapestry walked into the living room, and Malcolm almost jumped with surprise. “Are you ready?” 
 “Sure,” he said. “Totally.” 
 The first minute of the drive was totally silent and more than a little uncomfortable. Malcolm kept trying to think of an easy way to start a conversation, but second guessed every idea. 
 “It’s hard…” said Tapestry. “Being young again.” 
 “I can imagine,” said Malcolm. “I mean, so much has changed since your heyday. You must walk around with a constant case of future shock.” 
 “Hey!” said Tapestry. 
 “I’m kidding,” he said. “Well, kind of. What was it like using the internet for the first time?” 
 “It was… interesting,” said Tapestry. “I never realized just how perverted men were, deep down inside.” 
 Malcolm laughed. 
 “Truer words have never been spoken,” he said. 
 They were silent for another few seconds. 
 “I’m serious, though,” said Tapestry. “My body is young again, but so is my mind. I have all of these memories, and it almost seems like they belong to someone else.” 
 “What do you mean by that?” asked Malcolm. 
 “The emotions don’t match,” said Tapestry. “I feel the emotions, the impulses, of a twenty-year-old.” 
 They’d reached his apartment, and she pulled to a stop on the street alongside it. Malcolm looked over at her. 
 “I don’t see you any differently,” said Malcolm. “And I don’t feel like I have any right to. You didn’t treat me like a stupid kid when we first met. Well, not really…” 
 “So this really doesn’t change anything for you?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Of course not, Tapestry.” He smiled at her. 
 “You can call me Aubrey,” she said. “Sometimes. If you want.” 
 “Aubrey.” 
 Malcolm leaned in closer to her, not even fully sure what he was doing, or why. She was looking at him, her green eyes reflecting the illumination of the street light outside.  
 Tapestry’s phone rang, ruining the moment. She looked down at it and rolled her eyes. 
 “Melanie wants me to pick up more seltzer on my way back,” she said. “Sorry, I should probably… get going.” 
 “You don’t want to come up? We could watch some TV or something?” 
 Aubrey started laughing. 
 “Does that work on the women of your generation?” she asked. “Like, ever?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. He grinned at her, feeling a strange mixture of emotions. 

Nothing’s changed between us. And everything’s changed. And I like it.

 “Anyway,” said Tapestry. “My powers are going to take some time to recharge. I’ll need to take tomorrow off, and possibly the next day for them to recover to the point where I can use them again.” 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow then. Aubrey.” 
 “Malcolm.” 
 He almost leaned in close again. She was looking at him, and the air felt hot and alive with tension. There was a tiny smile on her lips, and it took Malcolm a minute to draw his eyes away. He got out of her car, nodded to her, and closed the door. 
 Tapestry drove off slowly, and Malcolm watched her round the corner before heading inside. He unlocked the door to his apartment and flicked the light on. 
 “Hey,” said Rose. 


 




CHAPTER 24

   
 Malcolm stared at her, not sure what to say. He hadn’t honestly been expecting her to come back, but there she was, sitting on his couch, an amused smile on her face. Part of him wanted to run over and hug her, but he forced it down, taking off his shoes and staying where he was. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 “I would have called or texted, but the whole being a spryte thing gets in the way of paying a monthly phone bill.” She crossed her legs. “So… was that the blonde champion who dropped you off?” 
 “Yup,” said Malcolm. 
 “The two of you were out there in the car for a while,” said Rose. “I take it you got at least to first base.” 
 Malcolm felt his face heat up a little bit. 
 “What? No!” 
 “It’s okay,” said Rose. “In case I didn’t make it clear, I’m not the jealous type. In fact, I encourage you to get involved with all the normal girls you want. Just don’t bring around any other sprytes.” 
 “Wow,” said Malcolm. “I’m not even sure what to say to that.” 
 Rose shrugged, looking nonplussed. 
 “What’s in the bag?” she asked. 
 “Chocolate chip cookies.” He frowned a little, noticing her in detail. She was wearing the same clothes she’d had on when he’d first found her, a sweatshirt and yoga pants, but they were dirty, and rough around the edges. “What happened to you last night?” 
 Rose shrugged. 
 “I found a place to hide out,” she said. “It was kind of hard to get down into. The basement of an abandoned house. Thanks again for what you did, by the way.” 
 Malcolm walked over to the couch and sat down next to her. 
 “I didn’t really have a choice,” he said. “We would have both been fucked if they’d found you.” 
 “It still means a lot to me,” she said. “I can’t remember the last time someone went out on a limb like that for me.” 
 “Didn’t you say you have amnesia?” 
 Rose rolled her eyes.  
 “Is it… alright?” she asked. “Me being back here? I wasn’t sure if you’d be waiting with open arms, so to speak.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “It’s fine,” he said. “Here, do you want to take a shower? You look like you could use a chance to unwind.” 
 “That sounds divine,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm brought her a towel and some of his clothes, which would be big on her, but were still better than what she currently had on. She headed into the bathroom, and Malcolm listened to the sound of the shower while considering his situation. 

She doesn’t seem like a bad person. I don’t know what to do here, but I know that I can’t just pretend like she’s evil.

 He sat on the couch, mulling over his choices. Involving the Champion Authority was outside of the question, but maybe they had some knowledge that he didn’t about the nature of sprytes and demons. Maybe there was a way to help Rose get closer to who she was originally, or a cure, even. 
 “Malcolm.” Rose had finished her shower. She walked out of the bathroom wearing only a towel, her dark hair slick against her pale purple skin.  
 “Rose,” he said. He stared at her, his eyes running the cleavage he could see pushing against the towel, and the curve of her butt underneath it. He stood up as she came around to his side of the couch. 
 She let the towel fall. Her eyes blazed with confidence and sexual power, though Malcolm’s attention was pulled to her big breasts, her dark nipples, and her perfect thighs. 
 “I guess you have missed me,” she said, letting her palm push against the bulge in his pants. “Here, let’s go into your bedroom. Into the dark.” 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “I want to see at you like this,” said Malcolm. “I want to look at you, Rose.” 
 She stepped in closer to him, pushing her breasts against his chest while her fingers unzipped and unbuttoned his jeans. 
 “You can do more than just look,” she whispered. “And so can I.” 
 She gave his erection a squeeze and then led him toward his bedroom, glancing over her shoulder at him with a sultry expression on her face. Malcolm stared at her butt, naked and with just the right amount of curve. 
 Shadow tendrils extended from the darkness as he entered his room, roughly pulling his shirt up and over his head, and his pants and boxers to the ground. Malcolm would have found it terrifying if not for how aroused he was. 
 He pulled Rose in close, her body naked against his. His erection poked her in the stomach as they kissed. She pushed her tongue into his mouth and let out a soft, sensual moan. 
 Malcolm felt his cock being caressed, and it took him a second to realize that it wasn’t Rose’s hand doing it. She was still using her shadows, touching him with them, showing how good they could feel. Strangely, it made him feel like being aggressive with her. He wanted to see what they would do if he turned the intensity up even further. 
 He pushed her onto the bed and heard her squeal with delight. There was just enough light in the room for him to see the shadow tendrils form into visible shapes. The upper torsos, along with heads, of two very attractive women slid up out of the darkness, both caressing and then licking Malcolm’s hardness. 
 He groaned, a little unnerved and a lot turned on. One of them immediately started sucking on the tip of his erection. The other was licking and kissing the shaft. Rose was watching, lying on his bed pushed up on her elbows, enjoying the effect she was having on him. 
 Malcolm stepped forward, moving past the shadow phantoms. He climbed onto the bed and pulled Rose’s thighs open. She put her hands around his neck as he pushed forward, his shaft sliding into her tight, hot hole.  
 “Mmm…” moaned Rose. 
 Malcolm groped at one of her breasts and started moving, feeling her wetness slicking over his tool. Rose urged him on, her fingers squeezing his shoulder and pulling across his back. 
 They fell into a fast, easy rhythm. Rose bucked her hips up to meet each of his thrusts. Her breasts bounced in the dim light of his bedroom, and their bodies made lewd noises as they slapped together. 
 He kissed her deeply, and she rolled him over, briefly assuming control on top and grinding into him to take his full length. Malcolm rolled back, twining his hands through her hair as he pumped into her roughly. 
 He let his hands grope at her butt, giving it a small, punishing slap. Rose squealed and seized the offending hand with a shadow tendril. Malcolm kissed her neck and nibbled on her earlobe, feeling the tendril weaken as she lost focus. He slapped her ass again, and Rose let out an even louder squeal. 
 The bed shook as though it was being subjected to an earthquake. Malcolm hoped his neighbors weren’t trying too hard to get to sleep. He held onto Rose’s body, pulling her as tightly as he could as he thrust into her madly. 
 “Malcolm!” she cried out, her body seizing with pleasure. 
 He hammered away, pushing his hardness into her until he couldn’t hold out for a second longer. Malcolm held her as he unloaded, filling her up. The pleasure was unbelievable, and he cradled Rose’s head against his shoulder, fingers in her hair. 
 They stayed like that for a while, neither of them moving, as though it might spoil the moment. 
 “Is your champion friend coming by early again tomorrow?” asked Rose. 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “I… have the day off.” 
 Rose made a pleased noise. 
 “That means we have all night,” she whispered. 


 




CHAPTER 25

   
 Malcolm smelled breakfast when he made his way out of his room the next morning. Rose was in his kitchen, wearing one of his shirts, cooking eggs and toast on a pan. She smiled at him when he walked over. 
 “Your kitchen isn’t exactly well stocked,” she said. “But I’m making do with what I could find.” 
 “I’ve been living the sad bachelor life since before I was old enough to drive.” Malcolm grinned back at her. “We can grab some stuff from the store today and have a real dinner tonight.” 
 Rose looked at him as though he was stupid. It took Malcolm far longer than it should have to realize why. 

Oh right. She’s a spryte. Being out in public during the day isn’t such a good idea.

 “I appreciate the sentiment,” said Rose. “Maybe I’ll send you out with a list.” 
 Malcolm nodded, but didn’t quite feel ready to move on from the issue. 
 “I feel like… there has to be some way you could move around during the day,” he said. “Can’t you teleport through shadows?” 
 “I don’t teleport through them as much as hide in them,” said Rose. “I call it shadow walking. But no, there isn’t any easy way for me to do it when the sun’s out. I have to become visible again each time I reach the edge of a shadow.” 
 Malcolm thought about it for a second. 
 “What about hiding in the shadow of a person?” he asked.  
 “It’s too difficult,” said Rose. “If they make any sudden movements, I fall out of the shadow. Which is dangerous, for a spryte.” 
 “Okay, but if they knew you were in their shadow?” asked Malcolm. “I have an old cane. I could walk slowly, pretending I have a limp. Would that work?” 
 Rose blinked, as though she’d never thought of it before. 
 “It… just might,” she said. “As long as nobody shines a flashlight over the shadow. Yeah, we could try it.” 
 After breakfast, they gave it a shot. Rose stood just inside Malcolm’s apartment, wearing one of his t-shirts and her yoga pants. She looked nervous as Malcolm stepped out into the hallway, using the cane and carefully positioning his shadow so she could easily step into it. 
 “Alright,” said Rose. “Here goes.” 
 It was interesting, watching her hide inside of shadows with the bright sun overhead. Rose seemed to melt away like her tendrils did when they disappeared into the darkness. Malcolm carefully closed the door behind him, feeling a bit apprehensive about their endeavor. 
  “This is by far the weirdest date I’ve ever been on,” he whispered. 
 “It was your idea,” came Rose’s reply, from floor level. “And there had better be a movie involved if you’re going to call this a date.” 
 Malcolm grinned down at her. 
 It wasn’t as hard as he’d expected it to be. The sun was bright and there were few clouds in the sky, which left Malcolm with a well-defined shadow. He walked slowly, turning with the speed of a tank in order to give Rose time to change directions with him. 
 He stopped by the grocery store first. Malcolm wasn’t sure what Rose had in mind for dinner, so he made a show of pulling out his phone and talking into it to disguise their conversation. 
 “I forgot the list, honey,” he said. “What did you say you wanted again? Pork chops?” 
 “Let’s do chicken,” said Rose, keeping her voice low. “Chicken stir fry. I’ll help you pick out vegetables.”  
 He smiled, and together they gathered vegetables and a few other items Rose insisted he needed. They paid for the food, brought it back to the apartment, and then, at Malcolm’s insistence, set out again. 
  “I’m not going to be able to do this forever, you know,” said Rose. “At least not without getting a recharge from my focus activity.” 

Which is sex.

 “I love it when you talk dirty,” said Malcolm. “And don’t worry, we won’t be too much longer.” 
 He headed downtown, and then into a woman’s clothing store. It was surprisingly busy, and nobody paid much attention to him as he started down one of the aisles. 
 “So,” he said, with his phone out again. “What’s your style?” 
 “You… want to buy me clothes?” asked Rose. 
 “Feel free to reject my generosity if you can’t handle it,” said Malcolm. “Just thought you might be more comfortable in something other than ratty yoga pants and a boy’s t-shirt.” 
 “I mean… that’s really sweet,” said Rose. “I’m just surprised. It’s been a while since anyone has been nice to me like that. From what little I can remember.” 
 “Don’t let it go to your head.” Malcolm winked at his shadow. 
 He slowly walked through the aisles, stopping now and then and thumbing through the clothing racks. Rose took longer than he ever would have imagined to decide, and he was almost beginning to regret his offer when she finally told him to bring the clothes to the dressing room. 
 Malcolm glanced around the shop, waiting until nobody was looking before stepping into the dressing room. Rose materialized out of his shadow with a cute, appreciative smile on her face. 
 “Let me try these on and see what fits,” she said. 
 “Right.” 
 Malcolm waited just outside, feeling a little awkward. It didn’t seem like anybody cared all that much about him being there, but it was still a little hard to feel comfortable in the feminine space. 
 “Alright,” she whispered. “You can come back in.” 
 He stepped through the curtain, and his jaw dropped as he looked at her. She’d had him grab a set of expensive, black lingerie that was a little out of his price range. She was wearing them, the see-through garments tight and suggestive against her pale purple skin. 
 She was also wearing fishnet stockings, complete with a garter belt. Her nipples were visible through the material of the bra, and her hair fell loose across shoulders. She grinned at him and spun in a circle. 
 “Well?” she asked. “What do you think?” 
 “It’s… I mean… wow.” Malcolm blinked, trying to focus enough to form a thought. 
 “I just thought I’d try them on,” she said. “You know, to see what you thought.” 

What I think is that the temperature in this tiny dressing room just went up ten degrees.

 “The fabric looks soft,” said Malcolm. 
 “Here,” said Rose. “Feel it.” 
 She took his hand and pulled it to her breast. Malcolm stepped in a little closer. Rose licked her lips and kissed him, one of her legs lifting slightly as she pushed her crotch into his. 
 “Excuse me?” A shrill voice came from just outside the dressing room. “Sir?” 
 Malcolm swore under his breath, turning around just as the curtain opened. Rose was gone in time to not be seen, but one of the store employees was gesturing for him to leave the dressing room, clearly displeased. 
 “Sorry,” he said. 
 “Our policy doesn’t allow for anyone to bring more than one article of clothing into the… dressing room?” The employee glanced at him, and then behind him. Malcolm realized what had happened after a couple of seconds. 

Rose brought the clothes into the shadow with her. Clever girl.

 “I didn’t,” he said. “I don’t have any clothes that don’t belong to me. You can strip search me if you want.” 
 The saleswoman flicked her eyes down, and Malcolm realized that he was still excited from seeing Rose in the lingerie. 
 “I think you should leave,” said the saleswoman. 
 Malcolm grinned at his shadow as soon as he was outside of the store. He waited until he’d passed by a crowd on the sidewalk before whispering down to her. 
 “That was amazing,” he said. 
 “You just turned me into a shoplifter,” said Rose. “Just because I’m a spryte doesn’t mean I don’t have morals!” 
 Malcolm laughed, but her words gave him a moment of pause. 

Rose does have morals. And empathy. And a sense of right and wrong.

 “Bring me back to your apartment,” she said. “It’s hard for me to use my powers like this. The extra clothes were tricky to bring into the shadow.” 
 “Right away,” said Malcolm. “Though I think it makes me an accessory to a robbery, doesn’t it?” 
 “Oh, you just wait,” said Rose. “I’m going to get you back for this.” 


 




CHAPTER 26

   
 “Hold on a second,” said Rose. 
 They’d been walking for a couple of minutes, maintaining the slow pace the ruse required. Malcolm glanced down at his shadow on the sidewalk, and then around the area. 
 “What is it?” he asked. 
 “That bar over there,” said Rose. “I remember something about it.” 
 The sign out front was made of painted wood and read “Terri’s Tavern”. Two lantern lights were placed on either side of a staircase that led down to the entrance below. Malcolm frowned, trying to think of whether he’d heard of the place before. 

It’s not one of the popular spots in town. Though, I still can’t legally drink yet, so I’m not exactly the most up to date on something like this.

 “What can you remember?” asked Malcolm. 
 “It’s related to sprytes and demons,” said Rose. “I know it is. I’m not sure how, though. It’s just… fuzzy when I try to think about it.” 
 She sighed, and for an instant, Malcolm’s shadow flickered as though she was losing her form. He glanced around nervously. 
 “Let’s get you home,” he said. “I think we’ve overdone it a little for today.” 
 They made it back to his apartment about a half hour later. Rose hopped out of Malcolm’s shadow once they were inside, still wearing the lingerie, arms full of clothing. She changed into a much more practical outfit consisting of jeans and a loose black blouse, and the two of them sat together on the couch. 
 “Do you think it might lead me to the monster I’m looking for?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose frowned at him. 
 “Maybe,” she said. “Though, I feel like you shouldn’t use that word around other sprytes and demons. I don’t mind it, but… it’s not the word they would choose for themselves.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “Just how much do you remember?” he asked. “Has more been coming back to you over the past few days?” 
 “Bits and pieces,” said Rose. “I’m not sure how I feel about it. It’s like trying to remember a dream. I just get these flashes. Some of them… aren’t fun to think about.” 
 Malcolm reached over and set his hand on top of hers. 
 “Would it help to talk about it?” he asked. “I don’t want to force you if you don’t feel comfortable.” 
 Rose closed her eyes. It was becoming harder and harder for Malcolm to see her as something dangerous. She was expressive and sensitive, and it was impossible to reconcile that view with the Champion Authority’s mandate on monsters. 
 “I was someone, before all of this,” said Rose. “I was a confident woman. Some type of professional, a doctor, or a scientist, maybe. I think… I was happy. Really happy.” 
 She shook her head and sighed as though the toll of trying to remember was too much for her. 
 “Never mind,” she said. “How about I get started on our dinner?” 
 “I’ll help you,” said Malcolm. “We’ll cook together. As a team.” 
 A slow smile spread across Rose’s face, and she gave a small nod. 
 The dinner they made was incredible, either through their teamwork or Rose’s precise ingredient selection. Malcolm found himself staring at her afterward, the two of them eating side by side on the couch, the only place available to sit in his spartan, bachelor apartment. 
 “What?” asked Rose. “Why do you have that look on your face?” 
 Malcolm chuckled and shook his head. 
 “No reason,” he said. 
 That seemed to satisfy her, even though it shouldn’t have. She smiled back at him and seemed to think for a moment. 
 “I want to take you out,” she said. “To the bar we saw before. I want to help you find your… monster.” 
 Malcolm felt a small spark of excitement. 
 “Tonight?” he asked. 
 “Right now. If the lead doesn’t end up panning out, we can at least have some drinks, and maybe some fun.” 
 Malcolm hesitated. 
 “…Alright,” he said. “But I am kind of, well, technically under the drinking age.” 
 Rose frowned a little at him. 
 “I figured you were younger than me, but I didn’t realize that you were that young,” she said. 
 “I’m 19,” said Malcolm. “Why? How old are you…?”  
 He trailed off, realizing not only that it was rude to ask for a woman’s age, but that he’d already been through this once before with Tapestry. 
 “28,” said Rose, grinning. “And I used to have a thing for younger guys in college.” 
 She winked at him. Malcolm was both insanely turned on and curious. She’d remembered both the fact of her age and that she’d once gone to college, apparently without even noticing on her part. 

How much more will she remember? And will it change her when she does?

 They left the apartment and headed back toward the bar they’d seen earlier. It was a cloudy night, and some of the fog had descended to ground level. Rose wore a baggy hooded sweatshirt and kept the hood up and her hands in her pockets, concealing her skin everywhere but her face. 
 At Rose’s advice, Malcolm wore a long sleeve t-shirt with sleeves baggy enough to keep his stabilizer concealed. He hadn’t considered how a monster bar would react to a champion showing up uninvited. There was also the risk that one of them might recognize his face from the media coverage, but there wasn’t much either of them could do about that. 
  Malcolm slowed to a stop as they neared the bar, trying to get a sense of the place from what they could see outside. Terri’s Tavern had a single bored looking bouncer, a big black man with rippling muscles. He was wearing sunglasses at night, and Malcolm knew that it wasn’t in solidarity with the 80s hit song. 
 “Come on,” he said to Rose. “Let’s give this a try.” 
 He walked across the street confidently. Rose had her arm looped through his, but she kept her face angled diagonally toward the ground. Malcolm nodded to the bouncer as he drew near and acted as though he had every right to head straight down the stairs. 
 “Hold up,” said the bouncer, in an impossibly deep voice. “Members only.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm fumbled for an excuse. Rose lifted her head up and pulled back the hood, and the man’s expression changed instantly. 
 “Oh,” said the bouncer. He brought his sunglasses down slightly, and Malcolm saw glowing red irises behind them. “Never mind. He’s with you?” 
 “Yeah,” said Rose. 
 The bouncer eyed Rose up and down, trying and failing to be subtle about checking out her body. 
 “Yeah, er, you both can go right on ahead, then,” he said. 
 The bouncer grinned, and Rose pulled Malcolm forward. They headed down the stairs and through the door at the bottom. 


 




CHAPTER 27

   
 Terri’s Tavern was a cozy place, and a little larger than it looked from the outside. The floor was polished wood, and lightbulbs hung from the roof in imitation lanterns. There was a bar, several sitting tables, a pool table, and a jukebox. And about a dozen monsters milling about. 
 Rose pulled off her sweatshirt and hung it on the coat rack. No sooner than it had left her shoulders did someone whistle from off in the corner. 
 “Oh, who is this?” called a man’s voice from the corner. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” 
 Malcolm tried to keep his anger in check as he saw Rose scanning the room for the offender. It was a demon sitting at one of the tables. His hair was an odd shade of orange, almost the color of cheese whiz, and he had a more impressive physique than any human Malcolm had ever seen. 
 It wasn’t just that the demon had bigger muscles than an ordinary man, but it was that he had more of them. They were stretched over one another, as though instead of growing, another layer had been added. The demon wore an A-shirt for good measure, and waved to Rose with one of his powerful arms. 

I could totally take him.

 Rose shrugged and raised an eyebrow at Malcolm. 
 “It’s as good of a place to start as any,” she said. “At least we know he’s willing to talk.” 
 “I somehow doubt he knows anything that’s going to help us,” said Malcolm. 
 “We don’t know that for sure,” she said. “Come on.” 
 She took him by the arm and led him over to the muscle demon’s table. The demon was far less subtle about checking Rose out than the bouncer had been, making appreciative noises as she drew closer. 
 “Where have you been all my life?” asked the muscle head.  
 “Right.” Rose rolled her eyes. “I’m Black Rose, this is my friend Malcolm. Can we ask you a couple of questions?” 
 “Bicep,” said the demon, his attention completely on Rose. “You can. But you’ll have to let me buy you a drink first.” 

Urge to kill… rising.

 “Hey, buddy, that’s the oldest line in the book,” said Malcolm. “We’re just here looking for somebody. Do you mind being cooperative?” 
 Bicep stood up, smiling as though he’d been hoping for a fight that night. Rose cleared her throat, set a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder, and leaned in close enough to be heard at a whisper. 
 “Let me handle this. Go hang out at the bar for a little bit. This guy is clearly drunk. I’ll be able to get him talking easier if I’m by myself.” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth. He knew that she was right, and forced himself to keep in mind why they were there. 
 “Alright,” he said. “Just… be careful.” 
 Bicep saluted him as he walked away. Malcolm sat down at the bar, fighting the urge to stare at Rose and the muscle demon openly.  

She knows what she’s doing. I’m being ridiculous.

 Someone sat down in the stool next to Malcolm. He glanced over and saw a woman who looked like she’d stepped out of another century. She wore a huge, frilly pink dress, low cut enough to expose a generous amount of cleavage. Her blonde hair was long enough to be unwieldy, and hung in a long braid over one shoulder. 
 “Hi,” she said. “Buy me a drink?” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm shrugged. “Sure.” 
 He waved to the bartender, a short, chubby brunette with glasses. She hurried over, smiling as she pulled mugs down to set in front of them. Malcolm wasn’t sure if he was surprised by the fact that she didn’t card him. 
 “What’s your name?” asked the woman.  
 “Malcolm,” he said. “What’s yours?” 
 She reached over and poked him in the shoulder. Malcolm felt a sudden surge of power. He looked down at himself and saw that he was now dressed in a full suit of armor, though he couldn’t feel the weight of it. 
 “Fantasy,” said the woman. “Do you want to save the princess tonight, Malcolm?” 
 His shock must have been fully evident on his face. Fantasy grinned back at him, and the bartender let out a few chuckles from where she stood nearby. 
 “She’s an illusion spryte,” said the bartender. “And she’s used that line before, many times.” 
 “Scribe!” snapped Fantasy. “He’s pretty cute. Let me work my magic.” 
 Fantasy set her arm on Malcolm’s shoulder again, and suddenly there was a dragon behind her, snarling and snorting tufts of smoke out of its noise. Conveniently, it was small enough to fit within the bar, and coordinated enough to not bump against the roof or into any of the patrons. 
 “Oh, no!” cried Fantasy. “It’s the dragon that hungers for my blood! Please, Malcolm! You’re the only one who can save me!” 
 Malcolm felt a little uncomfortable, despite knowing that it wasn’t real. It was hard to completely ignore an apparent threat through logic and reason when every other instinct in him recognized it as a danger. 
 “That’s… quite a show,” he said. “Can we just talk normally, though?” 
 “Oh… that’s no fun.” Fantasy rolled her eyes and waved her hand. The dragon and the suit of armor disappeared. 
 “The dress is real?” Malcolm reached out and poked it with his finger. 
 “The dress…” Fantasy took his hand and shifted it to her breast. “And these…” 
 “Okay, hold up,” said Malcolm, pulling his hand back. “Look, I’m here with somebody. We just came to ask around for some information.” 
 “I think the ‘somebody’ that you were here with is now with somebody else,” said Fantasy. “So why not be with me?” 
 Malcolm scowled and looked over at Rose. Not much had changed since he’d left the table, but Bicep had slid his chair around next to hers. He was telling her something, animating whatever it was with arm gestures that showed off his muscles. 
 “Bicep is a rogue,” said Fantasy. “He calls himself a strength demon, but he’s really more of a testosterone demon. Fun for a night or two, but… everyone needs variety.” 
 She slid to the edge of her stool, pushing her leg against Malcolm’s. He took a sip of his beer, hoping that the alcohol would help him focus, but knowing it would probably do the opposite. 
 “I’m looking for somebody,” said Malcolm. 
 “So am I.” 
 “Not… like that,” he said. “Have any new monsters come through here lately?” 
 Fantasy glared at him. 
 “Monsters?” she said. “What are you, a fucking champion?” 
 Malcolm almost nodded before catching himself. 
 “Sorry, slip of the tongue,” he said. 
 “You can slip your tongue anywhere you want.” Fantasy slid her hand up his thigh, and it took a force of will on Malcolm’s part to push her hand away. 
 “I’m looking for a demon,” he said. “One with fire, or explosion powers. Seen anyone like that?” 
 Fantasy shrugged. 
 “Maybe,” she said. “Why don’t we talk about it in the morning?” 
 Malcolm ran a hand through his hair. He looked over at Rose to see if she was having any better luck. His heart caught in his throat when he saw that Bicep had a meaty arm around her. She was listening to what he was saying intently. 
 “He’s going to have his way with her,” said Fantasy. “So why don’t you have your way… with me?” 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “I trust her.” 
 No sooner had he spoken the words did Bicep make his move. He groped at one of Rose’s breasts and leaned in whisper something in her ear. The bar was dim, and tendrils of darkness shot out from the nearest corner to their table, firmly disentangling the muscular demon from Rose. She stood up, pointed a finger at him, and then walked over to Malcolm. 
 The look on Rose’s face when she saw how close Fantasy was sitting to him was an echo of Malcolm’s own recent feelings. She folded her arms and looked at the other woman squarely. 
 “Malcolm,” she said. “Have you made friends with a new spryte?” 
 “Uh… Rose, this is Fantasy. Fantasy… Rose.” 
 “A pleasure,” said Fantasy, seeming undisturbed. “You know, I have a big bed back at my place. Perhaps the three of us…?” 
 “Enough, Fantasy,” said the bartender. “You’re as bad as Bicep. These two aren’t here to play games. Why don’t you give them some space and let me talk to them for a bit?” 
 “Scribe!” said Fantasy. 
 “If they’re at all interested, they still will be after. Don’t be clingy.” 
 Fantasy sighed, lifted her skirt, and then headed off to another corner of the tavern. Rose took the stool she’d been sitting in, smiling first at Malcolm, and then the bartender. 
 “Thank you,” said Rose. “And we’d be very interested in having a chat with you, miss…?” 
 “You don’t recognize me, do you?” said the bartender. 
 Rose looked surprised. The bartender grinned and set a mug of beer down in front of her. 
 “I’m Scribe,” said the bartender. “We’ve met before.” 


 




CHAPTER 28

   
 Malcolm watched as Rose slowly shook her head, her expression shifting into confusion. 
 “Do you mean… before I became a spryte?” she asked. “You knew who I was?” 
 “No,” said Scribe. “You come in between each of your episodes.” 
 “Each of my… episodes?” asked Rose. 
 Scribe laughed, and Malcolm felt a little angry at the chubby woman for being so flippant. 
 “The last one must have done a number on you, huh?” said Scribe. “Yeah, between each of your episodes. Most demons and sprytes have a couple per year. You know, when you lose yourself completely. Start destroying things, killing people. Getting wild.” 
 “And that’s… happened to me before?” asked Rose. “I mean, I knew something happened to my memory, but…” 
 “Each time it happens, you start over from square one, maybe with a few scraps of memory, maybe not.” Scribe shrugged. “It’s happened to everyone in here. It’s happened to me, even. Sucks to lose business at the tavern when it does.” 
 “Wait, how do you know all of this, then?” asked Rose. 
 Scribe nodded, smiling as though she’d been dying for Rose to ask the question. 
 “I’m a language spryte,” she said. “I keep a journal, and always remember about it after each episode.” 
 “Keeping a journal…” said Rose. “That’s genius.” 
 “Yeah, you’ve told me that before,” said Scribe. “You’ve even tried it yourself, before. A bunch of the others in here have, too. It’s all in my notes. Unless you’re particularly persistent about keeping it and making it a part of your life, you just forget about it during the episode.” 
 “Can I read these notes?” asked Rose. “At least… the ones about me.” 
 Scribe’s frowned, furrowing her brow and giving a small shake of her head. 
 “I don’t think you’d want to,” she said. “And I have a policy against it. For my own safety.” 
 Rose closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Malcolm reached over and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 “You okay?” he asked. 
 “There has to be more to it than that,” said Rose. “These… episodes of chaos. They must be linked to something. To sprytes and demons overusing their powers, or…?” 
 “That’s what made you a spryte in the first place,” said Scribe. “Now that you are one, it’s kind of like being unhinged. Like a kid that takes too much LSD and ends up seeing delusions for the rest of his life. There’s no going back.” 
 Rose drained her mug of beer. She held up a defiant finger, as though using it to counter what Scribe was saying. 
 “I don’t believe that,” she said. “And I don’t think you do, either. Why would you have an exclusive bar for sprytes and demons if you had to worry about them snapping at any time?” 
 “Because there’s good money in it, and I’m business minded,” said Scribe. “The Champion Authority isn’t very active in small towns like Vanderbrook. When our people flee the big cities where the champions have control, they come looking for places like this.” 
 “This is all just conjecture,” said Rose. “You don’t know for sure that there isn’t a way for us to live without having these… episodes, or whatever you call them.” 
 Scribe started laughing. She shook her head slowly, and waved a finger at Rose. 
 “We’ve had this conversation before, almost verbatim,” said Scribe. “It’s all in my notes. I write everything down. The reason we have episodes, the reason we became like this in the first place, is because of who we are. Our habits, our personalities… those don’t change, Rose. That’s the trap.” 
 “How can you believe that?” snapped Rose. 
 Scribe shrugged. 
 “They call us monsters,” she said. “Me? I think we’re just unlucky. When normal people without powers become ‘monsters’, there’s only so much damage they can do. We’re just better at it than they are.” 
 Rose glared at Scribe. She was about to say something else when a heavy hand settled on Malcolm’s shoulder and lifted him roughly off his stool. 
 “You aren’t a fucking spryte or demon,” said Bicep, holding him aloft. “I figured as much when I first saw you, but Bender says he recognizes you from the news. You’re a fucking champion.” 
 The bar went silent. A few other demons stood up. Malcolm thought that they were going to help break the fight up, but only until he saw their faces. 

Uh-oh. I don’t think they take kindly to champions sneaking into their space.

 “Let him go!” Rose pulled a couple of tendrils of shadow and tried to loosen Bicep’s grip.  
 He was stronger than he looked, which surprised Malcolm, and kept his hold. Another demon, a green skinned man with a long tongue, snuck up behind Rose and seized her by the arms. 
 “Hey!” shouted Malcolm. “Enough!” 
 “You don’t get to say when it’s enough!” snapped Bicep. “And besides, she’s one of us. When I’m done with you, I’m going to show her what she’s been missing out on, whether she likes it or not.” 
 Malcolm grabbed onto Bicep’s wrist with his free hand and felt the sudden, familiar tingle as he absorbed his power. The sensation spread through his entire body, and over the course of about five seconds, several hundred new muscles burst into existence under his skin. 
 It was enough for him to rip out of all his clothing but his boxers, like Bruce Banner turning into The Incredible Hulk. The stabilizer was still on his wrist, stretching slightly to accommodate his added bulk and probably sparing his life. Bicep stared at him in disbelief. Malcolm was taller now, too. His feet reached the floor, and his eyes were level with Bicep’s. 
 “Fuck you!” shouted Bicep. He tried to twist Malcolm to the ground. Malcolm slammed a shoulder into him, reaching out for the wind at the same time and throwing in a gust for extra power. 
 He flipped Bicep around, slamming him through a bar table. The green demon holding Rose tried to get an arm around her neck. Malcolm roared, feeling a sudden surge of bloodlust, and slammed his fist past Rose and into his head. 
 The green demon sailed across the bar, slamming into a brick wall and sliding down to the ground. Malcolm whirled, preparing to attack anyone else stupid enough to try him. Scribe jumped out from behind the bar, holding her hands up in the universal sign of surrender. 
 “Please!” she said. “The fight’s over! Please, don’t break anything else!” 
 “Where is the heat demon?” asked Malcolm. “Tell me!” 

Why am I so angry right now? Is that part of this dude’s power?

 “Hothead?” asked Scribe. “He just got into town a day or two ago. He was only in here for a minute. I swear, if I see him, I’ll get in touch with you! Just call the bar later and give me your number.” 
 “Malcolm…” Rose set her hand on one of his extremely muscled shoulders. Malcolm set his on top of it, and felt a surge as he absorbed her power in place of Bicep’s. He shrank back down to his normal size, feeling ridiculous in only his stretched-out boxers. 
 “Alright,” he said. “That… works. We’ll go now.” 
 He nodded to Rose, and the two of them hurried up the stairs. 
 The only thing that made the walk home bearable was the fog. Malcolm stayed close to Rose, and they both walked quickly. Besides the incident on their way out, he also knew that she’d be thinking about the things that Scribe had said. 
 “I don’t know if you should take her at her word,” he said, after a few minutes. “It sounds like she’s basing her assumptions off anecdotal evidence.” 
 “Maybe,” said Rose, in a quiet voice. “But maybe not.” 
 Malcolm wasn’t sure what to say to that. 
 “If I ever… have an episode,” said Rose. “And if it looks like I’m going to hurt, or kill people. I want you to be the one who does it.” 
 “Rose…” 
 “You’re a champion,” she said. “It’s your job. And I think… I’d rather have it be you than anyone else.” 
 “I’m not agreeing to that,” said Malcolm. “I think there is hope. We can find a solution, find a way to keep you from having another episode.” 
 “I don’t even remember,” whispered Rose. “How many people have I already killed, Malcolm?” 
 Again, he had no idea what to say. He reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 “I’m not giving up,” he said. “And if it does happen, I’ll chain you up in my bedroom, or something.” 
 Rose leaned her head from side to side and gave a tiny smile. 
 “I might like that, you know.” 


 




CHAPTER 29

   
 Malcolm put on some sweatpants and a t-shirt as soon as they were back in his apartment. Rose was folding her new wardrobe into neat piles when he came back out into the living room. She looked at him with a wicked gleam in her eye. 
 “So…” she said. “Do you want me to finish modelling my lingerie for you?” 
 Malcolm grinned and nodded enthusiastically. 
 She slipped into his room to change. Malcolm sat on the couch, and by the time she walked out in the skimpy underwear and fishnet stocking, he was already excited.  
 “I saw you eyeing that illusion spryte in the tavern, you know,” said Rose. “Do you think she can do for you what I can?” 
 Malcolm shook his head no, feeling a bit like a trained dog waiting on a treat. He decided to turn the tables a little bit as she walked toward him on the couch, pulling a gust of wind from behind her and knocking her into his lap. 
 “I think you’re falling for me,” he said, with a wink. 
 “You naughty boy.” She leaned in close, letting her hot breath tickle his neck. “Let’s see if you can make it through one of my lap dances without losing control early.” 
 Malcolm let out a low groan and ran his hands across her butt. His phone vibrated where it lay on the couch next to him, and he glanced over to see a text from Tapestry. 

TAPESTRY: Are you up? I’m on my way over.

 “Huh,” he muttered, picking up the phone. 
 “Let me guess,” said Rose. “Your champion mentor?” 
 “Yeah,” he said. “She said she’s on her way over but… I could always just pretend that I’m asleep.” 
 He ran his hands across Rose’s hips, feeling her grind her crotch against his hardness. 
 “No,” she said. “It’s okay. Be a good host for her. I’ll wait for you in your bedroom for when the two of you are… finished.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes. 
 “I don’t think that’s what she meant,” he said. “It’s not like that between us. Besides, weren’t you just complaining about the illusion spryte a minute ago?” 
  Rose pulled herself up and off Malcolm’s lap, to his disappointment.  
 “I told you, I only get jealous when it comes to other sprytes,” said Rose. “I don’t consider normal women, even champions, to be much of a threat.” 
 Malcolm gave a shrug, and Rose licked her lips. She waved her hand, summoning several strands of darkness that formed into a set of feminine hands and a pair of luscious lips. They started rubbing his crotch, the lips poised right in front of his bulge as though preparing smother his erection to climax. 
 “Point taken,” said Malcolm. “This shouldn’t take long. Are you going to be okay in the meantime, given that, uh, you haven’t had your focus activity today?” 

Lamest euphemism for sex ever.

 “I’ll manage,” said Rose. “And don’t worry… I’ll leave the lingerie on.” 
 There was a knock at Malcolm’s door. Rose immediately vanished into the shadows of his room. Malcolm stood up, adjusted his sweatpants to minimize the obviousness of his package, and let Tapestry inside. 
 She almost ran into his apartment. She had on a leather jacket, jeans, and what looked like cowboy boots. She looked him over and frowned at his state of readiness. 
 “Are you serious?” asked Tapestry. “Why aren’t you ready?” 
 “Ready…?” Malcolm frowned at her. “For what?” 
 “We don’t have time!” she snapped. “Just put shoes on and come as you are.” 
 “Hold on, just let me-” 
 “Malcolm!” Tapestry looked at him seriously. “It’s the heat demon! I got a report from one of the Champion Authority’s informants saying that he was heading out of town, toward the old coal mine.” 

This could be my chance.

 “Let’s go.” Malcolm grabbed the sweatshirt he’d lent to Rose earlier and threw it on. He followed Tapestry downstairs and out to her BMW, barely getting into the passenger seat before she peeled out of her parking spot. 
 “Here.” She passed the BMW’s aux cord over to him. 
 “What?” 
 “Put your music on!” she said. “You’re going to need to be at full strength for this.” 
 Malcolm shrugged and plugged in his phone. 

Nine Inch Nails should work well enough as a chorus to battle, right?

 “We’re going to have to play this carefully,” said Tapestry. “Malcolm, my powers haven’t fully recovered yet. I won’t be able to regenerate if I get hit.” 
 “You’re serious?” He blinked, realizing what that meant. “Tapestry, no offense, but what can you do without your regeneration?” 
 “Shoot a gun,” she said. “Here, I have an extra for you, too.” 
 She pulled open the center dash and brought out a pistol, which she passed over to Malcolm. His hand rested on hers as he accepted it, and felt a tingle as he absorbed her power. Malcolm pretended to be examining the weapon as he made a mental note to work on controlling his secondary ability more effectively. 
 The roads were mostly clear of other cars, and Tapestry only followed the speed limit until they reached the outskirts of town. As soon as they were on the open road, she floored it. It didn’t take long for the handiwork of their quarry to come into view. 
 Vanderbrook’s coal mine had basically been a massive, dirty hole in the ground not far from town. It’d never achieved all that much output, and the owner had abandoned it long before the coal was completely tapped out. 
 Malcolm could see it, or what it had once been, in the distance. A massive fire burned in the pit’s center, making the hole look like the site of an asteroid impact. The intensity of it reminded him of staring into the sun, and the car began to heat up as they drew closer. 

Of course. Heat demon sets a fire there, absorbs more heat than he could find practically anywhere else.

 “We’ll ditch the car here,” said Tapestry. “Our goal is to scout this out, Malcolm. Do you hear me?” 
 “I hear you,” he said, reluctantly. “But if I see a chance to get a shot off, I’m taking it. Tapestry, I have to.” 
 “Don’t be stupid!” she snapped. “I don’t have my powers right now, and your wind manipulation is practically useless against something like this. And as much as having a gun gives me peace of mind, I would be shocked if our bullets made it through that inferno without melting.” 
 Malcolm nodded. The two of them got out of the car, and he was a little surprised to see Tapestry immediately take off at full sprint. He set the wind on his back and caught up with her easily enough. 
 “Here!” he shouted. “Lengthen your strides!” 
 She did, and he extended the range of his ability, carrying her with him as they ran at high speed across the grass field, toward the coal mine inferno. Malcolm squinted and could just barely make out a shape at the center of the fire, arms pulled to the side, chest angled upward. 
 “Get down!” Tapestry threw an arm around his shoulder and pulled him flat to the ground. The heat demon had just moved slightly. He let his arms fall and slowly turned in a circle, scanning the lip of the hole. If he saw them, he made no sign of it. 
 Malcolm’s forehead was slick with sweat from the heat of the flames. He wiped it away, frowning as he thought about what they were supposed to do to counter their opponent. 
 “His weakness has to be water, right?” he asked. 
 “I don’t know,” said Tapestry. “Maybe water, maybe cold. Those might only be functional weaknesses to him. We have no way of knowing.” 
 The heat demon turned suddenly, looking right at them. Tapestry froze. 
 “He can see us,” said Malcolm. 
 “No, I don’t think he can,” she replied. 
 The heat demon pulled his hand back. Both Malcolm and Tapestry stood up and tried to back out of the way, but it was too late. The demon releases a massive blast of flame in their direction, a fireball the size of a small car. 
 “Tapestry!” Malcolm saw the path of the blast and knew where it was headed. She was looking away from it, and it was too late for her to react. 
 Malcolm did the only thing he could do. Hitting himself hard from the side with a blast of wind, he threw himself into her, pushing her clear of fireball. It hit him instead, and felt every inch of his skin erupt with nerve searing pain before it became too much, and he blacked out. 


 




CHAPTER 30

   
 “Mom!” shouted Malcolm. “Danny!” 
 The house had been burning for a while. The only shards of smoldering wood that weren’t black and white with char and ash were the ones blown loose into the street. Even as a young teenager, he’d known that no mere fire had caused the destruction before him. 
 “Danny!” he shouted. “Mom!” 
 His throat was already hoarse from calling to them. The remnants of the family home were still giving off heat, even if the core fire had long since burned out. The ash hid hot coals underneath. Malcolm dug through it anyway, burning his hands. 
 He thought that if he could yell a little louder, or dig through in just the right spot, he could find them. He’d find them, and they’d be fine. Or alternatively, he’d find them, and then wake up. They couldn’t be dead, regardless of what lay in front of him. 
 Police cars and emergency vehicles flew down the street, making a mockery of his situation by passing right by him. He wanted to believe that it was a good sign, that maybe they knew something that he didn’t. He was crying, but there was too much ash caked on his hands for him to trust wiping the tears away. 
 His hands were burning from heat. 
 “Mom! Danny!” 
   
 ***  
   
 Malcolm sat up, awaking from the dream. He was in an unfamiliar bed, and it took him a couple of seconds to think of the last thing he could remember. 

I took a blast from that demon head on…

 The door opened, and Tapestry stepped through it, dressed in a t-shirt and sweat pants. She smiled at him when she saw that he was awake, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 
 “Good afternoon,” she said. “How are you feeling?” 
 “To be honest…” he said. “Like I got my ass kicked.” 
 “You got it burned off, actually,” said Tapestry. “I thought you were dead, at first. When I realized that you weren’t… well, I barely managed to pull you back to the car.” 
 “How long was I out for?” 
 “Just the night and the morning,” said Tapestry. “It’s a little past noon.” 
 Malcolm groaned and leaned his head back on the pillow. He lifted the sheets up and realized that he was naked underneath. Tapestry seemed to sense his next question. 
 “Your clothes were burned off,” she said. “Good thing you left your phone in the car.” 
 “Jeez,” muttered Malcolm. He noticed that, somewhat surprisingly, he still had his stabilizer on his wrist, though it looked like it had been in the oven on broil for a couple of hours.  
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “I need an explanation. I know you’re not a regenerator. The test we gave you at HQ when we first picked you up would have shown it.” 

There’s no point in lying to her. And… I think I can trust Tapestry.

 Malcolm chewed his lower lip. He slowly sat up in the bed again, letting the sheets slide down to his lap, making eye contact with Tapestry. 
 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have told you when I first discovered it. I was just paranoid about how you, or more specifically, the Champion Authority, might react.” 
 “Tell me.” Tapestry sat down on the bed next to him and set a warm hand on his leg through sheets. 
 “I can absorb, or copy, the powers of other champions,” said Malcolm. “I’m not sure how I do it. I never really mean to. It happened at the school, too. That’s how my cheek healed so quickly.” 
 “Power mimicry,” muttered Tapestry. She looked worried, and closed her eyes for a couple of seconds. 
 “What’s wrong?” asked Malcolm. 
 “It’s considered to be an uncontrolled power, Malcolm,” she said. 
 He nodded, remembering how Rose had explained it to him. 
 “That’s bad?” he asked. 
 “It means that if I told Multi and the others about it, well, I’m not sure you’d be able to stay in Vanderbrook,” said Tapestry. “They’d probably take you somewhere, for study or… confinement.” 
 “That doesn’t sound like much fun,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry rolled her eyes at him. 
 “No, Malcolm, it wouldn’t be much fun,” she said. “You need to be more careful with it. Be very aware of what you’re doing with your hands all the time. And if you do steal someone’s power, for the love of god, don’t use it openly.” 
 “Hey, I didn’t mean to,” said Malcolm. “It just kind of happened. And regeneration is pretty nifty to have when you’re taking a fireball to the face.” 
 Tapestry smiled at him. She was still sitting on the bed, and the moment seemed to drag on, both of them just looking at each other. She was sitting on the bed, and he was naked under the sheets… 
 And then the door burst open, and Melanie charged into the room. Her eyes were red, as though she’d spent some time crying late into the night. Her gaze locked onto Malcolm, and she ran toward him, jumping onto the bed and giving him a tight hug. 
 “Oh Malcolm, I was so worried!” she said, rapid fire. “You saved Aubrey! And the condition you were in… I thought you were going to die! I couldn’t live with myself knowing that you died saving someone I love. I know how selfless you are, it was the same at the school! You don’t ever think of yourself, only others, and that’s what makes you so amazing!” 
 “Hi… Melanie,” said Malcolm. 
 She let up on the hug, pulling back a few inches, and put her hands on Malcolm’s shoulders. With the same speed that she usually unleashed torrents of words, she kissed him once on each cheek, and then full on the lips. 
 “Melanie!” snapped Tapestry. 
 The kiss went on for a long time. Melanie flashed a coy smile as she pulled back, caressing his cheek with one hand. 
 “I owe you more than just that,” she said. “Malcolm.” 
 “Young lady!” Tapestry stood up and literally shooed her out of the room. “That’s quite enough!” 
 Malcolm was laughing as she shut the door, as amused by their antics as he was pleased by the kiss. Tapestry shook her head and walked back over, sitting down in a spot even closer to him on the bed. 
 “My great granddaughter can be so irritating, sometimes,” said Tapestry. “She… has a crush on you, Malcolm.” 
 Tapestry looked as though just saying the words was enough to make her seethe. Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Is that a problem?” He met her eye as he asked the question, and the words brought tension into the room. 
 He expected Tapestry to shut him down immediately, the same way she always did every time he invited her up into his apartment. Her face was so earnest, so young, but there was a weight to the look in her eyes that was almost too much to handle. Curiously, she was also blushing a little. 
 “I guess that’s up to you,” she said. 

Why does Tapestry have to be so confusing?

 “Anyway, we need to get moving soon,” she continued. “I have some clothes you can wear. They’re my late husband’s, so they’re a little out of date, but I’ve kept them in good condition over the years.” 
 Malcolm nodded, her words reminding him of the real age gap between them. 
 “Right,” he said. 
 Tapestry didn’t move from where she was on the bed. She was staring at him. Malcolm shifted a little, letting the sheets fall until they’d almost slid down past his crotch. He leaned in closer to her, close enough to smell a hint of soap and perfume on her skin. 
 “I… should go get them,” said Tapestry. 
 “You should.” 
 Another second or two went by, and Tapestry finally rose from the bed. She disappeared out the door and returned a minute later. She placed the clothes on the ground just within the room, as though she was wary of what could happen if she came in any further. 


 




CHAPTER 31

   
 The clothes Tapestry had given him consisted of socks, tight fitting white briefs, a flannel shirt, and an ancient pair of Levi’s jeans. It wasn’t as bad as what he was expecting, though he did look vaguely outside of time as he examined his reflection in the mirror. 
 There was already food waiting for him in the kitchen. Tapestry made him take it to go, in sandwich form. Melanie said a quick goodbye to him with a hug, one that turned into a full-on embrace, and lasted long enough for Tapestry to start tapping her foot. 
 They left Tapestry’s house in the BMW and went straight to HQ. Malcolm’s thoughts turned back to the heat demon and how close they’d been to taking a shot at it. 

We’d been close, but what could we have done? It’s a true monster, more than we could have handled.

 “Let me do the talking,” said Tapestry. “Multi might be a little suspicious about the fact that I didn’t report in last night.” 
 “You haven’t told him anything about our encounter?” asked Malcolm. 
 “No.” Tapestry glanced over at him, frowning a little. “If I’d called him, he would have insisted that both of us come in immediately. And your secret would have been blown.” 
 Malcolm hesitated for a second before nodding, and Tapestry noticed. 
 “You aren’t hiding anything else from me, are you?” she asked. 
 “…No,” he said. 

I don’t like lying to her, but I’m not about to turn the champions loose on Rose.

 Tapestry pulled the BMW onto the dirt road that led to the dome. Multi was already outside when they parked, in full force. There at least seven copies of the balding man that Malcolm could see, most of them dressed in body armor and carrying firearms. It was like looking at a small battalion of identical twins. 
 Three of them were in the process of unfurling something that looked like a parachute. Malcolm got out of the car and started walking alongside Tapestry, wondering which Multi was the one they were supposed to report to. 
 “Finally,” said the middlemost Multi. “Why didn’t you report in last night?” 
 “I took a fire blast from the demon,” said Tapestry. “Malcolm managed to get me out of there, but he wasn’t sure of the route back to HQ.” 
 Multi frowned, but gave a slow nod. Malcolm fidgeted slightly, pulling his sleeve a little further over his charred stabilizer. If Multi saw that, they would both be caught in a lie. 
 An owl hooted overhead. Malcolm glanced up in time to see it swoop to ground level and shift its form. Morph, her hair done up in a bun and wearing a pair of recreation specs, hit the ground in a roll. She stood up and dusted herself off, nodding to Malcolm and Tapestry before reporting to Multi. 
 “No sign of smoke or any active fires in the area,” said Morph. “I wasn’t able to check the other side of Vanderbrook, though. It’s exhausting to stay airborne for so long.” 
 Multi nodded. He tapped a finger on his chin and then pulled out a cigarette, an action instantly mirrored by most of his nearby copies. 
 “Good work, Anna,” he said. “We have to find this fucker as soon as we possibly can.” 
 “From what I saw last night, I don’t think we’re going to stand a chance at taking him down, Multi,” said Tapestry. “This demon is really nasty. And he’s going to be carrying around enough heat to do some serious damage.” 
 “I agree,” said Multi. “That’s why we aren’t going to fight. Once we’ve found him, me and the other Multis will engage and do what we can to pull him away from Vanderbrook.” 
 Malcolm only barely managed to hold back his objection. He was planning on fighting the heat demon, regardless of whether the rest of the champions thought it was a good idea or not. He’d never been closer to vengeance, and he wasn’t ready to give up on it. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Multi. “I… apologize for having to put you in the field so early, with so little training, but we’re out of options.” 
 “What do you need me to do?” he asked. 
 “The heat demon is going to show himself again soon, either to burn something else down to build his strength, or to attack,” said Multi. “Either way, we can watch for the smoke. We need eyes in the sky constantly, and Morph can’t do it on her own.” 
 “Eyes in the sky?” asked Malcolm. “I can’t fly, Multi.” 
 “Not on your own, you can’t,” he said. “But… with something like a paraglider, I don’t think it should be much trouble.” 
 He gestured to the canvas canopy some of the other Multis were setting up. 
 “A paraglider…?” Malcolm frowned and shook his head. “Is it like a parachute, or something?” 
 “You can think of it like that, yes,” said Multi. “Except with enough wind, one of these will let you lift off from the ground, instead of just slowing your fall.” 
 Malcolm took a closer look at the canopy. The other Multis had spread it out on the ground and were in the process of untangling a harness. There was an image on the back of the paraglider itself of a woman in a bikini, holding up a peace sign and posing provocatively. 
 “We got it from a private seller,” said Multi. “It was the only one we could find. Usually they don’t sell to people who don’t have a special license, or certification.” 
 “And you think I’m just going to be able to strap this thing on and instantly start flying?” asked Malcolm. 
 Multi stared at him. He took a long drag from his cigarette and casually blew it into Malcolm’s face. 

I guess that’s my answer.

 “You’ll be fine,” said Multi. “Just be careful when landing. Tapestry, I want you to be Malcolm’s eyes on the ground. Get his phone set up so that he can stay in touch with you and report what he’s seeing.” 
 “Got it.” Tapestry disappeared into HQ. Malcolm walked over to the harness. He stood there and fumbled with it until one of the Multis begrudgingly helped him put it on. 
 Tapestry reappeared a few minutes later with a Bluetooth headset. She paired it with Malcolm’s phone and then had him put it on. 
 “See these buttons up here?” she said. “The top one will open the communication channel to me.” 
 “And the bottom one?” asked Malcolm. 
 “That controls your phone’s music app.” She smiled at him. “In case you need some of that wild rock and roll to get a recharge while you’re airborne.” 
 “Nobody calls it rock and roll anymore, Tapestry,” he said.  
 She sighed and shook her head. The Multis had finished strapping him into the harness and preparing the paraglider’s canopy. Everybody moved back a safe distance to watch. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “So, what now?” 
 “You need to run into the wind to take off,” called Multi. “Can you arrange that?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. He could set up the conditions, but he was still skeptical about whether it would actually work. The paraglider was big, but the idea of generating enough lift continuously to keep himself up for very long was a little daunting. 
 “Just give it your best shot.” Tapestry’s voice came from the Bluetooth headset. “And keep your eyes out for smoke and fire.” 
 “Sure.” Malcolm took a breath to focus, and switched his headset over to one of Danny’s 90s playlists.  
 He held the paraglider’s main lines in his hands as he slowly started jogging forward, calling the wind toward him head on. It didn’t take long for the breeze to spread the canopy into position. Malcolm ran a little faster, and increased the strength of the wind. He lifted off the ground, missing a step. It almost felt like what he did when he was wind running, but with more upward pull. 
 His foot hit again. He took another few solid strides, noticing how close he was getting to the trees. Summoning all the wind that he could, Malcolm hit the paraglider’s canopy with a powerful upward burst. 
 He lifted off the ground. The speed at which he gained height was shocking, and soon, he was up over the trees. Malcolm felt his heart racing as he looked down at the other champions. They looked tiny and far off. Anna was waving to him, cheery as always. The Multis were smoking, a few of them already on their way back inside. 
 “Stay calm,” came Tapestry’s voice, over his headset. “Multi says that you’re high enough up to use regular air currents as well as your wind manipulation.” 
 “What does that mean?” asked Malcolm. 
 “It means that you should be careful about trying to do anything fancy,” said Tapestry. “Just keep yourself in the air and wait until you feel like you have control to start adjusting your flight path.” 
 The air currents were already taking him away from the dome, which soon disappeared amidst the forest. Malcolm could see Vanderbrook in the distance, the entire town seeming very self-contained from the height he was at. He looked directly down at the trees beneath him and tried not to think about what it would feel like to crash into them. 
 He still had Tapestry’s power, of course, which put him a little more at ease. Though, he suspected that regardless of whether he could heal from getting impaled by a tree branch, it would still be incredibly painful to endure. 
 “Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s what happens if I give myself a push.” 
 Malcolm pulled the wind toward him from behind, exactly as he would to give himself a speed boost on the ground. Immediately, the paraglider’s canopy lost form and buckled. He screamed, falling a dozen feet or so before switching the wind to come from below him instead of behind. 
 The canopy spread out again, and Malcolm breathed a sigh of relief, his heart pounding away in his chest. He made a mental note to never try to push himself directly forward, and tried to wipe the sweat off his palms. 


 




CHAPTER 32

   
 It took Malcolm a couple more minutes to get used to the feeling of paragliding, but once he had, he was in heaven. It was different from anything he’d done with his powers before, and it made him feel like he understood the wind. 
 Wind manipulation was less about pushing, and more about guiding. Air currents were like invisible rails, and the paraglider would follow them by default, all he had to do was make sure he was aimed in the right direction. 
 He was high enough up for the air to have a chill to it, and his teeth chattered from the cold, though he barely noticed. 
 “See anything?” asked Tapestry. 
 “There’s a small trail of smoke coming from the campgrounds to the north,” said Malcolm. “Probably nothing, but I’ll check it out anyway.” 
 “Be careful,” said Tapestry. “And pace yourself. Don’t use your powers more than you have to.” 
 “Right…” he said. 

This is the best use for my powers that I’ve ever found. I deserve to play around a little, don’t I?

 Malcolm pulled the wind in front of him and felt the paraglider pick up speed. He dipped lower, passing over Vanderbrook’s buildings, wondering if anybody on the street could see him. If they could, they wouldn’t think much of it. He was just a paraglider, up a little higher than normal. 
 He used his powers to swerve from side to side as he approached the campgrounds. As soon as he made it over the trees, Malcolm saw that it was just a man building a small campfire. He pulled the wind up from beneath him, rising higher and higher into the air. 
 “It’s nothing Tapestry,” he said. “I’m going to stay airborne for now, just in case something else turns up.” 
 “You should take a break soon,” said Tapestry. “Malcolm, it’s really not good for you to get in the habit of using your powers when you don’t need to.” 
 “I’m fine,” he said, grinning. “Quit worrying.” 
 He switched over to his music, and for a couple of minutes, thought of nothing other than the wind. Birds flew in flocks, occasionally coming close to him. He chased after them, and teased them with bursts of concentrated wind. 
 Malcolm knew that eventually he would find a way to fly without the paraglider. He would merge with the wind, move through it as a native. He had the power to do it, he just need more skill.  
 His heart pounded in his chest. He could feel something there, deep inside. It was almost like a second store of energy, a force waiting for him to reach out and take it. Malcolm knew that he wasn’t supposed to, and that it was off limits, but it was still there. He would be okay if he opened himself up to it, wouldn’t he? 

I don’t have to follow the rules. I can live however I want, make whatever choices I want.

 “Malcolm!” Tapestry’s voice was sharp over the headset. “Wind Runner! What is your status?” 
 “I’m… still keeping watch.” Malcolm pulled the wind upward, lifting even higher into the air. The town below looked like a satellite image, and the wind was roaring in his ears. 
 “You need to report back in,” said Tapestry. “It’s Morph’s turn. We aren’t risking you up there any longer.” 
 “…No,” said Malcolm. 
 He spun himself in a slow circle, angling the wind so that he leaned to the side.  
 “Wind Runner,” said Tapestry. “That’s an order from Multi. Get your head on straight.” 
 “Oh, I think I see another fire.” Malcolm switched back to his music. He used the wind to guide himself forward and down, feeling a rush of euphoria at the control he now had. It was addictive. He understood so much more about being gifted now, about the temptation and urge to merge with his powers. 
 He could hear something, a whisper in the air. The wind was calling to him. Malcolm felt hazy, like he was trying to make out important words in a dream he was on the verge of waking up from. The wind was calling to him, and he suddenly knew why. 
 Malcolm reached across his harness, touching where the straps secured him in. He didn’t feel any fear or trepidation as he released the buckle. He still hung from his shoulders, the harness holding him under his armpits.  
 “Malcolm!” cried Tapestry. “Report! What’s your current status?” 
 He took off the Bluetooth headset, unhooked it from his phone, and threw it into the open air. Malcolm was grinning from ear to ear, feeling a sudden rush of euphoria and confidence. He’d only been toying with what he could really do for the past few days. It was time for him to become who he was meant to be. 
 Malcolm lifted his hands over his head. The wind did the work for him, ripping the paraglider back like a balloon wrenched loose from a child’s grip by a strong gust. He fell, but only for a couple of seconds. He could sense the air currents, and using his wind manipulation, he coaxed them into action. 
 His shirt flapped against his chest wildly. He couldn’t hear anything. For a couple of seconds, the ground surged up toward him, and even in his manic state, Malcolm felt terrified. Then, the wind cooperated, submitting to his demands. Malcolm flew, slicing through the air, pulling up and away from the trees before he reached them. 
 He shifted, leaning back and turning in a slow flip, the pleasure of each movement more intoxicating than any drug. Malcolm’s skin was cold, but he was sweating from the exertion. He was using his powers more than he ever had before. And there was nothing wrong with that. He would use his powers, and live on his own terms. 

We both can. Rose and me. She’ll be my queen, and they’ll never be able to stop us.

 He was on his way back into Vanderbrook, the town’s buildings illuminated by the setting sun. Malcolm could feel the wind shifting and dancing. It was playful, and it called to him even as he tried to recollect his senses and get back to reality.  
 Malcolm saw his apartment. It took all the willpower he had to circle over it, slowly dropping lower and lower, listening to the reactions of pedestrians as they witnessed him descending. He landed on the sidewalk nearby, and had to suppress a sudden urge to throw up. 

No, I’m fine. I can go my own way now.

 He headed up into his apartment, wanting nothing more than to find Rose and be free. 


 




CHAPTER 33

   
 Rose was still in bed with the curtains pulled tight over the window. She sat up immediately when he came in through the door. She was still wearing the lingerie she’d promised to leave on for him, and she had a wicked smile on her face. 
 “Rose,” said Malcolm. “I’m back.” 
 She stood up from the bed and slowly walked into the living room, bearing the sunlight without complaint. 
 “I take it you had an interesting night,” she said, nodding to his clothes. “Care to share the details?” 
 “I’ll share more than just that,” he said. “I want to share it all with you, Rose. I’m free now. I… I get it.” 
 He extended his hand, wiggling his fingers at the couch. All three of its cushions lifted into the air. Malcolm twisted his hand, juggling them around each other, controlling them with powerful, accurate bursts of wind. He dropped them and picked Rose up instead, tumbling her through the air and placing her back on her feet next to him. 
 “What are you doing, Malcolm?” 
 “I understand!” he said. “Rose, we can do whatever we want! The champions can’t control me anymore! We can be together now! We can leave Vanderbrook… Right after we kill the demon.” 
 “Malcolm,” Rose said, in a calm voice. “Did you take off your stabilizer, somehow?” 
 He lifted his arm up and pulled the sleeve down, showing her the charred remains of it. Rose massaged her temples and sighed. 
 “You need to get a grip,” she said. “Right now. What you’re talking about isn’t what you really want.” 
 “How would you know?” asked Malcolm. “What I want is you, Rose. And I know I can have you.” 
 He walked over to her and pulled her into an embrace. Rose didn’t stop him, but the fierce look in her eyes made it clear that she was prepared to, if need be. 
 “I remember more about them, now,” she said. “The stabilizers have a control device that helps keep champions from being able to binge on their powers and accidentally turn themselves into sprytes and demons. If you keep doing what you’re doing… you’re going to end up like me.” 
 “Is that really such a bad thing?” Malcolm kissed her neck. Rose pushed him back roughly. 
 “Yes,” she said. “And not just for you. Think of all the people who you could hurt if that happened.” 
 “I wouldn’t hurt anybody,” he said, feeling suddenly defensive. “And it’s not like I couldn’t fight it, and try to stay in control. We’d be strong, and we could help each other survive. We could be together, Rose. Don’t you see?” 
 “I see more than just that,” said Rose. “And I’m also thinking more clearly right now than you are. Malcolm, you’re about to make a really fucking stupid mistake.” 
 “I disagree completely,” he said. “Now come here. We still have time to have some fun.” 
 Malcolm reached out, pulling Rose against him. She felt soft and perfect, and lust surged through his loins. He kissed her, but she kept her lips flat against his. 
 And then suddenly, he was on the floor, knocked back a half dozen feet by one of Rose’s shadow assisted pushes. It was just dark enough outside to leave apartment partially in shadow, strengthening her powers. 
 “You have no idea what it’s like to be a monster,” said Rose, in a cold voice. “What it means to feel corrupted all the time, addicted to using your powers.” 
 She reached out with tendrils of shadow and lifted Malcolm up, holding him with all four limbs outstretched. 
 “Then tell me,” he said. “Or show me, if you can.” 
 “Show you?” She let out a mocking laugh. “I’ve been trying to keep you from seeing it, Malcolm. Making a fool of myself to maintain, just so I could keep using you for another day.” 

…What?

 Her words were like cold water on the flames of his manic state. He suddenly didn’t care about flying, or playing with the wind, or anything other than what Rose had just said. 
 “Malcolm…” said Rose, her voice turning poisonous. “Why do you think you’re still alive right now? You’ve been sharing your apartment with an evil, dangerous spryte for the past couple of days…” 
 “Rose…” Malcolm shook his head. The intensity of the conversation had done something to her. Her eyes were darkened, the whites pushed out by deep black, and shadows clung to her body like veils. 
 “Do you think I spared you because I cared about you?” asked Rose. “Or because I just enjoyed the sex that much? Does that seem likely to you?” 
 Malcolm summoned the wind, trying to knock her off balance. She anchored herself in place, unmovable against even his fiercest attack. She slowly drew him in closer, pulling the tendrils toward her until Malcolm was hanging from his bonds directly in front of her. 
 “You’re my little champion,” whispered Rose. “My inside man. My shield against field champions, willing to lie and obfuscate to throw them off my trail. And you won’t be able to do that if you lose their trust.” 
 “I… don’t believe you,” said Malcolm.   
 “Good,” said Rose. “That means you’re learning. I’d have thought the champions would have a clear policy against trusting sprytes.” 
 She held him just inches away from her. Malcolm stared into her eyes and saw only blackness staring back at him. The room was charged with emotion, but not in the way he would have expected. Rose’s body language was open and easy, almost as though… 

Wait… Her focus activity. It’s been almost a full day… She’s losing control!

 “Rose!” said Malcolm. “Hold on! You have to fight against it! You’re losing touch!” 
 “I’m more in touch with myself than I have been in a long time,” said Rose. She kept him in the same position. Malcolm saw the chance he had, and took it. 
 “Really…?” He whispered the word, leaning in and letting his breath tickle her neck. “Rose…” 
 She shivered slightly, and Malcolm slowly brought his lips up to hers. He didn’t kiss her immediately, instead letting the tension build until it was about to explode. His lips brushed against hers… 
 And the door slammed open. Tapestry was suddenly in the room, launching a vicious front kick into Rose’s chest and pulling Malcolm back. 
 “No!” he shouted. 
 “You…!” Rose pulled herself back to her feet, darkness swirling around her as though she’d opened a gateway to a dimension without light.  
 “Malcolm, get behind me!” shouted Tapestry. She had her gun out, and was taking aim. 
 Rose launched one of her tendrils directly at Tapestry. Tapestry fired, the sound of it deafening to Malcolm’s ears. He summoned the wind, trying to defuse the situation by keeping the two of them distracted. 
 He looked over at Rose, and she made eye contact with him for a moment. Her eyes were, for an instant, back to normal. There were tears in them. Rose blinked, and the darkness took hold again. She threw the full force of her shadow power at Malcolm and Tapestry, not attacking or killing, but demonstrating.  
 Tendrils of shadow surged by him, coming within inches of his face and neck. Tapestry was still trying to take aim at Rose, but she couldn’t see, let alone manage to hold her arm steady to get a shot off. 
 Malcolm heard the sound of a window shattering, and then she was gone. Her aura of darkness followed behind her, and so did he. He sprinted toward the opening, summoning the wind and preparing to leap outside to follow her. 
 “Malcolm!” Tapestry pulled him back from the window and wrestled him down to the ground. “Are you insane? You’re going to get yourself killed!” 

I can’t lose her. Not like this…

 “No!” Malcolm struggled, trying to push Tapestry off. She was straddling him, and pinned his arms to the floor with surprising strength. He bucked his hips, trying to throw her loose. 
 “Malcolm!” Tapestry slapped him hard across the face, stunning him. Malcolm stopped fighting against her, leaning his head back against the floor. He closed his eyes and let out a slow, shaky breath. 


 




CHAPTER 34

   
 Tapestry moved through his apartment like a professional, taking stock of the situation. She locked and bolted the front door and found a piece of cardboard in Malcolm’s closet to put in place of the broken window. She took out Malcolm’s phone while he was still on the ground, and after muttering to herself for a minute about how to get it working, managed to play some of his music for him. 
 “This is partially my fault,” said Tapestry. “I knew that your stabilizer had taken damage in the explosion. I just thought that it would be better to wait until we could replace it without Multi having to know.” 
 “It’s not your fault,” said Malcolm. “I let myself go off the deep end. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 He ran his hands through his hair, feeling more annoyed with himself than he ever had before in his life. Not only had he come close to losing control, he’d also triggered Rose and scared her off in the process. And this time, he didn’t think she was coming back. 

I am so fucking stupid. She was trying to do better, to not give in to her spryte side. And I went and messed it all up.

 “Hey,” said Tapestry. She sat down next to him on the couch. “It’s okay. You’re still you, Malcolm. Nothing’s changed.” 
 She reached over and squeezed his hand. Malcolm looked over and saw the concern on her face. He was glad she was there. 
 “Thanks,” he said. “Have Multi or Morph gotten in touch with you?” 
 “I told them that we were calling off the search for tonight,” said Tapestry. “We’ll pick up where we left off tomorrow.” 
 She’d found a broom in his closet, and was sweeping the floor in front of the window. Malcolm watched her work, contemplating what to do next. 

I can’t find Rose if she doesn’t want to be found. And if she meant what she said… about using me… maybe I shouldn’t bother worrying about her.

 “Malcolm.” Tapestry emptied the dustpan in the garbage can and walked back over to him. “I know you’re still recovering from all you’ve been through today, but I have to ask. Why was there a spryte in your apartment?” 
 Malcolm gave a slow shrug. He didn’t have to lie to her this time. 
 “I don’t know,” he said. 
 He didn’t know, honestly, how things had ended up the way they had with Rose. Had he just been naïve and foolishly hopeful to think that she could coexist with him? Or had it been hormones, the fact that she was beautiful and open to his advances?  
 He looked up and saw that Tapestry was still watching him, waiting for something more. Malcolm gave her an apologetic smile and leaned back on the couch, wanting nothing more than to sleep, while knowing that he probably wouldn’t be able to. 
 “I already texted Melanie to let her know that I’m here,” said Tapestry. “I’ll stay with you tonight, Malcolm. In case anything else happens.” 
 “Thanks.” He smiled at her. “I appreciate it, Aubrey.” 
 Malcolm choosing to use her real name had an interesting effect on her. Tapestry blinked a couple times and then smiled, a very slight blush rising to the surface in her cheeks. 
 “I can cook dinner, if you want,” she said. “And if you don’t mind, dessert, too. I need to do some baking.” 
 “Be my guest,” said Malcolm. “Though I can’t promise I have all that much for you to work with.” 
 He sat with her in the kitchen while she worked. It felt strange watching someone new pulling out pans and rifling through his fridge. 
 “I feel like a child,” said Malcolm. “Sorry for making you baby me like this.” 
 Tapestry smiled at him. 
 “Don’t be,” she said. “You’ve been a champion for what? Three days? It took me a year to really come into myself after I got my powers.” 
 Malcom let his eyes linger on hers for a moment. 
 “Tell me about it,” he said. “Really. I want to hear.” 
 Tapestry seemed to consider it for a moment before giving a slow nod. She looked so young, and yet her expression held so much depth and maturity. 
 “It was like waking up from a dream,” she said. “I’m not sure how else to explain it. I wasn’t fully lucid for the last, well, decade or so, before I discovered my gift.” 
 “Wow…” said Malcolm. “That must have been really hard.” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “Not for me,” she said. “For the people around me, I’m sure it was. For Melanie, and her brother Miles, and her mother, who was my granddaughter…” 
 Her expression grew forlorn, and she turned back to cooking dinner. 
 “Melanie told me that… they were killed,” said Malcolm. “That you lost most of your family in a demon attack.” 
 Tapestry nodded. 
 “Some kind of earthquake demon,” she said. “Destroyed a bridge. Killed hundreds of people stuck in bumper to bumper traffic.” 

I’m just drudging up her bad memories. Maybe I shouldn’t ask anymore…

 “I wanted revenge too, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “Eventually… I realized that it’s not something that will change anything. It won’t bring anyone back.” 
 He didn’t say anything to that. While he didn’t disagree with her, Malcolm wasn’t prepared to give up on his vengeance, especially not with how close he was to it. 
 “There’s more to life than fighting,” continued Tapestry. “That’s the most important lesson I’ve learned since getting my powers.” 
 Malcolm walked over to the counter, standing next to Tapestry as she split her attention between the chicken sizzling in the pan and a bowl of cookie dough. 
 “Is there, though?” he asked. “I feel like I was given my powers to change the world. To make it better for people. Assuming I was given them for a reason.” 
 She smiled knowingly at him. 
 “I think there is,” she said. “I don’t embrace my religion as much as I used to, but I still believe. Everything happens for a reason, Malcolm.” 
 She turned a spoon over in the cookie dough. Her eyes had a faraway look to them, and it captivated Malcolm’s attention. 
 “Those first few months after I got my powers were deeply spiritual for me,” said Tapestry. “Did… Melanie tell you much about them?” 
 “She said something about you aging backward,” he said. 
 Tapestry nodded. 
 “I probably lost about a year each day. Nobody had any idea what was going on. I didn’t think it was going to stop until I… well, passed the 98th day and went back to the time before I was born.” 
 “Jesus…” 
 “Melanie was there with me,” said Tapestry. “Encouraging me. Supporting me. Caring about me, even when she couldn’t understand what I was going through, or how it was going to end.” 
 The food was almost done. Tapestry turned the burners off, shifting her full attention back to Malcolm. He stared at her, sensing how much she cared about him and feeling a little exposed. 
 “You were alone before this started,” said Tapestry. “Weren’t you?” 
 The question caught him a little off guard. Malcolm chewed his lower lip, glancing down at the floor. 
 “I guess,” he said. “I don’t know. I never really felt like I needed anyone else.” 
 “You can trust me, Malcolm. To be here, with you.” 
 She stepped in closer to him, pulling him into a hug. Her body felt so soft against his. Her figure was petite, and there was something ironically girlish about it. 
 “I do trust you,” he said. 
 Malcolm kept her against him, even as they pulled back slightly. He let his hand slide up her cheek. The air between them pulsed with the tension of the moment. He leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. 


 




CHAPTER 35

   
 Tapestry looked completely and utterly caught off guard. 
 “You just kissed me,” she said, almost making it sound like a question. 
 “I did.” Malcolm smiled, and went in for another. 
 She held up a hand, pressing it to his lips. She kept it there for a second, and then slowly let it drop, allowing his lips through. He kissed her again, and felt her kiss back. It went on for longer this time, but again, she pulled back. 
 “I’m old enough to be your-” 
 Malcolm kissed her again before she could finish. Tapestry let out a soft, slow moan as he ran his hand down her back, pulling her more tightly against him. 
 “You’re young again, Aubrey,” he said. “And when you’re young, certain things just… happen.” 
 Malcolm groped at her butt and pushed his crotch forward. He was incredibly turned on, and suddenly felt as though he needed to have her. He tried not to think about whether it was out of a true attraction to Tapestry, or a need to fill the hole of losing Rose. He could think about that later. 
 “You’re…” Tapestry slid her hand between his legs, her expression shifting to shock as she felt his hard bulge. “Already? We just started kissing?” 
 “Have you forgotten what young men are like?” asked Malcolm. “You should take it as a compliment.” 
 “Malcolm!” she said, sounding offended by his tone, if not his words. 
 “Tapestry,” he replied. “Aubrey.” 
 He gave her a deep, passionate kiss, lifting one of her legs so he could grind his hardness into her crotch. Tapestry was wearing jeans, and he lets his fingers play over the button and zipper. 
 “We’re coworkers,” whispered Tapestry. Malcolm kissed her neck, and she let out a tiny, pleased moan. 
 “We’re all alone,” he whispered. “In my apartment.” 
 He groped at her breasts. They were on the small side, but each a solid handful, and very perky. Tapestry bucked her hips forward against him. It was all the encouragement he needed. 
 Malcolm spun Tapestry around and bent her over the counter. He unzipped her jeans and pulled them down roughly, and then almost burst out laughing. 
 “Interesting choice,” he said, eyeing the very modest, old fashioned pair of panties she had on. 
 She glared at him over her shoulder, blushing furiously. 
 “I suppose if you don’t like them, you should just… take them off me.” 
 “With pleasure.” Malcolm slid his fingers into the waistband, teasing her for a couple of seconds before sliding them down. Tapestry’s butt was amazing, and he had to take a couple of seconds to pull his jaw up off the floor before doing anything else. 
 “Malcolm,” she said. “This feels…” 
 “How does it feel?” Malcolm had his jeans and boxers down. He pulled her legs open a little wider from behind, pushing the tip of his erection into position. 
 Tapestry shivered. 
 “Well?” asked Malcolm, sliding into her slowly. “How does it feel?” 
 Tapestry either couldn’t answer, or didn’t want to. She leaned her head forward against the counter. Malcolm slid in deeper, running one hand through her hair while the other groped at her breasts. 
 She was tight, almost painfully so, but she was also wet and ready for him. Malcolm slowly started pumping into her, feeling her butt jiggle slightly with each thrust. Tapestry’s body was lean and athletic, and it made it all that much more pleasurable and active. 
 “Oh god, Malcolm!” she moaned. “Oh…” 
 He built up a rhythm, keeping her pinned as he unleashed the onslaught of his tool. Tapestry braced herself against the counter, pushing back. She only had on a t-shirt, and it made her look like a slutty college student, bending over to let a frat bro have his way with her. 
 Malcolm pulled back a little too far and missed her hole on a forward thrust. Tapestry rubbed his leg and spun around, kissing him and making an adorable attempt to go on the offensive. Malcolm let her control the pace for a second, cupping her cheek and kissing her gently, and then grabbed her by the thighs and lifted her into the air. 
 “Oh!” cried Tapestry. 
 She was small enough for Malcolm get inside while holding her, but that wasn’t what he had in mind. He carried her into the living room, and the two of them collapsed onto the couch, Tapestry underneath him.  
 It only took a second for him to get going again, and then they were moving together. The pace of it was faster this time, Tapestry bucking her hips to meet his thrusts. She draped her arms over his neck and buried her head against his shoulder, squealing as Malcolm ruthlessly pounded her. 
 “Oh god!” Tapestry let out a couple of shaky, quick breaths, and had one of the cutest orgasms Malcolm had ever seen.  
 He slowed down, slowly sliding his rod in and out of her tight hole. It almost felt like she was stroking him off, but wetter and hotter. He went slow, giving her a break, and after a minute of edging himself up, he reached his limit. 
 “Aubrey,” he moaned. “Mmm…” 
 He wanted to pull out and do the sensible thing, but it didn’t happen in time. Tapestry had recovered enough from her orgasm to make an annoyed face, but it was halfhearted. Malcolm luxuriated in the pleasure, embracing her with his tool still inside, the two lying together on the tiny couch. 
 “Maybe I have forgotten what young men are like,” whispered Tapestry. 
 “Well,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of chances in the near future to remember.” 
 She smiled at him, and then frowned. 
 “I probably shouldn’t tell Melanie about this,” she said. 
 “She’s not stupid. She’ll probably figure it out even if you try to keep it secret.” 
 “Maybe,” said Tapestry. “Maybe not.” 
 She leaned her head against his shoulder. Malcolm sighed and tried to empty his mind. 

What was the point of this? Do I feel something for her that’s real, or am I just mad at Rose?

 He couldn’t answer his own questions, and decided not to try to, at least not yet. He closed his eyes and accepted the peace he and Tapestry had found… for a couple of seconds. 
 “Is that… smoke?” he asked, sniffing the air. Tapestry blinked her eyes open and furrowed her brow. 
 “That’s definitely smoke,” she said. “Do you think…?” 
 “The heat demon!” finished Malcolm. 
 He jumped up from the couch and gathered his clothes. 


 




CHAPTER 36

   
 “Malcolm, we won’t stand a chance against it. Think about what we’ve seen this demon do!” 
 Tapestry stood in front of the door, her clothes back on and arms outstretched.  
 “I am thinking about what I’ve seen it do,” said Malcolm. 

The aftermath of what it did to my family. I saw that.

 “You’re going to get yourself killed!” she hissed. “Multi’s strategy is solid. We should focus on luring it out of town, away from people. Once we have it isolated, we can call in help from the Champion Authority to put it down.” 
 Malcolm forced himself to take a deep breath. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he wasn’t sure whether it was from fear, or excitement. It was the emotion of vengeance, and there was something unique and determined about it. 
 “Tapestry, I’m going out there,” he said. “You can either come with me, or get out of my way.” 
 She glared at him, but relented. 
 “Promise me,” she said. “That you won’t attack. At least not right away. Give me time to call in Multi and Morph. We can still make the strategy work.” 
 “I promise,” said Malcolm. 

Fingers crossed. Sorry, Tapestry.

 The two of them headed out onto the street and followed the smoke. It wasn’t hard, especially as they drew closer and heard the sounds that went with it. Malcolm could hear the scraping of metal, like a car crash. He could also hear the roar of fire and, of course, the screams. 
 He started to round the final corner when Tapestry grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back. She brought his face in close to his. Malcolm briefly thought she was going to kiss him, but instead, she just whispered something. 
 “We split up,” she said. “Head the demon off from both directions. We watch it, and wait for the others to get here.” 
 Malcolm nodded, though he had his own ideas. Tapestry doubled back down the street. He knew it would take her at least a minute to get into position. He licked his lips. 
 The heat demon stood in the center of one of Vanderbrook’s largest streets, basking in mayhem. The monster wore a jacket with a hood, which it kept over its head. A half dozen bodies, along with at least twenty charred and mangled cars, were displayed around it in a circle. Fires blazed inside all the nearby buildings, and everywhere, people were screaming. 
 Malcolm took a deep breath and swallowed. Many of those people, or at least their loved ones, would go on to live with the same emptiness that he’d lived with for the past five years. He wasn’t alright with that. 
 He broke into a sprint, pushing himself forward with the wind, knowing that he’d only get a single chance at what he intended. He was approaching the demon from its blind side, which meant that he got a free hit. All he needed to do was make it count. 
 Malcolm manipulated the wind, calling several sharp, steel shards from one of the mangled cars. For a moment, he swirled them around him, as though he was standing at the center of a tiny tornado. Then, drawing within a dozen paces of the demon, he threw his hand forward, and the metal shrapnel along with it. 
 The heat demon reacted faster than Malcolm would have thought possible. It spun, turning to face Malcolm and sweeping up a hand. The air wavered with heat, melting the metal into molten puddles. The demon’s hood blew back from the wind, and Malcolm saw its face. He stared, in disbelief, at the face of his own brother. 
  “Finally!” shouted Danny. “Fucking shit, Malcolm. I’ve been trying to draw you out for days now! Thought you’d never take the hint!” 


 




CHAPTER 37

   
 Malcolm shook his head slowly, too stunned by the revelation to think, let alone act. Danny’s face had been easy for him to remember, given how many photos his brother had left on the internet in his wake. The dark eyes, the strong jaw, the undeniable features of his brother Danny. 
 It was hearing his brother’s voice that shook him to the core, along with Danny’s manner of speaking. He swore a lot. He was a fan of crude puns and playful insults. He was an asshole, which most people who’d known him would have openly admitted. And he was standing right in front of Malcolm. 
 “Come on, little bro,” said Danny, chuckling. “Don’t look so fucking surprised! You remember how tough I was! Shouldn’t have given up on me.” 
 “Danny…” Malcolm forced himself to breathe, focusing back on the situation at hand. “What are you doing here? You… can’t be doing this.” 
 Danny laughed and walked in closer. It was only then that Malcolm saw the features that weren’t a part of his memory of his brother. Danny’s skin was a light shade of red, as though he’d gotten a sunburn over his entire body. His skull underneath his black hair was misshapen. Tiny, spike like bumps pushed up against the skin, giving him the appearance of having a demonic crown. 
  “The explosions!” laughed Danny. “I knew you’d get it eventually! It was such a big thing for me, I knew it was for you, too. I don’t remember everything, but I remember that.” 
 “You mean…” Malcolm steadied himself. “The explosion that killed mom?” 
 Danny looked confused. He frowned and ran a hand through his hair, making a noise as though he was trying to remember. 

If he’s anything like Rose, he might not be able to.

 “Malcolm,” said Danny. “You’re my fucking brother, and I fucking love you. I’d almost forgotten… But then I saw you, on the TV. Wind Runner, hah! Shit’s hilarious!” 
 “Danny…” said Malcolm, shaking his head. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t… just stand here and let you do this?” 
 “You banged that chick on Instagram, the hot one, right?” said Danny, oblivious to Malcolm’s conflict. “That’s fucking awesome! You got the Caldwell gift with girls, that’s for sure.” 
 Something moved off to their left. Danny spun and launched a fireball at a man trying to push his way out of a destroyed car. Malcolm shouted and tried to do push it away with a gust of wind, but it was already too late. 
 The fireball hit, and the man was instantly incinerated down to the bone, with only a charred skeleton remaining. A cold chill ran down Malcolm’s neck. He tried to say something to his brother, the monster standing next to him. He couldn’t find the words. 
 “Reunited and it feeeels so good!” Danny slapped Malcolm on the back, grinning at him. “We’re going to have so much fun. The Caldwell brothers, all grown up and ready to cause mayhem.” 
 The heat of the fires surrounding was enough to make Malcolm sweat, but his face felt cold. A sickening sense of dread stirred within him. He took a step back, putting space between himself and his brother. 
 “You killed her,” said Malcolm. “Danny… It was you. Mom died because of you and your powers.” 

He’s the one I’ve dreamed of taking revenge on, all this time…

 Danny was frowning, as though he was trying to think of a word on the tip of his tongue. He shook his head after a couple of seconds and then shrugged. 
 “I don’t fucking know,” he said. “Hey, let’s go get some drinks after this? Drink some beer, get wasted… We can do whatever we want! The champions can’t stop me, and soon enough, they won’t be able to stop you either.” 
 He grinned at Malcolm and held out his hand. There was so much there, in that gesture. Malcolm stared at his brother, completely overwhelmed. People screamed nearby and ambulance sirens echoed in the distance. 
 “Malcolm!” shouted Tapestry. “Get down!” 
 Malcolm reacted without thinking, ducking out of the way. Tapestry leapt out from behind a burning car and opened fire with her pistol. The bullets melted before getting within a couple of inches of Danny, and he immediately turned in Tapestry’s direction. 
 “Stupid bitch,” he muttered.  
 Danny casually waved a hand at her, launching a soccer sized fireball at high speed. It struck Tapestry in the chest with a small explosion, knocking her back. She screamed, hitting the ground hard and immediately rolling to pat out the flames. 
 “Danny!” Malcolm gritted his teeth. He launched himself at his brother, pulling back his fist and throwing a fast, wind assisted punch. 
 His attack landed, hitting Danny square in the jaw. Malcolm watched his brother recoil while also feeling his knuckles burn from the heat at the point of contact. 
 “Hey!” shouted Danny. “Chill the fuck out, Malcolm!” 
 “You don’t get to kill her,” he said. “You don’t get to kill anyone else! I won’t let you!” 
 Danny stood up, glaring at him. One of the intersections was still visible down the street from them, and Danny lazily launched a fireball the size of a car toward it. Malcolm watched in horror as it hit one of the firetrucks set up on the perimeter of the destruction, exploding with enough force to take out the building behind it in a deafening eruption. 
 “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” said Danny. “Fuck, Malcolm. Look at me! I don’t have to play around like a little bitch anymore. Nobody can stop me, not even you, bro.” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth. He launched himself at Danny again, this time twisting into a drop kick with all the wind pushing him forward that he could summon. His feet came within a foot of striking Danny’s chest before Danny countered. Fire exploded against Malcolm’s feet and legs, not enough to burn him severely, but enough to knock him back. 
 He hit the concrete hard, his head making painful contact as he rolled. Malcolm groaned, slowly pulling himself up and feeling the familiar daze of a minor concussion. Danny was standing over Tapestry, holding one hand out and blasting out fire flamethrower style over her body. 
 “She’s a fucking regenerator!” laughed Danny. “Oh man, these ones are the best. They hang on for so long… It’s like cooking a pig on a spit.” 
 “You bastard!” shouted Malcolm. “I’m not going to let you do this!” 
 He tried a different tactic. Instead of trying to attack Danny head on, Malcolm jumped into the air, using his wind manipulation at full strength to lift himself mostly into flight. He rose ten or so feet above Danny before letting himself drop, falling on top of his brother. 
 Danny was ready for him, but Malcolm was expecting the counter. As Danny tossed a fireball in his direction, Malcolm used the wind to roll himself to the side. He landed on his feet, his knees groaning from the impact.  
 Immediately, he swept a kick at Danny’s feet, sweeping his legs out from under him. Malcolm leapt on top of his brother, trying to wrestle him into submission. He realized his mistake instantly. It was like trying to wrestle a hot stove. 
 “Do you feel that, Malcolm?” shouted Danny. “Do you fucking feel that? I don’t even have to fucking try against you!” 
 A tingle ran through Malcolm, separate from the heat and pain of Danny’s aura. He could feel his mimicry stealing Danny’s power, adding a new, intangible tool to his arsenal. He pushed off his brother and rolled to dodge the fireball Danny threw as a follow up. 
 “Don’t do this, Danny!” yelled Malcolm. “You… you weren’t always like this!” 
 Danny laughed. 
 “They call me Hothead now,” he said. “It’s a nice nickname, don’t you think?” 
 Malcolm thought back to the brother that he remembered from his childhood. Danny had been in the eyes of many people, an asshole. He’d been an alcoholic and a womanizer. He’d barely been able to hold down a job most of the time, and still lived at home in his 20s. But he’d been Malcolm’s brother, and Malcolm had never doubted in his goodness. 

Should I have? Is just what Danny would have done with superpowers? Maybe he was always like this…

 “Oh, don’t look at me like that,” said Danny. “Fuck you Malcolm. Quit being so high and mighty.” 
 He threw another fireball, not at Malcolm, but at Tapestry. 
 “She’s a girlfriend of yours, isn’t she?” asked Danny. “Come on, you gonna pick her over me? Grow the fuck up, Malcolm. We’re family.” 
 Malcolm blinked, unable to believe Danny’s self-centered point of view. The chaos around them was still unfolding.  
 Brave EMTs were sneaking around behind burning and destroyed cars, pulling people to safety. Firefighters were working to put out the flames on the edge of the destruction. Police officers were waiting, ready to intervene even though it was impossible for them to make any kind of contribution to the battle. 
 “Danny!” shouted Malcolm. “I won’t let you do this!” 
 He reached out, feeling the heat of the fires around him. Danny was walking back over to Tapestry, smiling as he prepared to continue torturing her. Malcolm moved in closer to one of the car fires, using Danny’s heat absorption power to suck up the flames. 

I have to kill him. Otherwise, it’s on me if he kills anyone else.

 Danny wasn’t paying attention to him, and it gave Malcolm the time he needed to focus the heat energy into a usable form. His brother had made it look effortless, and Malcolm bit his lip in frustration as a fireball formed in his hand with agonizing slowness. 
 “She just keeps healing!” shouted Danny, all of his focus on Tapestry. “Oh fuck, this is too funny. Does that hurt? Am I… hurting you right now?” 
 Tapestry’s screams were the only response she could give. Malcolm felt a cold, calculated rage take hold of him. He pushed more heat into the fireball, building it into something the size a large beach ball, and then hurled it at Danny. He gave it a push with the wind, the extra burst of oxygen boosting its size even further. 
 It hit Danny hard, knocking him far enough away from Tapestry to put an end to his sadistic torture. He landed at a weird angle, his body crumpling down on his head and neck. He didn’t move once he was down.  
 The hand Malcolm had thrown the fireball with was shaking. He swallowed, and then hurried over to his fellow champion. 


 




CHAPTER 38

   
 “Tapestry!” said Malcolm. “Hey, hey… stay with me.” 
 Her chest was charred, and only small scraps of cloth remained of her shirt. Malcolm cradled her, lifting her upright. Her face was a mask of pain and fear. Malcolm slicked back her blonde hair, which had come loose from its pony tail at some point. 
 “I can’t take… anymore,” she whispered. “I can barely regenerate. This isn’t like the fire at the apartment complex. Malcolm, I can’t keep using my powers…” 
 “It’s okay,” said Malcolm. “It’s over. He’s…” 
 Danny moved. Malcolm watched as his brother slowly pulled himself to his feet, staggering slightly, but not injured enough to be out of commission. He slowly turned around, and met Malcolm’s gaze. His eyes were glowing red, like rubies set into a statue. 
 “You…” said Danny, his voice deep, menacing, and alien. 
 Malcolm pushed Tapestry behind the nearby wreck of a car and stood to face his brother. He had no idea what else he could do. Fear took hold as Danny lifted his hands, preparing to unleash another fire blast. 
 “This isn’t you, Danny,” said Malcolm. “Please…just stop. You can still stop this, you don’t have to…” 
 Danny’s eyes flared red. Fire coalesced in his hands. Malcolm tried to pull in as much heat as he could to throw a fireball of his own, but he wasn’t as used to manipulating the energy as Danny was. 
 “You aren’t a monster, Danny,” he said. “You’re my brother!” 
 The face of the demon staring back at him seemed to rail against Malcolm’s hope. He could still see Danny there. It wasn’t as though he was gone, but the hate, the lust, the addiction to power had Danny in its grasp.  

He might not be a monster, but it doesn’t change what I have to do.

 The moon was out overhead, full and intense. The screaming had died down, though the crackle of burning buildings and cars still gave off an evil, ambient hum. Malcolm stared at the heat demon, at his brother, and waited for him to make his move. 
 Danny let out an inhuman roar and pulled his arms back, preparing to throw his accumulated heat forward to end Malcolm’s life. He made it halfway into the movement and then froze, his movement arrested. Tendrils of shadow held him in place, wrapped around him like long, dark pythons. 
 Rose appeared from behind a burning bus, only stepping out far enough in the open to see Malcolm, and for him to see her. She met his gaze and gave a slow nod. 
 Danny roared and struggled against the shadow bonds, his eyes glowing even deeper red. He was falling further into the trap of his powers, becoming a true demon and losing the last of his humanity. Malcolm couldn’t watch it, and knew that he had to be the one to bring it to an end. 
 “Danny!” he shouted. “This ends here!” 
 Malcolm stuck his hand into a nearby car fire, sucking up heat as fast as he could. He redirected it, focusing it outward, making the fireball faster than he had before. This time, it was at least as wide across as he was. Malcolm held it over his head as it formed, sweating with concentration. 
 “Fuck you!” screamed Danny. He was struggling against Rose’s shadows, and already had one arm loose. He threw a blast of flame in her direction, and Rose let out a cry as it scorched the side of her leg. 
 Malcolm’s fireball wasn’t ready yet, and Danny was almost completely free from the tendrils. He cursed as his brother turned his gaze onto him, preparing to attack and take advantage of Malcolm’s dropped guard. 
 Gunshots rang out, one of them making it through Danny’s defensive fire shield and punching into his shoulder. Tapestry had dragged herself back into the street and up onto one knee. Her pistol was still sighted on Danny, and she fired another round for good measure, which didn’t land. 
 “It’s over!” shouted Malcolm. “I’m sorry!” 
 Malcolm launched his fireball. Danny was still looking toward Rose, and only glanced back in time to see the blast heading his way. It struck him full in the face and chest.  
 Malcolm wasn’t sure whether the fire would damage him, given the nature of his abilities, but it seemed to. The blast was bright white and painful to look at. All he could hear was Danny’s high pitched, wordless scream. 
 When Malcolm finally looked back, only a charred crater remained in the spot where his brother had been. He collapsed down onto his knees and exhaled, his hands still shaking from the gravity of what he’d just done. 
 One of Rose’s legs was visible from where she was hiding behind the burned-out bus. Malcolm hurried over to her, his concern outweighing the risk of Tapestry discovering them. 
 She was leaning against the bus, holding her leg where the fireball had struck her before. Malcolm crouched down next to her and put his hand on her cheek. 
 “That was stupid,” he said. 
 “Right back at you.” Rose flashed a wicked smile. “Are you okay?” 
 It was a question that Malcolm didn’t really want to think about. He shrugged instead of considering it seriously and focused his attention back on her. 
 “I’m fine,” he said. “What about you? There are other champions on the way. You can’t be here when they show up.” 
 “It’s night time,” said Rose. “I’ll manage just fine. Listen… about what I said before.” 
 Malcolm shook his head. He was surprised by how glad he was to see her, and how worried he’d been for her during the fight. 
 “No, seriously,” continued Rose. “What I said came out wrong. I was just… trying to push you away, I guess. I’m not good as these types of things.” 
 Malcolm smiled at her. 
 “So…” he said. “The hot sex was why you stuck around.” 
 Rose rolled her eyes at him. 
 “Maybe I did mean some of it,” she said. “Loser.” 
 “You missed me and you know it,” said Malcolm. “Showing up right when I need you. It’s both romantic and a little stalkerish.” 
 “Malcolm?” Tapestry called from back in the street, and he jumped at the sound of your voice. When he looked back, Rose was already gone, vanished into the shadows. 
 “See you around,” came a whisper. “Wind Runner.” 


 




CHAPTER 39

   
 Tapestry was on her feet, one hand clutching at her chest. It made her look as though she was holding onto her heart after a massive scare, which Malcolm decided wasn’t too far from the truth. 
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. 
 “Tapestry.” 
 She just looked at him, and the weight of her gaze reminded Malcom of getting in trouble in school. He fidgeted, scratching the back of his head. 
 “Honestly, I didn’t know,” he said. “Yes, that was my brother. I thought he died in the explosion that killed my mom. I was wrong.” 
 Tapestry nodded slowly. Her expression softened visibly, and she walked over to him. 
 “I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for you,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 Malcolm chewed his lip. He put an arm under Tapestry’s shoulder, taking some of her weight and helping her walk. 
 “It had to be done,” said Malcolm. “He wasn’t the brother I knew. There are monsters in the world, Tapestry. And we have a responsibility to keep them from hurting people. 
 He left off the second part of his conclusion, which was that Danny being a monster had more to do with his personality than it did his powers. Danny had been impulsive, prone to addiction and carelessness. 

He’d also been my brother. This isn’t something I’ll ever forget.

 “Are you okay?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm. “I’m… fine. Here, we should get you to a doctor.” 
 “I can regenerate,” said Tapestry. “Get me to an oven and I’ll be fine in the time it takes to make a batch of sugar cookies.” 
 Malcolm chuckled and gave her a gentle squeeze. The emergency personnel had been waiting for the end of the battle, and now EMTs and firefighters were hurrying through the mess of mangled metal and smoldering buildings. One of the EMTs approached Malcolm and Tapestry, but Malcolm waved him off. 
 “Can you keep this between me and you?” Malcolm asked her, leaning in close to ask the question quietly. 
 “The heat demon being your brother?” asked Tapestry. 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “I don’t necessarily see it as something relevant, now that it’s all said and done,” said Tapestry. “We made it through the battle alive. That’s all I care about. I’ll keep your secrets, Malcolm. For now.” 

My secrets? As in, plural?

 Tapestry smiled knowingly at Malcolm, as though in answer. He sighed, feeling a great sense of relief that the two of them were still alive and in one piece. 
 The Multis arrived shortly after. One of them immediately began speaking to the leaders of the police and emergency crews. The other two came over to Malcolm and Tapestry, pulling each of them aside to debrief them separately. 
 “Can you explain to me again, how you defeated the heat demon?” Multi asked Malcolm. “Because I don’t really understand the version of events you’re giving me…” 
 “It’s like I said, we just lucked out.” Malcolm shrugged. “One of Tapestry’s bullets managed to get through, and when it hit him it was like all of his heat exploded from the inside out.” 
 Multi’s face was neutral and emotionless. Malcolm doubted that he believed him. The story he and Tapestry had agreed on was simple and hopefully impossible to poke holes in. Thankfully, none of the security cameras on the block were in working condition, anymore. 
 Tapestry came back over, and one of the Multis addressed both of them together. 
 “I’m giving the two of you the next few days off,” said Multi. “Rest up. Tapestry, he’s still an apprentice champion, so see if you can give him a good workout once you’re healed up.” 
 Tapestry blushed a little at the phrasing, but Multi didn’t seem to notice. He nodded to the two of them and then headed to join the police and firefighters with the cleanup. 
 “I should probably walk you home,” said Malcolm. “Melanie is going to flip when she sees that you’ve been risking your life again.” 
 Tapestry smiled. 
 “She has a good heart,” said Tapestry. “And so do you. Thank you, Malcolm.” 
 “For what?” 
 She looked at him closely. It felt as though she was seeing something that Malcolm wasn’t aware of. 
 “Your brother asked you to join up with him,” she said. “A lot of people in that situation would have done it, even if it was the wrong choice to make. Family… is a strong motivator, like that.” 
 Malcolm considered for a moment. 
 “It’s like you said. It would have been the wrong choice for me to make.” 
 He reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 “I wasn’t making a choice as Malcolm,” he said. “I was making it… as the Wind Runner.” 


 




CHAPTER 40

   
 Multi sat in the center of the Vanderbrook Champion Authority’s command center. The lights were dim, and he had his fingers steepled, watching the metal balls in the Newton’s Cradle on his desk slowly clacking back and forth. 
 Unbeknownst to his fellow champions, to anyone other than the other Multis who he’d created over the years using his body duplication power, he was the original, and the only Multi with the power to duplicate.  
 Each of the Multis had a nickname, kept secret from the rest of the world to preserve the mystery of their power. The original Multi’s nickname was Alpha, and as such, he was the one giving the orders. 
 Footsteps sounded from the upper level, slowly coming down the stairs. All the other Multis in Vanderbrook were still working to clean up the heat demon’s destruction. All of them except for Wax, who’d arrived earlier that morning. 
 Wax was the first copy Multi had ever created, and to this day, the only one that had ever challenged his authority in any meaningful sense. Alpha kept Wax around as a reminder to himself that each and every one of his copies was, in actuality, an individual, separate person. 
 It was easy for Alpha to justify sending his copies off on suicide missions. They were parts of a greater whole, and only by treating them as dispensable could he reach the full potential of his powers. 
 In all the time since gaining his gift, not a single copy had ever refused their duty. Each one was created to serve a purpose, and each of them was as practical as he was. Alpha never needed to explain why their deaths might be necessary. They already knew, and had seen the hundreds who had come before them. It made death into something routine and mundane, an abstract distinction. 
 Wax smiled as he approached his fellow Multi. Wax was bald, the only Multi that Alpha knew of who’d shaved the sparse tufts of hair from his head. He usually dressed more casually than the other Multis too, preferring jeans and a t-shirt to a suit and tie. 
 “You’ve made a mess of things here, Alpha,” said Wax. “Savior is less than thrilled with the optics of this mess.” 
 Being the first duplicate had left Wax with the duty of being Alpha’s emissary to Savior, the head of the Champion Authority. Alpha sometimes wondered if that was what had caused Wax to differentiate so much from the other Multis. His personality mirrored Savior’s a bit, the same faux casual, good natured veneer over the instincts of a sociopath. 
 “The situation has been handled,” said Alpha. “The heat demon was defeated.” 
 “That wasn’t just a heat demon,” said Wax. “That was Hothead. One of the Champion Authority’s very first recruits. We brought him in on the verge of turning into a demon, after he’d blown up his family’s home with his mother inside.” 
 Alpha exhaled through his nose. 
 “You know something I don’t,” he said. “Why don’t you just come out and tell me?” 
 The bald Multi smiled. 
 “Your champions aren’t giving you the full story,” said Wax. 
 “I could tell that Tapestry was lying,” said Alpha. “She has an obvious tell. Grew up in a more honest era.” 
 He waited, knowing that Wax would come clean eventually. If Alpha really wanted to know what he had to say, he could always merge with him by force and take the information against Wax’s will. They both knew that. 
 “Hothead is Wind Runner’s brother,” said Wax.  
 Alpha Multi cursed under his breath. 
 “That… complicates things,” he said. “And Tapestry knew… but didn’t tell me.” 
 “Having them both in the field is a little dangerous,” said Wax. “I would have figured you to be the type to take more, well, severe measures.” 
 Alpha Multi smiled. He crossed his legs, amused and a little intrigued by the conclusion Wax had jumped to. 
 “You’re so critical, Wax,” he said. “Do you really think I operate on trust alone? Tapestry won’t step out of line.” 
 “You have something over her?” asked Wax. 
 “She has family,” said Alpha. “A great granddaughter who she is rather fond of, in fact. She would never put her at risk, not when all she needs to do to keep her safe is to follow orders.” 
 Wax shrugged. 
 “Is she really the one you need to worry about?” he asked. “This Wind Runner… He’s a new champion. He’s related to a demon. Hothead might still be alive, you know. His powers let him travel in and out of intense heat sources.”  
 “Again, you lack the full picture of my intentions,” said Alpha. “We share many of the same instincts and memories, Wax. Which is why I find it so surprising that you so often fail to understand the plan.” 
 Wax’s eye narrowed into a glare. Alpha almost laughed. It was amusing how easy it was to generate enmity from someone who was essentially him. 
 “Wind Runner has the universal champion blood type,” said Alpha. “We’ve already begun running tests on the sample we took when we first brought him in.” 
 “The universal blood type,” said Wax. “Are you serious? You’re saying… he could serve as the vessel?” 
 “Exactly,” said Alpha. “And don’t worry. You can go ahead and tell Savior. I already know that you report all of our conversations back to him, Wax.” 
 Wax’s expression grew serious. 
 “He thinks that you’re one of the few champions as powerful as he is,” said Wax. “And you must know how he’d react to knowing that you’ve finally found a champion that could serve as a vessel.” 
 “Savior isn’t stupid,” said Alpha. “He won’t risk making a power play. And I’m very open to turning this into a shared project. All of the upper levels of the Champion Authority should know, not just him.” 
 Wax nodded. 
 “Are you going to try this immediately?” he asked. 
 Alpha Multi shook his head. 
 “It would be too soon, I think,” said Alpha. “And I am a team player, despite what others may say. I’d like to meet with Savior directly about this. Tell him that.” 
 Wax nodded again. He opened his mouth to say something, and then hesitated, taking a second to find the right words. 
 “Do you think the world is ready?” he finally asked. 
 Alpha shrugged. 
 “To see the birth of a god?” he asked. “Does it matter?” 
   
   


 








CHAPTER 1

   
 A gentle breeze ruffled the sleeves of Malcolm’s shirt. He was standing on the roof of Vanderbrook’s hospital, but his attention was focused on the building across the street. 
 “Do you see anything?” asked Tapestry. She was on the ground below, circling the block in her car, but her voice came to him through a small Bluetooth earpiece. 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “If they’re inside, they aren’t advertising their presence yet.” 
 He frowned, crouching low against the building’s concrete lip and squinting at one of the windows of the Citizen’s Bank of Vanderbrook.  
 “Keep watching,” said Tapestry. “Don’t do anything stupid.” 
 “When do I ever?” asked Malcolm. She sighed, the sound of it muffled over the earpiece. 
 Gunshots came from within the building, loud and distinct pops, followed by screams. Malcolm swore under his breath and took a step back from the building’s edge, feeling for the wind. 
 “Were those gunshots?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Is that a rhetorical question, or…?” 
 “Wind Runner!” 
 He rolled his eyes, though of course, she couldn’t see it. 
 “Yes, Tapestry,” he said, sprinting toward the building’s edge. “Those were gunshots.” 
 Malcolm launched forward into the open air, using his gift, wind manipulation, to keep himself airborne. His clothes fluttered, vibrating rhythmically from the intensity of the gust. People on the street below did a double take. Malcolm’s heart, as always, sailed with delight. 
 It wasn’t exactly flying, more like extended jumping. Flying was dangerous, both in the obvious physical sense, but also mentally. Malcolm was a champion, and every time he used his powers for an extended period of time, he ran the risk of stepping over his limit, and turning into a monster. 

My track record’s pretty good so far. More than a week in and I’ve still got my faculties intact.

 The gap between the hospital and the bank was perhaps a hundred feet, and Malcolm was on a trajectory to land on the other building’s roof. He considered whether it was the best course of action for a moment, and then shifted routes, burning off height and angling for a third story window instead. 
 As he came within the last few feet of the window, Malcolm multitasked, still guiding his path with the wind while also using a directed burst of it to knock out the window frame. It came loose with a satisfying pop, and fell to the floor without shattering.  
 Malcolm followed right behind it, tucking and rolling, and then banging clumsily into a desk. He pulled himself to his feet once he was disentangled. Tapestry was saying something over the earpiece. 
 “I’m approaching the front entrance,” she said. “I’m going to see if I can negotiate with them.” 
 “Perfect,” whispered Malcolm. “I’m already inside. I’ll get as many people out as I can while you keep them distracted.” 
 “Give me a headcount, if you can,” said Tapestry. “Of both the robbers and the hostages.” 
 “Got it.” 
 Malcolm glanced around the room. There were a couple of people hiding under desks. He waved them over to him and spoke in a hushed voice. 
 “I’m going to get you out of here, okay?” He smiled reassuringly. “None of you are scared of heights, are you?” 
 “I am,” whispered a woman, tall and a little chubby. 
 “It’s okay,” said Malcolm. “The police already have a net set up and everything. Here, take a look.” 
 He gestured for her to look out the window. The woman did, glancing down at the street below, where there clearly was not a net or any sort of police presence. Malcolm set his hand on her shoulder and pushed before she could back away. 
 Using the wind, he created a cushion for her, making her drop an entirely gentle affair, outside of the woman’s terrified scream. Malcolm chuckled and gestured for the next employee, a redheaded man, to step up to the window. 
 “Oldest trick in the book,” he said. “Are you good to jump, or…?” 
 The man didn’t even hesitate. Malcolm lowered him down as well, and turned around to see that the last employee, a younger woman with brown hair and freckles, had been taken hostage. A gunman had a pistol pressed against her temple. Silent tears rolled down the woman’s cheeks, and her eyes were blank. 
 “Whoa…” said Malcolm. “Hey, come on man. You don’t want to do that. Just talk to me.” 
 “Fuck you,” said the robber. “Enough with this bullshit. You can’t help me. And maybe I do want to do this. How would you know?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I was saying you don’t want to do that because champions work in teams of two,” he said. “And my partner is standing right behind you.” 
 The gunman glanced over his shoulder at the very empty hallway behind him. Malcolm slammed into him with the wind, knocking loose both the gun and the girl. He grabbed the girl’s hand and pulled her into the room, wondering if he had time to get her out the window before engaging the robber. 
 “I honestly can’t believe you fell for that,” said Malcolm. “It’s not the oldest trick in the book, but it’s got to be pretty… close.” 
 The robber pulled a second firearm out from the back of his waistband, larger and more intimidating than the first. He took aim. Malcolm moved without thinking, falling to the ground and pulling the girl with him.  
 He flattened himself down on top of her, his back awkwardly pressing into her chest. Using his wind manipulation at full strength, Malcolm focused on the barrel of the gun and created a tiny but extremely powerful current of wind. The robber opened fire, and the first bullet missed by a couple of inches. 
 It wasn’t because his aim had been bad. Malcolm could, with intense focus, redirect the paths of bullets. It only worked if he could predict their trajectory ahead of time, however, and it took all the wind power he could muster. 
 It felt a bit like lifting something heavy. Malcolm’s gift, when it had first manifested, reminded him of having an invisible muscle, hovering in the air around him. He could use it as he pleased, but it took energy, will, and practice to do anything useful. 
 The robber continued firing, unloading bullet after bullet. Frustratingly, the man also began to adjust his aim to compensate for Malcolm’s trick, something that he had hoped would go unnoticed. Malcolm shifted the direction of the wind current, pressing himself back against the girl hard as though she were auditioning to be a pancake. 
 The gunman paused. Malcolm lifted one of his hands up, ready to make another appeal to the man’s sense of self preservation. Before he could say anything, the robber fired again.  
 The bullet ripped through Malcolm’s palm, tearing a gory hole into the center of it. Malcolm stared at the wound in disbelief. The woman underneath him started screaming, and the robber took off down the hallway. 
 “God dammit, that smarts!” Malcolm grimaced, only relaxing as he noticed his second, hidden power going to work on fixing the damage. 
 It was rare for a champion to have more than one superhuman power, and even rarer to have a power with as much flexibility as power mimicry. Malcolm could absorb the abilities of other champions and monsters just through touching them.  
 Tapestry, one of the few who knew his secret, was more than willing to let him borrow her regeneration whenever the two of them were required to head into dangerous situations. Malcolm watched as threads of muscle and tendons stitched themselves back together. The wound was painful, but not to the extent of crippling him or keeping him from engaging in pursuit. 
 “Stay here!” he shouted to the woman. “I’ll be right back!” 
 Malcolm charged out into the hallway, and almost instantly, more gunshots began ringing out. He cursed, dropping to a crouch. The robber was blind firing from a room down the hallway, but the danger was still real enough. His borrowed regeneration ability could only sustain so much damage before short circuiting. It didn’t make him invincible. 
 “Come on, man!” shouted Malcolm. “This is pointless! You can’t hold out all day.” 
 “Fuck you!” shouted the man. “I have plenty of ammo, no reason why I can’t.” 
 He fired another shot around the corner, which Malcolm deflected with the wind. He could feel the euphoria and head rush from overusing his powers slowly settling in, and knew he needed to bring the situation to an end as soon as he could. 
 Instead of doing the obvious thing and charging forward into the man’s line of fire, Malcolm doubled back to the first room he’d come into. He moved over to the window, climbed out the edge of it, and planted his foot on the building’s outer wall. 
 Malcolm started running along the wall, pushing his body with the wind to keep his feet in contact. It was one of the very first tricks he’d learned, and on top of looking like something out of a video game, it gave him a huge advantage in mobility over normal humans. 
 Soon enough, he was peering in through the window of the room the robber was holed up in. Malcolm resisted the urge to smash through the glass, instead testing to see if the window was unlocked. It was, and he slowly slid it open.  
 The robber was facing the other way, and didn’t notice the noise. Malcolm grinned, feeling a bit like a child playing a practical joke. He lashed out with the wind and stripped the pistol from the man’s hand. The robber turned around, face horrified. Malcolm winked at him. 
  “Oh, too bad,” he said. “And now, it’s my turn to be one who-” 
 He cut off in midsentence as Tapestry charged into the room behind the gunman, tackling him to the ground. 

I do all the heavy lifting, and she gets the reward. Not fair.

 Malcolm quickly helped the remaining employee out the window and then hurried to Tapestry’s aid. She was about half the size of the man, but already had him in some kind of wrestling submission hold, with enough energy left over to flash a smile at Malcolm. 
 “I disarmed the other one, but he took off down the street,” she said. “He was headed north. Think you can catch up with him?” 
 Malcolm smiled back at her. 
 “Oh, I think so,” he said. “You’ve got this guy handled?” 
 Tapestry twisted, pulling at one of the robber’s arms. The man was easily six feet tall, two hundred pounds, and let out a squeal that would have seemed dramatic coming from a little girl. 
 “I’m good,” she said. 


 




CHAPTER 2

   
 Malcolm burst out the same window he’d come in through, twisting into a slow front flip for the benefit of the gathering crowd below before landing in the street. He oriented himself so that he was headed north and took off with easy, wind assisted steps, each one covering at least twenty feet. 
 It was a minute or two before he found his quarry. The bank robber was wearing a sweatshirt with the hood up, but still stood out from the regular pedestrians. He glanced over his shoulder at Malcolm and split off into an alleyway. 

As though that’s going to help him escape…

 Malcolm didn’t run, instead standing in the alley and waiting for the man to pass by a couple of metal trash cans. He pushed at them with the wind, knocking one of them in front of the robber who tripped with a loud, metal crash. 
 “Ow!” screamed the man. “You fucking asshole!” 
 Malcolm stopped in his tracks. The voice was familiar, and the sound of it was enough to make him completely forget what he was supposed to be doing. 
 “…Danny?” Malcolm drew in closer. The man was pulling himself to his feet. The gust of wind had blown his hood loose, and Malcolm made eye contact with him as he turned to look in his direction. 
 It wasn’t Danny. The face was all wrong, and the man’s hair was blond. Malcolm just stared at him, still taken aback by how similar his voice was to his older brother’s. But that’s all it was, a similarity, nothing more. Two people could have similar voices without it being anything more than coincidence. 
 The man took off down the alleyway, sprinting at top speed and letting out rough, undignified gasps. Malcolm took a step after him, and then hesitated. He stood there, not moving for ten seconds, and then twenty. 

What the hell am I doing? Am I just going to let that guy go?

 He didn’t have an answer, and that was an answer of its own. Malcolm ran a hand through his hair and leaned his back against the side of the brick building closest to him. He thought about the last time he’d seen his older brother, and about their fight. About how he, in the end, had been forced to destroy Danny, after he’d turned into a demon from abusing his powers. 
 He let his fingers toy with the metal stabilizer on his arm. It was a “gift” from his boss at the Champion Authority, supposedly to help him balance his powers in a way that would let him use them more effectively. 
 Rose, an occasional lover of his and a spryte with good information on the subject, had told him the truth. The stabilizers were devices of control, armed with homing beacons and powerful explosives. They were the last resort in the case of a champion losing control, going rogue from abusing their powers.  
 Malcolm walked back to the bank after a couple of minutes, still lost in his thoughts. The police had finally arrived, and a small crowd had formed just beyond the yellow tape they’d set up around the entrance. Malcolm launched himself into a wind assisted jump, coming down right next to Tapestry and the police officer in charge. 
 The officer started slightly at Malcolm’s sudden appearance. Tapestry just raised an eyebrow at him. Her blonde hair was tied back into the usual pony tail, and she wore jeans and a very unassuming maroon sweater. 
 “Where is he?” she asked. 
 “He… managed to get away,” said Malcolm. “I’m not really sure how.” 
 It was the truth, in a manner of speaking. It wasn’t as though Malcolm had intended to let the man go. He’d just suddenly lost interest in chasing him.  

Yeah, that’s it. Just a fluke.

 “Seriously?” Tapestry’s expression scrunched up a little.  
 She was a petite woman, but full of energy and emotion, while still having a maturity level befitting her age. Malcolm was one of the few people who knew how old Tapestry really was, though he’d had the good sense to find out second hand, rather than asking her directly. 
 “Yeah, seriously,” said Malcolm. “I don’t know what happened.” 
 “Well… alright then.” Tapestry shrugged. She looked disappointed in him, and that stung. Malcolm chewed his lip, turning his attention toward the awaiting crowd and giving them a small wave. 
 In Vanderbrook, champions were something of a novelty. Most major cities in the world had at least a few dozen champions, enough so that people became used to them after a while. Vanderbrook only had two, Malcolm, or Wind Runner as he was known in the media, and Tapestry. 
 Tapestry liked her privacy, and for the most part, the media gave it to her. Her power, bodily regeneration, didn’t lend itself to flashy displays that inspired the imagination. Malcolm, on the other hand, had practically become the town’s golden boy overnight.  
 They spent about an hour at the scene of the bank robbery, both of them playing to their strengths. Tapestry spoke with the police and gave a detailed account of what had happened. Malcolm joked around with the crowd, taking selfies, signing autographs, and even getting a few kisses on the cheek from a couple of bachelorettes. 

What would Danny think if he could see me now?

 He tried to keep his thoughts off his deceased brother, but it was hard, especially after letting his memories trip him up during the chase. Malcolm was more than ready to head home when Tapestry finally finished her police debriefing. He fell in step alongside her as they walked toward where she’d left her BMW in an emergency parking spot outside the bank. 
 “Are you ready to tell me what happened?” she asked, as they climbed into the car. 
 “Nothing happened,” said Malcolm. “The guy just… got away.” 
 “Nobody gets away from you, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “Not on foot. Heck, not usually even in a car.” 
 Malcolm smiled, flattered by her words and amused by her reluctance to swear. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “I guess I messed up this time.” 
 Tapestry started the car, but waited instead of pulling out into the street. She looked over at him, her emerald eyes full of concern. 
 “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 “Yeah, of course,” he said. “I’m fine. I’m just tired.” 
 Tapestry set her hand on his shoulder. 
 “How about you come over let me cook for you tonight?” she asked. “Melanie’s been dying to see you again, and I’d love to have an extra set of taste buds to show off for.” 
 Malcolm considered it. Melanie was Tapestry’s great granddaughter and best friend. She was very peppy, and could dominate conversations like nobody else. 
 “Maybe another time,” said Malcolm. 
 “You’ve been saying that for the past couple of days, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “Come on. Quit pushing me away.”  
 “I’m not pushing you away.” 
 Malcolm looked over at her in the driver’s seat. Her eyes were full of concern, and it made him think back to the evening they’d shared the week before. He cared for Tapestry, probably as much as she cared for him. The moment lingered, both of them staring at each other. He glanced away, and let it pass. 

My life is too complicated for this right now.

 “I just need to get some rest,” he said. “Sorry. How about tomorrow night?” 
 Tapestry smiled sadly at him and nodded. She started her car and pulled onto the street. 


 




CHAPTER 3

   
 Tapestry didn’t bring up Malcolm’s murky mood again on the drive to his apartment. He thanked her and waved as her car disappeared down the street, wondering if he’d made the right choice by brushing off her dinner invitation. 
 Malcolm’s apartment was in a sketchy but livable Vanderbrook neighborhood. Though the park across the street was a common hangout for the local junkies, it wasn’t too bad in terms of other, more violent crimes. 
 He headed up the stairs and down the hallway, unlocking the door to his small apartment and breathing a sigh as he walked inside. It wasn’t much to look at, with the kitchen bleeding into the living room without a dining area or table in between, but it was enough for him and his modest needs. 
 The apartment was paid for by a small insurance settlement he’d received after his family home had been destroyed five years earlier. Malcolm had lost everything, including his mother, all his possessions, and any sense of stability, but the insurance company had reimbursed him with enough money to at least keep him from ending up on the street. 
 Malcolm sat down on the couch and turned on the TV. The local news was on, and unsurprisingly, they were covering the robbery. What did surprise him, however, was what they’d chosen to focus on. 
 “As you can see from this cell phone recording sent in by a VCAX viewer,” said a female reporter, in an overly enthusiastic voice, “Wind Runner appears to have been chasing after one of the robbers.” 
 “Oh, fuck,” muttered Malcolm. 
 He felt his face heat up as he watched the shaky video, filmed from across the street inside the mouth of the alleyway. The robber stood up and took off, and Malcolm watched himself not following after the man, feeling the same now as he had then. 
 “He just let him go,” said the male news anchor. 
 “The question this raises is a pretty fundamental one, in my opinion,” said the female anchor. “We know so little about Wind Runner, real name Malcolm Caldwell, and his reasons for doing anything. Remember the story on the day he first appeared as a champion, Todd?” 
 “I think everybody remembers that story, Diane,” said the other anchor. “Wind Runner is officially a member of the Champion Authority, but if all he’s going to do is spend his time signing autographs, chasing skirts, and letting criminals go, can we trust him to defend our city?” 
 “We’ll have more on this story as it develops,” said the female anchor. “You can watch it as it develops on our website, under the heading WindGate.” 
 Malcolm groaned and turned the TV off. He wanted to crawl into bed and hide under his covers. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he realized he’d missed a call. He turned it on and found that he had a new voice mail from Multi, his boss at the Champion Authority. 
 “Malcolm,” said Multi’s voice. “You’re a fucking idiot. With that said, what’s done is done. All we can do know is try to handle the fallout. If any reporters get in touch with you, the only words coming out of your mouth should be ‘no comment’. Keep absolutely quiet for the next few days. We’ll talk about how this happened the next time you’re at HQ. Multi, out.” 
 Malcolm sighed and deleted the message. He tossed his phone onto the couch next to him, feeling suitably chastened. Multi had a manner about him that leant itself to hands on administrative duties, and not just because he could have multiple copies of himself on the job at once. He was sharp and used barbed words to great effect when it came to instructing the champions under his command. 

I deserve this. What the hell was I thinking, anyway?






 A noise came from just beyond the door to Malcolm’s bedroom. He sat up straight, realizing that he hadn’t bothered to make sure he was actually alone in the apartment when he first came in. 
 It was just after sundown, and that fact made Malcolm’s heart beat faster with anticipation. He slowly stood to his feet and walked toward the other room. An unnatural darkness seemed to emanate from inside of it, and he felt a smile spread across his face as he realized what that meant. 
 “Rose,” he whispered. “You’re back?” 
 Rose emerged from the darkness slowly. Malcolm could tell that she was in the middle of an episode just from a single glance at her eyes, dark and empty in their sockets. 
 She wore only black sweatpants and a bra, but tendrils of shadow swirled around her upper body like a gown made of darkness itself. Her skin was pale purple, and it leant an exotic quality to her incredible figure. Even now, sensing the danger of her wild state, Malcolm couldn’t help but admire her full breasts, trim waist, and curvaceous hips. 
 “Easy…” he said, holding up a hand. “It’s just me. There’s nobody else here.” 
 Tendrils shot out from Rose’s body and the darkness behind her, grabbing at Malcolm’s arms and legs. He resisted the urge to counterattack with his wind manipulation, knowing that escalating an encounter with her would be a terrible idea. She was a spryte, but she was also his friend. 
 He hadn’t seen her for a couple days, ever since she’d helped him in the fight against Danny, or Hothead, as he had been more commonly known. Malcolm’s guilt over his brother’s death had mixed with his concern for Rose’s safety and wellbeing, and seeing her in front of him now, in his apartment, took part of the weight off his shoulders. 

Except for the fact that she is in the middle of an episode and might try to kill me, that is.

 “Rose,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “Try to remember, alright? It’s me. Malcolm.” 
 He hadn’t seen her like this since the day they’d first met. The darkness surrounded her like a living cloak, extending up against the ceiling and out toward the walls. Malcolm was scared, even knowing her as well as he did. 
 She stepped in closer, holding him in place. The shadow tendrils felt soft through his clothing, and he was a little surprised when they began to move along his arms and legs, caressing, rather than attacking. 
 Malcolm stared at her. Her black hair fell loose across her shoulders, framing the cleavage of her breasts on either side. She took another step forward, drawing within just a few feet. One of the shadow tendrils slid up Malcolm’s inner thigh, before unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans with surprisingly dexterous motions. 
 “Shouldn’t we talk for a bit, first?” asked Malcolm. “Maybe settle in a little?” 
 Rose brought her lips in close to his for a hungry kiss, pushing her tongue into his mouth and letting out a low moan. Her breasts pressed into Malcolm’s chest. Altogether, it was a very satisfying kiss, except for the fact that she still bound his arms with her shadow tendrils, holding him in position. 

Why do I get the feeling that she was into bondage, once upon a time?

 The shadow tendrils stripped off Malcolm’s jeans and boxers. He was already somewhat turned on, but watching Rose slowly nuzzling her face against his chest, and then his stomach, pushed him even deeper into a state of arousal. 
 She sank to her knees in front of him, her hot breath tickling his hardness in an incredibly erotic manner. Malcolm stared down at her, excited, but also a little frustrated by how completely she had him dominated. Rose closed her eyes and rubbed her cheek against the head of his erection, sending a burst of pleasure through Malcolm’s crotch. 
 It was more than just sex for Rose. Every champion, spryte, and demon had a certain activity intrinsically linked to their powers. It was unique to each of them, and not only served to focus and recharge their gift, but also helped a spryte or demon in the midst of an episode come back to reality. 
 Rose’s focus activity just so happened to be sex. Malcolm watched her press her lips against the side of his shaft, slowly sliding them around to the front so she could give it a quick, teasing suck. He groaned and wished that his hands were free, feeling a bit tortured by having no control. 
 As though to emphasize that fact, Rose slowly stood to her feet. She pulled her sweatpants down, wiggling out of them and looking slightly more aware of Malcolm’s wandering gaze than she had before. She wasn’t wearing any panties underneath, and Malcolm’s entire body hummed with anticipation of what was about to come. 
 The shadow tendrils seemed to lift Rose up and into position. She slid herself down onto his rod, a cute, very girlish expression coming across her face. Malcolm felt her gyrate once, grinding her crotch into him. She was tight, and the feeling was amazing. 
 The bonds holding his arms had softened slightly. Malcolm pulled against them, unwilling to be restrained for a moment longer than necessary. His hands came loose, and Rose’s eyebrows went up with alarm as he took hold of her in his arms. 
 Malcolm thrust up into her, walking forward as he did. Rose let out a small squeal as they tumbled down onto his bed, Malcolm landing on top of her. He reached out and grabbed her wrists, pinning her down and grinning at the sudden role reversal. 
 “My turn,” he whispered. 
 Rose’s legs wrapped around him as he began to pump into her, moving at a fast rhythm from the very start. The blackness was already starting to fade from her eyes, but Malcolm found that it wasn’t his main concern. All he cared about was her soft body, her big, perfect breasts, and the tight reward he was thrusting into between her legs. 
 She seemed to submit to him, as though by breaking out of her bonds, Malcolm had also broken her will to take charge. He knew that if she really wanted to, she could easily restrain him, even as flustered and erotically distracted as she currently was. Her powers were more formidable than his, but in the realm of the bedroom, it didn’t seem to matter. 
 Malcolm had one hand on Rose’s waist and the other on her breast. He pushed her back against his bed as he moved, enjoying the feeling of her nipple rubbing against the center of his palm. Rose was letting out low, regular moans. He pushed into her with all the strength he had, intent on making their reunion something to remember. 
 She came first, seizing up in a sudden fit of sensual shivers that seemed to take all the tension out of her body. Malcolm lifted one of her legs up and shifted her slightly to the side, giving himself a better angle to enjoy her from as he chased after his own release. 
 It didn’t take long. Malcolm pushed in as deep as he could go as he went beyond his limit, only thinking clearly enough to pull out a second or two into the orgasm. He made a mental note to change his sheets later that night and tried not to think too hard about whether sprytes could get pregnant. 
 Rose slid up to cuddle next to him, resting her head on his chest. The shadow tendrils were gone, and her eyes were completely back to normal. Other than the faint purple hue of her skin, Rose was no different from any other woman in her post-coital state, relaxed and sleepy. 


 




CHAPTER 4

   
 “How are you feeling?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose lifted her head up, resting her chin on his pectoral muscle. 
 “Lucid,” she said. “And hungry. I haven’t eaten yet today.” 
 She smiled at him. Malcolm ran his hand through her hair. 
 “I was worried about you, you know,” he said.  
 Rose frowned, and looked a little surprised. 
 “You were worried about me?” she asked. “I’m a spryte, Malcolm. A scary monster that you, as a champion, are supposed to be hunting.” 
 He smiled. 
 “Maybe I’m just playing the long game,” he said. “Luring you into a false sense of security with sex and tenderness before finally springing my trap.” 
 Rose laughed, the sound of it soft and sensual. Malcolm leaned his head back on his pillow, still smiling to himself. 
 “Seriously, though,” said Rose. “Do you have anything to eat?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Not much,” he said. “Maybe some leftovers from last night, but you’re welcome to them.” 
 Rose stood up, only then seeming to become aware of how little she was wearing. She found her sweatpants and pulled them on, along with one of Malcolm’s t-shirts. 
 “You know you left some of your clothes here before the start of your last episode,” said Malcolm. 
 “Do you not like me wearing your t-shirts, Malcolm?” 
 Rose turned in a slow circle, showing off the stylized circle graphic on the front, along with the curves of her body underneath the fabric. 
 “I’m fine with it,” he said. “Just letting you know in case you want something that fits.” 
 “You’re such a gentleman,” she said. 
 Malcolm followed her out into his kitchen. She reminded him slightly of a wild cat, full of poise and elegance, but impossible to tame or restrain. 
 “Hmm…” said Rose, examining the contents of his fridge. “More leftover pizza? You need to learn how to cook.” 
 “I go somewhere else when I want a home cooked meal,” he said. 
 “Tapestry’s house, you mean.” 
 Malcolm winced. Rose smiled at his discomfort. 
 “We’ve been over this before,” she said. “I am fine with you and her being close, and even intimate.” 
 “I doubt she’d feel the same way if she knew about you,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose shrugged. 
 “I’m a spryte.” She took a small bite out of the piece of pizza she’d liberated. “I doubt she’d be alright with you even talking to me, let alone… other things.” 

Maybe this is the real reason why I’m pushing Tapestry away…

 Rose walked over to Malcolm’s couch and took a seat. He hovered behind her, still feeling curious about her sudden appearance. 
 “Do you remember much?” he asked. “From your episode, I mean.” 
 “Bits and pieces,” said Rose. 
 He waited for her to continue, finally getting too annoyed by her silence. 
 “And?” 
 “I didn’t hurt anyone, if that’s what you’re wondering,” said Rose. “I just… hung out in the shadows. It felt like being a wild animal, lost in the city. It was confusing, and frightening, and… not something I want to dwell on.” 
 “Sorry.” Malcolm came around to the front of the couch and sat down next to her. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” 
 Rose took a tiny bite out of the pizza crust. She shrugged. 
 “I remembered something else,” she said. “Not from my episode, but… from my life before.” 
 “You did?” asked Malcolm. “What was it?” 
 Rose furrowed her brow, tapping a finger against her lips. 
 “It was a house,” she said. “Not here in Vanderbrook. In Halter City. I think it was… my old house. From when I was younger.” 
 “Your childhood home,” said Malcolm. “Do you remember where it was?” 
 Rose frowned. 
 “Why does it matter?” she asked. 
 Malcolm thought about his childhood home. It had been destroyed by his brother, violently, with his mother still inside. He thought about what it would mean to him to get another chance to see it, with all of the memories and nostalgia held within. 

I think I’d give just about anything for that.

 “We should follow up on this, Rose,” he said. “It might be the key to helping you get control over your powers and your episodes.” 
 “Or… It might be nothing.” She shook her head. “I don’t really share your optimism here, Malcolm. Especially when we’d have to do so much traveling in the open just to get there.” 
 Malcolm frowned at her. 
 “Come on,” he said. “Your family home, Rose. Think about everything you could find there. Pictures, family heirlooms… Maybe even some of your old clothes?” 
 Rose’s mouth twitched into a small smile. 
 “Well…” she said. “You certainly know how to make your case.” 
 “Perfect,” said Malcolm. “I’ll get dressed. We can head out immediately. There’s a bus that goes by my block every hour that we can take to Halter City.” 
 Rose sighed. She reached her hand across to him on the couch, letting it rub his knee, up his thigh. 
 “This wasn’t exactly what I was looking forward to tonight, you know,” she whispered. 
 “It’s still pretty early,” said Malcolm. “They’ll be time for more of that when we get back.” 

I just turned down sex, potentially to visit a girl’s family. What has the world come to?



 




CHAPTER 5

   
 They changed into more respectable clothing and headed outside to catch the bus. Though Rose could usually get away with moving around at night without drawing too much attention, both of them agreed that it was better if she stayed hidden for the bus ride. 
 And thus, Malcolm appeared to be standing alone at the bus stop. Rose was there, hidden inside his shadow, one of the nifty features of her powers. It became harder for her to stay hidden that way when they were in motion, but it wouldn’t matter once they reached Halter City. 
 The bus rolled to a slow stop in front of them after about fifteen minutes. The driver was a chubby man with five o clock shadow who paid Malcolm little attention. There were only two other people on the bus, both sitting upfront. Malcolm chose a seat in back. 
 Rose appeared almost immediately after the bus began rolling again, sitting so that her head was hidden behind the seat in front of them. Malcolm grinned, feeling like he was back in high school, up to something mischievous as he slid down next to her. 
 “I remembered something else, Malcolm,” she said. 
 “What?” 
 “Most guys are a little embarrassed about taking their dates on trips using the bus.” Rose flashed a smile at him. 
 “So, you’re my date, now?” he asked. “And here I thought we were just having fun…” 
 Rose flicked him in the shoulder, still smiling. 
 “You should consider buying a car,” she said. “Just for practical reasons.” 
 “With what money?” 
 “Get the Champion Authority to finance it,” said Rose. “They’re loaded.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “As fun as that would be, I don’t think it’s necessary,” he said. “I can use my powers to get wherever I need to, at least when I’m alone.” 
 “And when you have company?” 
 “Well, I guess I get to enjoy watching them suffer,” he said. “I don’t mind the bus, personally.” 
 Rose rolled her eyes and gave an exaggerated sigh. A few more people got on, and then a few more got off. The ride took about an hour and was uneventful. Rose slid back into Malcolm’s shadow as they got off, Malcolm nodded to the dazed driver on the way. 
 They were in the suburbs of Halter City. Malcolm walked away from the brightly lit bus station somewhat aimlessly, waiting until there were no other late-night pedestrians on the street to stop and let Rose materialize. 
 “So,” he said. “Where to?” 
 She chewed her lip, which made her look like a little girl. 
 “It was… I think, a little to the east of here,” she said. “I don’t know where exactly. I feel like I could find it, but might not be able to describe where it is.” 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “It’s pretty dark out. I doubt anyone is going to notice if you’re out and about. Lead on.” 
 Rose nodded, and the two set off down the sidewalk. Malcolm had the sudden urge to reach out and hold her hand. He pushed it down. 

She’d probably just make a joke at my expense if I did. She can be prickly, sometimes…

 “I can almost remember living in this city,” whispered Rose. “It’s like… having a word on the tip of your tongue. I can remember walking this way before, but I can’t remember why, or where.” 
 “See? This was a good idea.” Malcolm gave in to the temptation and took her hand into his. “More will come back to you once you get to your old house. You’ll see.” 
 Rose looked down at their clasped hands, and then back up at him. She looked like she was holding back laughter, but Malcolm didn’t let go. 
 They stayed like that as Rose found her way. Malcolm enjoyed walking with her, so much so that it made the trip out to Halter City feel worth it, even if they didn’t find anything. He was considering suggesting that they find a park bench to sit on for a while when Rose came to a stop in front of a side street. 
 “Down this way,” she said. “It’s… the big house. On the cul-de-sac at the end.” 
 “You remember?” 
 “I think so…” Rose frowned at him, and Malcolm felt her hand tense against his. He gave it an encouraging squeeze as the two started walking with purpose. 
 They’d stumbled into a rundown section of the suburbs, and though Rose’s house was big, it was in a similarly destitute state. The house’s paint was chipped, and the lawn was horribly overgrown, but there were lights on inside, which gave Malcolm a little bit of hope. 
 “Alright,” said Rose. “I’ll be in your shadow. I guess just… knock on the door? Maybe ask whoever answers if they know about me?” 
 “This is your childhood home, Rose,” said Malcolm. “I mean, doesn’t it make sense for you to be a part of this, too?” 
 “It was your idea to come out here, Malcolm,” said Rose. “And I’m a spryte, remember? It’s not a good idea for me to reveal myself in the light without knowing how someone is going to react.” 

She has a point…

 “Alright,” said Malcolm. He felt Rose’s hand slip from his as she disappeared into the shadow. “Here we go…” 
 He walked up the porch stairs and came to a stop in front of the door, considering what he was going to say. Malcolm cleared his throat, gave the door a few solid knocks, and then waited. 
 The door opened a crack, and someone peered out. Malcolm frowned, wondering if whoever was inside the house was right to be paranoid, given the state of the neighborhood. 
 “Hi there,” he said. “I’m here on behalf of a friend. I’m wondering if you either are the original owner of this house, or if you’d mind if I-” 
 The door swung completely open. Someone grabbed Malcolm roughly by the shoulder and pulled him inside, immediately pushing him down to the floor. The cold metal barrel of a gun pushed into the back of his head. 


 




CHAPTER 6

   
 “He a cop?” 
 “He’s got to be. And a fucking stupid one, too.” 
 Malcolm sighed. He shifted his head to the side slightly, far enough to get a better view of the room he was in. An old, moldy looking couch was pulled up to a coffee table, which held multiple bags of a wide spectrum of drugs.  
 Two men sat on the couch, while a few others lay sprawled out on the floor, or leaning against walls. The inside of the house was more disgusting than the neighborhood outside, something Malcolm hadn’t thought possible. Beer bottles and empty pizza boxes littered the floor, and the dirty carpet smelled of ammonia and rot. 
 “We gotta do something about the fucking pigs this time,” said the man holding Malcolm down. “I’m sick of them thinking they can fuck with us whenever they want.” 
 “Hold on just a second,” said Malcolm. “This is just an honest misunderstanding. See, I came here because-” 
 The man on top of Malcolm pushed the gun harder against his skull, the metal painful against the back of his sensitive scalp. He winced and tried to keep his anger in check. 
 “Motherfucker,” said the man. “Do you know who the fuck we are?” 
 Malcolm laughed. 
 “Hey, I hate to turn your question around on you, but do you have any idea who the fuck I am?” 
 The room was silent with surprise for a solid second. It was all Malcolm needed. 
 He pulled the wind to him and exploded it outward in a dome of force, not to hurt anyone, but to knock loose pistols and scatter the weapons across the room. The man on top of Malcolm gave a shout of surprise, which was cut off halfway through by Malcolm’s elbow connecting with his nose. 
 Malcolm stood up, smiling. He held his hands out in front of him, trying to calm people down so he could start his appeal over. He wasn’t there to fight. He was just there to take a look around. 

Who’s to say a heavily armed gang of criminals can’t be sensible and reasonable, if given the chance?

 Another gang member jumped out from the hallway, shouting and leveling an assault rifle at Malcolm’s head. He reacted out of pure instinct, slamming up a shield of wind deflection over the barrel.  
 The bullets began spilling out of it, loud enough to make everyone in the room momentarily deaf. Malcolm deflected each one of the bullets, careful to make sure that they angled up and away from any houses or cars on the street outside. 
 Rose appeared beside him, and Malcolm was suddenly thankful for the disgusting living room’s poor illumination. The man who’d originally been on top of him had pulled a knife, and another man stood up from the couch, both of them attacking Malcolm at once. 
 Wind manipulation was infinitely useful in most contexts, but when it came to a knife fight in a confined space, there was only so much it could do. Malcolm tried to knock loose the blade of the nearest one, but the man had learned his lesson from earlier, and held it tight.  
 The unarmed man threw a fast punch at Malcolm’s face. Drawing from his vast hand to hand combat experience, Malcolm blocked it solidly with the side of his skull. Stars exploded into his vision, but he was still alert enough to see the knife wielding man pulling his weapon back to stab it into his stomach. 
 Malcolm slammed forward with the wind, knocking the armed man back through door leading outside. The man tumbled down the porch stairs and let out a scream that suggested he’d accidentally taken the point of his own weapon into his own body. 
 Another gang member tried to pull Malcolm into a bear hug. He shot up toward the ceiling with a wind assisted jump, spinning and kicking at the same time. The result was like something out of a Tarantino movie, and Malcolm’s foot caught the man directly in the jaw. He crumpled to the ground without complaint. 
 Malcolm looked across the room to see Rose taking on four men at once. It wasn’t anything like a fair fight, and Malcolm felt a sudden sympathy for the men. One of them was sobbing uncontrollably, not even engaging Rose, but huddled on the ground in fear, and for good reason. 
 Rose had called shadow tendrils from every dark corner of the room. She had them wrapped around one of the man’s necks, and had broken the arms of one of the others, contorting them at horrible angles. It was an intense scene, and the casual, confident way Rose held herself in the middle of the violence only made it that much more terrifying. 
 Rose held the fourth man aloft with her tendrils, and was slowly pulling at his limbs like a sadistic child might torture an unlucky spider. Malcolm watched, feeling more than a little uncomfortable. 

She isn’t actually going to do it… right?

 “Rose,” said Malcolm. “Hey… Remember why we’re here?” 
 “Oh, I haven’t forgotten.” Rose was smiling. She slowly drew the man she held in the air closer, until his face was only a few inches from hers. “Tell me. Have you seen me before? Do you know why I’m here?” 
 “I… I…” The man’s eyes were wide, and he was trembling visibly. “I don’t know! I don’t know!” 
 “Let’s take a more general approach,” said Malcolm. “Whose house is this? Can anyone answer that, to start?” 
 The man who Malcolm had kicked in the head made a grunting noise and slowly sat up. He looked as though he was summoning all the courage he had just to keep his eyes open and face the room. 
 “It’s mine,” said the man. “Well… I mean, technically it’s not mine. But I’m house sitting for the owner.” 
 Rose let her shadow tendrils dissolve, dropping the men in her grasp to the floor. She walked over to Malcolm and stood next to him, staring down at the man speaking with a curious expression on her face. 
 “Who is the owner?” asked Rose. “Can you give a name?” 
 “…Leah,” said the man. “Leah Westward. My ex-girlfriend.” 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow and glanced over at Rose. 
 “Does that ring any bells?” he asked.  
 “It’s… my sister,” said Rose. “At least… I think it is?” 
 She bought a hand up to her forehead. Malcolm put a hand on her shoulder. 
 “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” muttered Rose. “It’s just… a very weird sensation. I can’t remember much, and it’s all jumbled up.” 
 Malcolm was about to ask more when a new figure emerged from the hallway, wielding a pistol in each hand. Acting purely on reflex, he threw himself down to the floor, pulling Rose with him and tossing up a wind deflection shield. 
 Bullets tore through the air. The men in the room started screaming, the fight already having gone out of most of them. Malcolm was trying to keep himself in front of Rose. He reached a hand back to make sure she stayed near, only to discover that she’d disappeared into the shadows. 
 “You fuckhead!” screamed the new attacker. “You think you can fuck with us and get away with it.” 
 “That’s exactly what I think.” Malcolm whipped the wind across the man’s hands as hard as he could. One of his pistols came loose. The man raised the other to fire another shot, but it was easy to keep him from holding steady aim with the wind. 
 The man fired a couple more times before the gun went empty. He threw it at Malcolm, who deflected it upward with the wind and then caught it in his hand. 
 “There are so many other, smarter ways you could have gone about that,” said Malcolm. “Sneak attacks are pretty formidable when you’re, you know… sneaky about them.” 
 “Fuck you!” The man screamed and charged forward. Malcolm slammed the wind into his chest, pushing him into the wall behind him hard enough to knock him out and leave an impression of his body.  
 Rose reappeared next to him, arms pulled tightly across her chest. She frowned at him and gave a quick shake of her head. 
 “I looked through most of the rooms,” she said. “There isn’t anything else here that I care about.” 
 “Did it stir up any new memories?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose shook her head again. 
 “No,” she said. “At least… not any that make much sense to me.” 
 Malcolm looked over at the man he’d been talking to before. 
 “Your ex-girlfriend,” he said. “Where is she now?” 
 “Leah…?” The man winced. “She left me for some chick.” 
 Malcolm furrowed his brow. 
 “Really?” 
 “I’m not fucking with you,” said the man. “She was some religious bitch. One of the crazies from that stupid Awakened Children Church just outside of the city.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly.  
 “That’s helpful,” he said. “See, if you’d been willing to talk with us to begin with, you would have saved us all the time and trouble. And probably a bunch of money on getting those bullet holes patched up…” 
 The man spat blood on the floor next to him. He raised a hand and pointed a finger at Rose. 
 “I can see the resemblance, you know,” he said. “Well… Not in the skin. And you got bigger tits than she does, that’s for sure. But you’re both fucking crazy…” 
 “Don’t push your luck,” said Malcolm. He gave the man a quick cuff with the wind, flattening him to the ground, and then nodded to Rose. They headed out of the house, walking faster as they stepped out onto the exposed street. 


 




CHAPTER 7

   
 “So, come on,” said Malcolm. “Give me the details. What else did you remember?” 
 The two of them were walking side by side, back toward the bus station. Malcolm had Rose’s hand in his, and decided he quite liked holding it. It reminded him a little of being in middle school again. 
 “Why does it matter so much to you?” asked Rose. “I didn’t remember anything important. And I don’t feel like I’ve reached enlightenment, or mastered my emotions, or whatever it is you were expecting out of this trip.” 
 “I just want to know,” said Malcolm. “I mean, I did get shot at in order for you to find out. Kind of a lot.” 
 Rose rolled her eyes at him, but she was smiling. 
 “Only really one memory that makes sense,” she said. “I was maybe… nine or ten. I was playing at the park with Leah, who was probably five or six at the time. She fell off the swing and broke her arm.” 
 “…And?” 
 “And I ran home and got my parents,” said Rose. “I can’t remember their faces, or names, or even what they sounded like. Just that… I know that they were there, and when I found them, they made everything better.” 
 Rose let out a slow sigh. Malcolm shifted his arm up, putting it around her shoulders. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t imagine how tough this must be for you.” 
 “It isn’t, Malcolm,” said Rose. “That’s what you’re not getting. This feels like remembering details of a dream. Sure, I’d love to know more about who I was… But it just seems a little inconsequential, now. Almost like the memories belong to someone else.” 

I wonder if she really means that, or if it’s just what she’s telling herself to feel better about it?

 Malcolm decided that it was better to keep the question to himself. He gave Rose’s shoulders a squeeze. She leaned her head against him. 
 “It’s okay,” he said. “We can head back to my place and relax for tonight. They’ll be plenty of time for us to follow up on finding your sister tomorrow, or the next night.” 
 “Were you listening to anything I just said?” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “Why?” 
 “I don’t even know if there’s any reason for me to go looking for her, Malcolm,” said Rose. “What the fuck would I say to her once I found her? Hi, sister. I don’t remember you, and I’m a monster now, but let’s have a lovey, dovey reunion!” 
 “I bet you could phrase it a bit more eloquently than that if you gave it some time.” 
 Rose growled and jokingly bit his shoulder. 
 “Seriously,” she said. “I don’t see any point.” 
 “Do you trust me?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose made a show of thinking about it for a couple of seconds. 
 “I guess.” 
 “Then trust that finding your sister is the right thing for you to do,” he said. “Not just for you, but for her, too.” 
 Rose didn’t say anything, but Malcolm could tell that his words had reached her. 
 The bus arrived a few minutes after they reached the bus stop. Rose snuck on in Malcolm’s shadow, and they both sat in the back. It was a quiet ride back to Vanderbrook, and Malcolm was content to leave Rose alone with her thoughts. 
 As the bus rounded the corner onto Malcolm’s street, he saw something that made him wince. Rose had been napping with her head against his shoulder, and glanced up at him. 
 “What is it?” she asked. 
 Malcolm nodded out the window to the black BMW parked on the street in front of his apartment. 
 “Tapestry,” he said. “I have no idea what she’s doing here, but that’s definitely her car.” 
 Rose let out a small laugh and flashed a wicked smile. 
 “Yeah, just whatever could she be doing?” she asked, in a mocking voice. “Coming to visit her close friend and coworker, in the middle of the night…” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes. 
 “It’s probably something related to work.”  
 He checked his phone, but there were no messages backing up his theory. 
 “Well regardless, I understand,” said Rose. “You can’t exactly bring me inside if she’s waiting up for you.” 
 “I’m sorry,” said Malcolm. “I’ll talk to her and see if I can get her out quickly.” 
 “It’s alright,” said Rose. “You’ll just insult her if you refuse her, you know. Take your time. Have a nice, sensual, romantic night.” 
 Malcolm groaned. 
 “You’re making me feel skeezy, Rose,” he said. “That’s not what I want. My life is already complicated enough, as it is.” 
 “Malcolm.” Rose put her hand on his cheeks and turned his head to face her. “There’s no need for you to feel guilty, or weird, about having partners other than me.” 

Easier said than done…

 “Rose, I-” 
 “Malcolm,” she said, cutting him off. “You need all of the allies you can get. Whether you like it or not, you need to open yourself up to this woman, even if it’s hard. Her loyalty and feelings for you might save your life someday.” 
 “So, what? I’m just supposed to use her for all that she can offer?” Malcolm scowled and shook his head. 
 “She’s the one showing up at your place randomly in the middle of the night,” said Rose. “If anything, she’s the one using you. Take my advice and let her.” 
 “And you’re just… totally fine with it?” asked Malcolm. “I find that a little hard to believe.” 
 Rose shrugged. 
 “Maybe I’ll head down to Terri’s Tavern and find myself a nice, handsome demon to hang out with tonight.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t keep his shock and revulsion from showing on his face. Rose giggled and brought a hand up to her mouth. 
 “It was a joke, Malcolm,” she said. “I’m more of a one partner at a time, kind of girl.” 
 “That makes you pushing me into this with Tapestry that much weirder, you know.” 
 “I guess.” Rose gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “But it doesn’t make me wrong.” 
 She disappeared into his shadow just as the bus came to a stop and opened its doors. Malcolm stood up and walked off, taking a route across the street that brought him through a patch of complete darkness. He could just barely see Rose splitting off from him, the hood of her sweatshirt pulled up to hide her eyes and pale purple skin. 
 Malcolm walked over Tapestry’s BMW and up to the lightly tinted driver’s side window. He gave it a gentle rap with his knuckles and stepped back. The door opened, and Melanie, Tapestry’s great granddaughter, stepped out into the street. 


 




CHAPTER 8

   
 “Malcolm! Finally! I’ve been waiting for at least an hour. Where were you, anyway? Are you out doing suspicious things late at night? Fun things? You can call me if you’re going out to have fun, you know. I like to have fun too!” 
 Melanie wore a short black skirt with a frilly pink blouse, along with a generous amount of makeup on her face. Malcolm was a little disappointed to see that she’d covered up most of her freckles, which he’d always thought went nicely with her reddish-brown hair. 
 “Melanie,” he said, scratching his head. “What exactly are you doing here?” 
 “I just came to see what you were up to, Malcolm,” said Melanie. “That’s not a crime, is it? It’s not like I broke in or anything. I was getting ready to leave when you got back. Did I mention that I was waiting for a while? It’s kind of rude to keep a girl waiting, you know…” 
 “Not when they show up unannounced, it isn’t,” said Malcolm. He sniffed, smelling vodka on her breath. “Have you been drinking?” 
 Melanie’s cheeks flushed a little bit. Malcolm felt the beginning of a headache pressing into his temples. 
 “Are you going to invite me inside, Malcolm?” asked Melanie, slurring the pronunciation of his name. “Or do you want to talk in my car?” 
 “It’s Tapestry’s car,” said Malcolm. “And I’m honestly shocked that she let you borrow it.” 
 He scowled, feeling annoyed at having a drunk girl dumped in his lap when he’d been expecting Tapestry. 
 “Well, Malcolm?” asked Melanie. “Or, we could just talk out here, in the street…?” 
 She took a step closer to him. Melanie was 18, but still in high school. Malcolm wasn’t sure whether she was lacking when it came to maturity or if he’d just grown up fast, but he found Melanie’s naïve enthusiasm more than a little off putting. 
 “Whatever,” said Malcolm. “You can come inside, Melanie. But I’m calling Tapestry to let her know that you’re here. For your sake and mine, please don’t try anything.” 
 “I hear you.” Melanie winked at him. “We won’t do anything at all.” 
 “I know you’re probably too drunk to tell, but I’m being serious.” 
 Malcolm walked up the steps and down the hallway, not bothering to wait for her to follow. He unlocked the door to his apartment and went inside, leaving the door open for Melanie.  
 He had his phone out to call Tapestry before he’d even taken his shoes off. Part of him wondered what would happen if he couldn’t get in touch with her, and Melanie had to stay the night. 

Just thinking about it makes me feel like a creep. A drunk high school girl… That’s the stuff bad ideas are made of.

 “Maaaalcooollllm,” called Melanie. She came up behind him and forcefully pulled him down onto the couch. Malcolm scowled, but heard Tapestry pick up on the other side of the line. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Tapestry, hey,” he said. “I have your great granddaughter here, in case you were wondering.” 
 It was hard for Malcolm to both talk on the phone and simultaneously fend off Melanie’s advances. She was kissing his free hand and trying to pull him closer to her. Malcolm wasn’t sure what he’d done originally to enamor her to him, but he suddenly almost wished he could take it back. 

Wait… I saved her from a school shooter, didn’t I? That might explain some of this.

 “Melanie is at your apartment?” asked Tapestry, in a very annoyed voice. “Malcolm…” 
 “I wouldn’t have called you if I was the one who invited her over,” said Malcolm. “That would be stupid. I would be doing other things.” 
 “You’d be doing other things, huh?” said Melanie. She grinned, and then playfully tackled Malcolm, straddling him as she pushed him down on the couch. 
 “Can you tell her to come home?” asked Tapestry.  
 “She’s drunk,” said Malcolm. Melanie started kissing his neck, as though to prove his point. He felt an odd mixture of emotions at the sensation. “And she took your car. It’s parked outside, safe and sound.” 
 Tapestry made a frustrated noise on the other end of the line. Melanie was doing her best to physically seduce Malcolm, grinding herself against and pushing her breasts into his face. In his opinion, she wasn’t doing a half bad job at it. 
 “Well then, can you drive her home?” asked Tapestry. “I’ll make you a batch of cookies as a reward.” 
 “That sounds tempting,” said Malcolm, as Melanie slowly started pulling her shirt up and over her head. Despite himself, he was getting drawn in. 
 “Malcolm?” asked Tapestry. “Are you still there?” 
 “Right!” Malcolm reached up and gently lifted Melanie off him. “We’re leaving now.” 
 He said goodbye to Tapestry, and then took a couple of seconds to think safe thoughts before standing up and turning to face Melanie. 
 “Melanie,” he said, in his best adult voice. “This isn’t going to happen. I need the keys to your grandmother’s car.” 
 “Great grandmother’s,” corrected Melanie. “And I’m not giving them to you.” 
 Malcolm ran a hand through his hair, trying to keep his frustration in check. 
 “What are you, five?” he asked. “Come on, hand them over.” 
 Melanie smiled at him. She turned toward the couch and set her hands on it, bending over slightly and pushing out her butt. 
 “You can always pat me down for them,” she said. “I’m a creative girl, though. They could be hidden almost anywhere, Malcolm. You should be very thorough and check everywhere. Who knows… it could be fun.” 
 “Melanie, what the hell has gotten into you?” Malcolm frowned at her, honestly wondering if she’d taken something along with the alcohol. “This is just getting weird.” 
 At the sound of the last word, Melanie stiffened. Her head sagged slightly, and Malcolm could see her emotions shift, just from her body language. 
 “Weird…” she repeated. “I’ve heard that one before. That girl’s weird… Or… she just goes on and on about everything. Like somehow the fact I have a lot to say means that nobody should ever take the chance to listen.” 
 “Hey, hold on,” said Malcolm. “Easy there, slugger. That’s not what I meant. I think you’re getting a case of the vodka blues.” 
 Melanie blinked open her eyes at him, and sure enough, he saw the beginnings of a few salty drops. He walked over and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 “Do you know why I talk so much, Malcolm?” she asked. 
 “I always figured that you were secretly one of the gifted, and that was your power.” 
 Melanie chuckled, but then grew serious and sad again. 
 “I had a brother before any of this started happening,” she said, quietly. “He… died. Along with my parents. I used to be really quiet, you know? I could just listen whenever I was home, and they’d make me smile and laugh and share so much. And then… afterward… it was just so quiet all the time. I couldn’t let myself be the quiet one, not anymore.” 
 “I’m sorry,” whispered Malcolm. “I know… how it is. To lose people you care about.” 
 He put an arm around her. Melanie immediately started trying to lean in for another kiss. Malcolm was so impressed by her tenacity that he almost let her have it. 
 “I know you’ve lost people, too,” she whispered. “Tapestry told me all about it. You’re like me, Malcolm. We could…” 
 “Be friends,” finished Malcolm. “We could be good friends. And talk about how much we miss the people we’ve lost.” 
 He squeezed her hand and tried not to feel too responsible for the crushed look he saw in her eyes. Melanie nodded slowly. 
 “Right…” she said. “That’s… actually why I came over here. I was just testing you, you know. Just wanted to see if you’d take advantage of a poor, teenage drunk girl. You passed… but only just barely.” 
 “Of course,” said Malcolm. “That makes perfect sense without being the slightest bit convoluted. Come on, slugger, let’s get you home.” 


 




CHAPTER 9

   
 The ride back to Tapestry’s house was mercifully uneventful. Malcolm enjoyed driving Tapestry’s car, and managed to find a radio station that played 90s alt rock. 
 “Tapestry said that this type of music is your focus power?” asked Melanie. 
 “Yup,” said Malcolm. 
 “This is like… dad rock.” 
 Malcolm scoffed. 
 “This is Nirvana!” he said. “In what world do you live in where Nirvana is considered dad rock?” 
 “The real world,” said Melanie. “But it’s fine. You don’t have to change it.” 
 Malcolm smiled at her. She’d opened up to him more that night than she had in all the rest of the short time he’d known her. He’d been serious about what he’d said, and could see himself becoming fast friends with Melanie, over time. 
 He’d half expected Tapestry to be waiting outside the door, but she wasn’t. Malcolm parked in the driveway and followed Melanie inside. Her expression shifted into something slightly guilty as soon as they were in Tapestry’s living room. 
 “Hello?” called Malcolm. “Tapestry? I brought home the troublemaker.” 
 He could smell cookies already baking in the kitchen, but Tapestry was nowhere to be seen. 
 “She’s probably in the basement,” said Melanie. “It’s her idea of an exciting Friday night.” 
 Malcolm furrowed his brow, but followed Melanie through a door and down some stairs. The basement of the house was rough cement, outside of a section in one corner where several gym mats had been set up. 
 Tapestry was wailing on a heavy bag hanging from one of the rafters. She wore a pair of boy shorts and a sports bra, and both of her fists were wrapped with boxing tape. She was throwing combinations of punches and kicks, wailing away at the bag like it was the thing responsible for killing her family. 
 “Hey Aubrey,” said Melanie. “I’m home…” 
 It was only then that Tapestry seemed to notice them. She smiled at Malcolm, frowned at Melanie, and wiped sweat off her forehead. Her blonde hair was back in the usual pony tail, and combined with the tight training clothes, it gave her body a very streamlined look. 
 “Melanie,” said Tapestry. “Don’t you ever, for a second, think that you can borrow my car if you’re going to be drinking.” 
 “Sorry, Aubrey,” said Melanie. “I was in a weird mood.” 
 Tapestry turned her gaze onto Malcolm, her expression one of consideration. He turned his hands palm up, unsure of whether he deserved her scrutiny. 

Hey, I didn’t do anything wrong, here.

 “Thanks for bringing her home, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. 
 “Yeah, no prob,” he said. “I felt like an honest to god Uber driver, escorting a drunk girl to where she needed to be.” 
 Tapestry furrowed her brow in confusion. Malcolm smiled, remembering that anything invented more recently than the mid-nineties probably still sounded like gibberish to her. 
 “Anyway,” said Malcolm. “I should probably grab the cookies and get going…” 
 “Why don’t you stay for a bit?” asked Tapestry. “I mean, you’re here anyway. It’s been a few days since we’ve had a chance to talk.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I don’t really have anywhere else to be, at this time of night,” he said. “Sure, why not?” 
 Tapestry smiled and then glanced down at herself. 
 “Let me take a shower, first,” she said. “I’m a little sticky right now.” 

Urge… to make joke… rising.

 “I’m headed to bed,” Melanie said, loudly. She gave both Malcolm and Tapestry a look that seemed to say that she was now the one disapproving of hijinks, and then headed upstairs.  
 Tapestry took a few more experimental strikes at the punching bag, and Malcolm found himself being drawn in by the aggressiveness of her fighting style.  
 “Were you always a fighter?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Not even close,” said Tapestry. “I was a housewife.” 
 She twisted, slamming a kick high enough up on the punching bag to strike the equivalent of her opponent’s head. 
 “After I got my powers,” she continued, “it seemed like something that only made sense. I can regenerate, but that’s not much of an offensive ability. I have to be able to fight and shoot guns to round myself out if I’m going to be hunting monsters.” 
 She threw another punch combination, her athletic body moving with catlike grace. 
 “You seem like you enjoy it,” said Malcolm. “Like it’s more than something you’re just doing for work.” 
 Tapestry grinned. She nodded and walked over to him. 
 “I do,” she said. “There’s a lot that I miss about my old life, but my old limitations are something I’m glad to be free of. My husband was old fashioned, and even after he passed away, I never had the courage to do anything interesting.” 
 There was a mischievous gleam in her eye. Malcolm held her gaze for several seconds, aware of Tapestry’s heavy, winded breathing, and the musky scent of her sweaty body. 
 “I should probably take that shower,” she said. “Why don’t you wait up for me in the living room, and we’ll have some wine after?” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Sounds good,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 10

   
 Malcolm fidgeted as he waited for Tapestry to finish her shower. His thoughts kept going back to the encounter the two of them had had in his apartment a few days earlier, the one that neither of them had brought up since. 
 He also thought about Rose’s advice, and the encouragement she’d given him to involve himself with his fellow champion. Tapestry was older than he was by an amount that was beyond significant. Malcolm had no idea how her mind worked most of the time. 

She wants to drink some wine with me, after taking a shower in the middle of the night. She’s not exactly being subtle here.

 Tapestry came downstairs wearing a tiny red and black robe. The fabric was thin, and the bottom hem didn’t make it all the way down to her knees. She had it closed completely over her breasts, but the cloth belt around her waist had only been knotted once, meaning every movement exposed a bit more chest and cleavage. 
 “Hey,” she said. “I’ll get some glasses from the kitchen. The wine is downstairs, in the cellar. Do you want to grab a bottle?” 
 “Sure,” said Malcolm. “Any of them in particular, or…?” 
 “Just whatever catches your eye.” 
 They shared another moment of electric eye contact, and then Malcolm headed downstairs, returning a minute later with a bottle of wine. He sat on the couch next to Tapestry, pulling out the cork before passing it to her to pour them each a glass. 
 “I was a little surprised that you called me tonight,” said Tapestry. 
 “Well, I was a little surprised by the drunk girl who showed up on my doorstep,” said Malcolm.  
 “That’s not what I mean.” Tapestry crossed her legs, peering at Malcolm over the lip of her glass. “You called me instead of… hosting Melanie, for the night.” 
 “Interesting choice of euphemism, Tapestry,” said Malcolm, with a smile. “So, you’re asking why I didn’t just let her stay in my apartment, and see what happened?” 
 Tapestry nodded slowly. 
 “You’re both teenagers,” said Tapestry. “She’s attractive, and she obviously went over to your apartment for a reason, even if it was inspired by alcohol.” 
 “Are you asking as my friend?” asked Malcolm. “Or as Melanie’s grandmother?” 
 “Great grandmother,” corrected Tapestry. “And you should know by now that my relationship with Melanie is more… sisterly, than anything. I’m only mad at her because she was driving my car after drinking.” 
 “That’s the only reason?” Malcolm held her gaze. “You wouldn’t normally be mad at her if she was over at my apartment, in the middle of the night?” 
 “It’s like I said, you’re both teenagers.” Tapestry was blushing, but she gave a small shrug. “Over the last couple of years I’ve been reintroduced to just how intense teenage hormones can be.” 
 The room felt hot. A significant gap had opened in the chest of Tapestry’s robe. Malcolm sipped at his wine to distract himself away from ogling her cleavage. 
 “How old were you when you first got married?” He asked the question right as it entered his mind, surprising himself, as well as her. 
 “I was 19,” said Tapestry, blushing even more deeply. “Very young.” 
 “19,” said Malcolm. “Wow.” 
 “I never realized how much I missed out on because of it, not until it was too late,” said Tapestry. “Allen, my husband, was a good man. He loved me as much as any man could, but we were both trapped in the social roles of the time. I was a housewife, Malcolm. A boring housewife.” 
 “Yeah, the whole baking thing kind of gave that away,” Malcolm said, grinning. Tapestry playfully slapped his leg, which sent a jolt of excitement through the rest of his body. 
 “Honestly though, that was my life,” said Tapestry. “Cooking, cleaning, baking… reading books. Church activities. It was all very tame.” 
 “And you don’t want that kind of life for Melanie?” 
 “I never got a chance to be like Melanie,” she said. “She’s so confident and wild. I never got a chance to, well, you know. Be like that.” 
 Malcolm slid a little closer to Tapestry on the couch. He could see her breasts moving up and down with each breath through the thin fabric of her robe. He leaned in even closer. 
 “Be like what?” he asked, his voice a whisper. 
 His lips reached hers, and the two of them shared an explosive kiss. Tapestry slowly opened her body up to his, leaning back on the couch and parting her thighs. Malcolm kissed her deeply and slid his hands up to her breasts, grinding himself into her. He shifted his mouth to plant a kiss on her neck, and Tapestry abruptly cleared her throat and pushed him back. 
 “Malcolm,” she said, stiffly. “Why was the shadow spryte in your apartment on the night we fought your brother?” 
 Malcolm felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight.  
 “What?” He frowned, shifting back slightly. “Why would you… ask me that now?” 
 “Because I want an answer,” said Tapestry. “Now.” 
 Malcolm tried to think back to what he’d told her the last time she’d asked that question. Tapestry was watching him with a neutral expression on her face, but there was something sharp and skeptical in her eyes. 
 “I don’t know,” said Malcolm. “I just assumed at the time that… it had seen me on the news and figured that I was a champion. It was probably there to kill me.” 
 “Sprytes don’t usually work like that,” said Tapestry. “That doesn’t make sense. And how would the spryte have known where you live?” 
 Malcolm gave the most casual shrug he could manage and moved forward to kiss her neck. Tapestry let his lips make contact, but only for a second. She pushed him back again. 
 “Malcolm,” she said. “I need you to be honest with me.” 

She’s suspicious of me. Seducing her isn’t just about gaining an ally, it’s about keeping her from digging too deep.

  “…It was the same shadow spryte,” he said. “The one that I accidentally saved on the first night I had my powers. She must have tracked me down, I guess.” 
 It was a lie, but close enough to the truth that Malcolm could put some confidence into his voice. Tapestry nodded slowly. 
 “To do what?” asked Tapestry. 
 “She wasn’t exactly vocal about her intentions,” said Malcolm. “I’m glad you showed up when you did. You probably saved my life, you know.” 
 Tapestry smiled, her intensity lowering a bit. Malcolm kissed her and pushed forward, letting the bulge in his pants grind against her crotch. 
 “You deserve a reward for that,” said Malcolm. “Don’t you think?” 
 He let his hands slide back over Tapestry’s breasts. She licked her lips, and then her expression hardened again. She was still smiling, but the way she looked at Malcolm, her eyes tinged with suspicion, was enough to put him back on edge. 
 “Goodnight, Malcolm.” Tapestry pushed him back and stood up from the couch.  
 “Oh, we’re headed to bed, then?” he said. “Cool.” 
 He made to follow her toward the stairs. Tapestry pulled her robe tight and glowered at him. 
 “The couch is comfortable,” she said. “There are some extra blankets in the back of the coat closet. I’ll drop you off at your apartment in the morning.” 
 Malcolm sighed and gave her a disappointed nod. 
 “Alright,” he said. “Goodnight… Aubrey.” 
 Tapestry smiled and blushed a little at his usage of her real name, but didn’t slow her pace as she made her way up the stairs. 


 




CHAPTER 11

   
 Tapestry drove Malcolm home the next morning. Neither of them said much, a bit of the awkwardness and tension from the previous night still lingering in the air. She parked on the street outside his apartment and looked over at him 
 “Well,” she said. “Here we are.” 
 “Do you want to come upstairs for breakfast?” asked Malcolm. “You could use it as an excuse to search my apartment for the spryte you’re so suspicious about.” 
 Inviting her up was a calculated risk. Malcolm was relatively sure that Rose would be able to hide in time, if he walked up the stairs loudly enough and announced their presence. It would also give him another chance to get back into Tapestry’s good graces, which would keep her from being so suspicious in the future. 
 “No need, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “We will be doing some more training later this afternoon, though. Keep your phone on so I can give you a call.” 
 “Fair enough.” He nodded to her and then got out of the car. He paused before closing the door, feeling like he should say something more to smooth over the weirdness between them. 
 Tapestry waited, and it suddenly felt as though the awkwardness had been intentional on her part, a new tactic to try to get the truth out of him. Malcolm nodded to her slowly, and then shut the car door without saying anything else. 
 She drove off, and Malcolm headed upstairs. He unlocked the door to his apartment and walked inside to find Rose sitting on his couch, playing his PS4. She’d hung up a blanket over the living room windows for the sake of keeping sun’s glare off both the TV screen and herself. 

I’m glad Tapestry refused my offer to come up. Though it would have been kind of funny to see her react to this.

 “Have you been up playing video games all night?” he asked. 
 Rose smiled, but didn’t look away from the screen. She had on sweat pants and one of Malcolm’s t-shirts, and he had a sudden urge to plop down beside her and spend the day playing games. 
 “Not all night,” said Rose. “Only since I got back from the tavern.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I guess it’s better than coming home to you in bed with some creepy demon dude,” he said. 
 “Is it really?” asked Rose. “Wouldn’t you rather have a sexually liberated live-in spryte, than a nerdy one?” 
 Malcolm frowned. Rose smiled and winked at him. 
 “I’m joking, Malcolm,” she said. “God, you’re too easy.” 
 She patted the seat beside her. Malcolm glanced around his apartment, as though expecting to find evidence of a wild adventure that went beyond just video games. He walked up behind Rose on the couch, watching as she ran around an alien planet with a character in a space suit. 
 “So,” he said. “I thought we might follow up on the lead we got last night about your sister. This ‘Awakened Children’ church…” 
 “We could,” said Rose. “Or… we could hang out here all day and do nothing.” 
 “Rose…” 
 “Think about how much fun it would be,” she said, licking her lips. “You know how fun I can be when I get bored, Malcolm.”  
 “Come on,” he said. “Don’t you want to find your sister? Think about what this could mean for you…” 

It might help her find out who she is, but even if it doesn’t… she’d get to see her sister, after who knows how long of an absence.

 “I want to reach the next story planet,” said Rose. “I think I have to level my party up for a bit before I’ll be able to, though.” 
 “Would you be serious for a second?” 
 Rose paused the game. She stretched her back, arching it forward in a vaguely catlike motion, and then turned halfway around to face him. 
 “I am being serious, Malcolm,” she said. “I… honestly don’t know if I want to see my sister. Or rather… I don’t know if I want her to see me.” 
 “What are you talking about?” Malcolm frowned, shaking his head. “She probably thinks you’re dead, Rose. Think of how much it would mean for her to see you again, to have a chance to reconnect.” 
 “You aren’t going to let this go unless I agree to it, are you?”  
 Malcolm smiled at her. 
 “Exactly,” he said. “It’s for you own sake.” 
 “Whatever,” said Rose. “But in return, I’m making you do some of the filler planets when we get back. I could use the extra resources for crafting.” 
 “I think you’ve gotten further in that game than I have,” said Malcolm. “But I’ll see what I can do.” 
 The two of them spent a couple of minutes getting ready before heading off to catch the bus. Malcolm walked down the street with slow, deliberate steps, allowing Rose to stay hidden in his shadow without too much trouble. 
 He paid the bus driver, getting the slightest sense of déjà vu as he settled into the same seat he’d been in the night before. Rose stayed in his shadow, rather than joining him in the seat, as it was too crowded for her to be able to get away with it. He could still talk to her, however, given how loud the bus’s engine was. 
 “Any clues on where we can start looking?” he asked. 
 “One of the sprytes in Terri’s Tavern said she’d heard of the cult,” said Rose. “Gave me directions to a small church on the edge of Halter City’s old industrial district.” 
 “I thought you said you weren’t interested in finding your sister?” asked Malcolm. 
 “I said I wasn’t interested in finding her. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to know where she is, in case I ever change my mind.” 
 Malcolm smiled into the darkness of his shadow. 
 “Rose and her sister, sitting in a tree, C-O-N-N-E-C-T.” 
 “That just spells ‘connect’,” said Rose. “And what are you, a child?” 
 “Takes one to know one,” Malcolm muttered. 
 They got off the bus a stop later than they had the night before. It was a little cloudy out, but not nearly dark enough for Rose to walk openly next to him. Malcolm followed her directions, stopping to tie his shoe when he needed to talk to her in order to avoid suspicion. 
 The buildings slowly became more decrepit and destitute as they headed into Halter City’s old industrial district. The mildew covered concrete smoke stacks and rusting chain link fences gave it a vaguely post-apocalyptic atmosphere. 
 Malcolm spotted the church from a distance, and knew they’d come to the right place without needing to check in with Rose. It was well maintained, with a polished bell in the tower on top and a recently redone white and green paint job. A small children’s park, with trim grass and new equipment, sat in the church’s side yard, surrounded by a waist high wooden fence. 
 “Alright,” muttered Malcolm. “Here we go. Any advice on how I should proceed here?” 
 “You should head inside,” said Rose. 
 “You are such a pain sometimes,” he said. “I mean, what should my cover story be?” 
 “You brought a hat with you, right?” asked Rose. 
 Malcolm nodded and pulled out a small beanie that he’d left in his back pocket. He put it on, hoping it would be enough to keep anyone who watched the Vanderbrook local news channels from recognizing him. 
 “Do you remember what your sister looks like?” asked Malcolm. “If you can describe her to me, I can keep my eyes peeled.” 
 Rose was silent for a moment. 
 “…No,” she said. “But… I think I’ll recognize her if I see her.” 
 Malcolm frowned, realizing he’d accidentally touched on a sensitive subject. 

How would I have felt if I’d not had pictures of mom and Danny? That would have been hard…

 He pushed the thought out of his head, focusing on where he was, and why he’d come. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “Let’s do this.” 


 




CHAPTER 12

   
 Malcolm didn’t really know what to expect. He walked up the stairs of the church and in through the main door, which was made of painted wood and let out a loud creaking noise as he pulled on it.  
 There was a group of people relaxing and talking in the pews, and though a few of them turned to glance in Malcolm’s direction, none of them reacted. They were dressed in a manner that was just a little bit off, their shirts plain white or grey, all the men in jeans, and all the women in sweatpants or leggings. 
 “Please, come in,” said a woman’s voice. “Don’t be shy.” 
 Malcolm closed the door behind him and slowly walked further into the church. He saw the woman who’d spoken. She was short, and wore a flowing white gown. Her features were Asiatic, and she had an attractive plumpness to her. She smiled broadly at Malcolm as he approached. 
 “I am Priestess Rion, of the Awakened Children,” said the woman. “You are welcome here, friend. Can I get you food? Or something to drink?” 
 “Oh no, that’s fine,” said Malcolm. He subtly glanced down at his shadow, though there was nothing about it to tell him whether Rose was still hidden within or not. “I just came to…” 
 He frowned, realizing that he hadn’t taken the time to come up with a decent excuse for visiting the church. It was harder than he’d thought it would be to spin an impromptu lie in the face of a believer. 
 “Of course,” said Rion. “We are only a few minutes away from our Enlightenment Sermon. I invite you to have a seat and join us. You are most welcome here, mister…” 
 “Malcolm,” he said. 
 “Mister Malcolm,” said Rion. 
 “Oh no, you can just call me…” He trailed off as Rion walked away from him, immediately falling into conversation with another one of the church’s members.  
 Malcolm briefly considered trying his hand at small talk with a few of the other people in the room before deciding against it. He was there for a reason.  
 He moved through the room slowly, taking a seat in the back of the room, where he could hopefully whisper with Rose without drawing too much suspicion. Sunlight streamed in through the church’s windows, but most of them were stained glass and opaque, leaving plenty of shadow around the area where Malcolm had chosen. 
 “See anything yet?” he said, in a quiet voice. 
 A couple of silent seconds passed. Malcolm frowned, suddenly wondering if Rose had split off from him at some point. 

Could she be in one of the corners of the room, waiting for her sister to come close?

 “It’s hard,” came her quiet response. “I need to see faces, maybe even hear her voice. You might have to play along for a little bit.” 
 “They seem nice enough,” said Malcolm. “That shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 The rest of the congregation had begun finding their seats. A silence fell over the room that was so perfect that it seemed somehow orchestrated, as though all of the Awakened Children had received a signal to go still. 
 Rion made her way up to the altar. She smiled as she looked out over the pews, taking the time to let her gaze scan all in attendance, making brief eye contact. 
 “Welcome, fellow children,” she said, extending her arms out. “I am glad to have all of you with us today, new friends and old.” 
 “Thank you, Awakened Priestess,” said the congregation. 
 Malcolm expected to feel uncomfortable, sitting in for a sermon of a belief system he didn’t share, but there was something very calming about it. 
 “We are the Awakened Children, though we do not take this name to imply that others in the world are asleep, or have lost their true purpose in life. We take this name in honor of the star touched who walk among us.” 
 “Stars guide us,” chanted the congregation, in unison. 
 Malcolm folded his arms, considering where her words were taking him. 

Is she talking about champions? Or…?

 “Demons and sprytes,” said Rion. “Monsters, as they are known in sleeping society. These are the true descendants of the holy line, sent to us now in humanity’s time of need, to show us a way forward, into a better future.” 
 The congregation repeated something else back to her, a word that sounded half mumbled that Malcolm couldn’t make out. 
 “We here, in the Awakened Children, we ask for guidance,” said Rion. “What was the question sleeping society asked of the star touched?” 
 The room went deathly silent. 
 “Sleeping society asked the star touched how much blood they would unwillingly give,” said Rion, her voice sharp. “Sleeping society asked how many of the star touched could be made into false sacrifices to placate the true evil in this world.” 
 Rion took a slow breath. She ran her hands down the front of her robe, as though wiping some of the blood she’d just been speaking of off. 
 “The sleeping men, women, and children, even if they do not aid directly in the genocide taking place, do little to stop it,” she said. “They sit and watch on their televisions. They pay taxes to a government of liars. And they let their salvation and ours be slaughtered in front of their eyes.” 
 Rion breathed out sharply. She let her gaze scan across the congregation again, pausing as she made eye contact with Malcolm. He felt his cheeks flush slightly at the attention. 
  “Demons and sprytes,” said Rion. “The heroes of the Zodiac. Our salvation, finally come to us, and yet the sleeping men and women of the world rebel against the message they bring!”  
 Rion slapped her hand down hard on the altar. The silence of the rest of the room was absolute. Malcolm scratched his head, unsure of how to feel. 
 “The message we’ve been brought by the heroes of the Zodiac is one of peace,” said Rion. “And yet, the sleeping society rebels against it at every turn? Why, I ask you? Why is it that they refuse to accept the bright future we’ve been presented?” 
 Rion waited for a moment, looking up at the stained-glass window inset into the wall over the main doors. 
 “The Illuminati,” she finally said. “And the New World Order…” 
 Malcolm blinked a couple of times.  
 “The Illuminati,” repeated Rion. “The true source of the evil, hatred, and propaganda that defines our time. The Illuminati, aided by agents who’ve infiltrated not just our country, but our entire planet 

Why is it always the Illuminati? 

 “They move through both the day and night, unseen,” said Rion. “They shapeshift their form, replacing our leaders, corrupting the political system. They poison the sky with their emotional toxins, and pollute our society with sinful drugs.” 
 “Stars guide us,” chanted the congregation, in unison. 
 Malcolm wondered how they knew just when to chime in with that. He looked around the pews, trying to find someone whose expression shared the same confusion he felt. Everyone else had their eyes glued on Rion, their faces serious and resolved. 
 “For us to hold onto the truth,” said Rion. “The Illuminati and their agents must be routed out. They have the advantage. They travel freely through time and space, read our thoughts and feel our emotions. They kill without killing, talk without talking, and exist without existing. Only through the guidance of the heroes of the Zodiac, the star touched, the ‘demons’ and the ‘sprytes’, can we follow the path of the righteous.” 
 Malcolm sank a little lower into the bench. He glanced down at his shadow, wanting nothing more than to get Rose’s perspective on the over the top sermon.  
 For the next few minutes, Rion veered into more traditional religious territory. She spoke of helping men and women in need, and always finding ways to improve oneself through small feats of will and dedicated habits. Malcolm relaxed slightly, though his mind was still overloaded by conspiracy theories and pseudoscientific mumbo jumbo. 
 “The star touched will lead us forward,” said Rion. “And we will worship them by any means necessary.” 
 “Any means necessary,” repeated the congregation. 
 “May you all walk with blessings,” said Rion. 


 




CHAPTER 13

   
 Rion stepped away from the alter, disappearing into the church’s back room for a moment before reappearing with a wheeled cart in front of her. It was laden with tiny squares of chocolate, along with several bottles of wine and a few dozen glasses. 

Chocolate and wine? Alright, maybe I could get behind this…

 “Please, feel free to come up as you like and enjoy the communal gifts,” said Rion. “Thank you all for being patient with your salvation, today.” 
 That seemed to be the cue for the congregation to loosen up. People began chatting with one another, some staying in their seats, others standing and forming small cliques on the side of the room. Malcolm slid down a little lower in his bench and glanced down at his shadow. 
 “Rose,” he whispered, hiding his mouth with his hand. “I think we’re good.” 
 “Distract the priestess lady,” said Rose. “And walk by one of the shadows in the corner on your way there. I’ll slip away from you and see if I can find my sister.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 He took his time heading down the aisle, moving through several shadowed spots that Rose could use. He wasn’t sure which one she ended up picking, and tried not to look back over his shoulder as he reached the food cart and helped himself to chocolate and wine. Rion was standing nearby, and she smiled when Malcolm’s eyes met hers. 
 “I appreciate the fact that you were so polite and respectful during the sermon,” said Rion. “Oftentimes the walk-ins we get tend to… make distracting comments.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “Well, it was… certainly something.” He scratched his head. “So… the Illuminati?” 
 He didn’t know if there was a polite way to ask someone if they really took what sounded like a crazy conspiracy theory to be their religious gospel. Rion’s smile didn’t falter, and she gave an encouraging nod. 
 “I’m sure if you looked closely, you would see the effect they have on your life,” said Rion. “It’s tragic that society, as a whole, refuses to open its eyes.” 
 “Do you mean that in the sense of like… a metaphor?” asked Malcolm. “Like maybe, evil has many faces, and it’s represented in your religion by… well…the legend of the Illuminati?” 
 Rion’s eyes narrowed a little bit. Malcolm felt like he was bending over backwards to have her philosophy explained to him in a way that didn’t sound crazy. 
 “This was just an introductory message,” said Rion. “I am sure if you continued to listen to our teachings, you would slowly begin to understand the truth of them.” 
 “Oh, yeah, of course,” said Malcolm. 
 “We are still a small movement,” said Rion. “The truth we carry with us will, undeniably, change the world. Mister Malcolm, you should know that you are a prime candidate for awakening.” 
 “Thank you,” he said. “I think? I didn’t realize I was asleep. Usually there are more signs, missing pants, monsters chasing me, that kind of thing.” 
 Rion let out a small, amused laugh. 

I’ll give her one thing. She’s as patient as a saint. Or a priestess, I guess.

 “We currently do not have many men within the Awakened Children,” said Rion, nodding to the congregation. Malcolm glanced at the room, noticing for the first time that the female to male ratio was probably about four to one. 
 “Does the gender of believers make much of a difference?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Of course,” said Rion. “We have many beliefs concerning worship between a man and a woman.” 
 Malcolm had no idea how to respond to that. Luckily, he was saved having to need to. One of the women in the main congregation let out an audible gasp. Malcolm heard Rose’s voice in response. He turned around again, and his heart skipped a beat at what he saw. 
 Rose was standing in the main aisle, her hood down and her pale purple face exposed. All around her, the Awakened Children had fallen to their knees, foreheads pressed into the polished wooden floor. Rose was trying to pull one of them to her feet, presumably her sister. 
 “A star touched…” whispered Rion. “By the Sun!” 
 She moved fast, splitting off from Malcolm and practically sprinting into the church’s back room. Malcolm made a halfhearted attempt to grab her arm before scowling and giving up. He walked toward Rose, who looked deeply uncomfortable with the sudden surge of attention. 
 “A star touched!” said Malcolm, in a mocking voice. He dropped to his knees and pretended to bow several times. 
 “Shut up,” said Rose. “Leah recognized me, but she’s caught up in this stupid cult. She thinks I’m someone worth worshipping.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “What are we supposed to do?” he asked. “Carry her out of here forcibly?” 
 “What you’re supposed to do…” came a new voice, deep and slow. “Is listen, learn, and open yourself to the possibilities.” 
 Two figures strode out of the church’s backroom, both immediately catching Malcolm’s attention. A man and a woman, or rather, a demon and a spryte, stood side by side. 
 The demon was tall and broad shouldered. His skin was mottled, the original color a deep brown, but now with patches and spots of both true black and white. He had shoulder length dreadlocks with horned spikes protruding upward in between them, making him look almost like an African king with a crown made of bone. 
 The spryte was almost the inverse of her demon partner. She was a small woman, with unnatural pink hair. Her skin was a fascinating mixture of colors, not the full spectrum of a rainbow, but rather, the types of pinks and blues and purples common to the surface of a soap bubble, or a puddle of oil. 
 “Please, relax my friends,” said the woman. “My name is Shield Maiden. This is Rain Dancer. You need not be afraid of us.” 
 Her words were not nearly enough to dissipate the tension in the room. Rose stood close to Malcolm, slowly moving herself away from the kneeling crowd in case the situation progressed in a violent direction. 
 “Nice to meet you,” he said. “I’m Malcolm. This is Rose.” 

What the hell are we supposed to do now? 

 “Awakened Children,” said Rain Dancer. His voice had a slight Caribbean accent to it. “You may go about your own business for the day. You heard?” 
 The entire congregation, including Rose’s sister, stood and headed out the door. Malcolm half expected Rose to grab Leah’s arm, but she didn’t as much as glance at her. It was a smart move on her part, he realized. The more information she gave about herself and her family connections, the more vulnerable she was. 
 “Well,” said Rose. “It appears that you think you have business with us. Should we get straight to it, then?” 


 




CHAPTER 14

   
 Malcolm felt a little intimidated, and not just by Shield Maiden and Rain Dancer. Rose had an intense look in her eyes, and she’d already summoned her shadow tendrils. They swirled around her body like thick, dark snakes, coiled and ready to strike. 
 “There is no need for that,” said Rain Dancer. “You’ve heard the sermon from our priestess already, haven’t you?” 
 “Yeah, about that,” said Malcolm. “It was a little convoluted.” 
 “We are the star touched,” said Rain Dancer. “Surely you can see that much just from your gifts, can’t you?” 
 He spoked to Rose, not Malcolm, which boded well. It meant that they still hadn’t recognized him as a threat, and gave them at least one extra card to play if it came to a fight. 
 “What is it that you want?” asked Rose. 
 “We just wish to speak with you more,” said Rain Dancer. “We have much to offer, more than you can see.” 
 Rose lifted an arm. Malcolm could tell that she was preparing to lash out with her shadows, or at least make the threat of doing so. He set his hand over hers and slowly lowered it down. 
 “You can go ahead and speak,” said Malcolm. “But I’m not really sure that your, uh, church… is right for us.” 
 “You have questions about our teachings, do you?” 

Wow. Where do I even begin?

 Malcolm couldn’t keep a smile from spreading across his face. 
 “I mean, a couple of things are interesting,” he said. “The priestess said that demons and sprytes were ’heroes of the Zodiac’, or something.” 
 “Exactly,” said Rain Dancer. “We are touched by the stars, and given power from our astrological signs.” 
 “That’s honestly what you think?” asked Malcolm. “That somehow, astrology and superpowers just… go hand in hand? One mystery complimenting another?” 
 “You act like it couldn’t be true,” said Rain Dancer. 
 “And you make up bullshit like a Capricorn,” said Malcolm. “No, wait… definitely a Virgo.” 
 Rain Dancer broke into a deep, booming laugh.  
 “Oh, you are a funny one,” he said. “You’re quite right. Capricorn, you know?” 
 “Rain,” said Shield Maiden. “Let’s get to the point. There’s no need for us to keep them on guard unnecessarily.” 
 “Of course, my dear,” said Rain Dancer. “I’ll let you do the honors.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. 
 “The two of you aren’t from Halter City, are you?” she asked. 
 Rose didn’t offer up an answer, so after a couple of seconds, Malcolm shook his head. 
 “No, we aren’t,” he said. “How did you guess?” 
 “There aren’t many so called ‘monsters’ left around here,” said Shield Maiden. “The Champion Authority does thorough sweeps of most large population centers in the United States.” 
 “It’s a crying shame,” said Rain Dancer. 
 Malcolm gave a small shrug. Shield Maiden glanced back and forth between him and Rose. 
 “Are the two of you… together?” asked Shield Maiden. “As a man and a woman?” 
 “Don’t answer that,” said Rose. 
 “I’ve been instructed not to answer that,” said Malcolm, rolling his eyes. “Which, I’m sure can be interpreted as an answer on its own.” 
 Shield Maiden smirked. 
 “I appreciate your sense of humor,” she said.  
 “Get to the point,” snapped Rose. “We aren’t here to make small talk.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded slowly, giving Rose a wary look. 
 “Of course,” she said. “The Awakened Children, above all, believe in pushing for peace between sprytes, demons, and human civilization. We’re always looking for allies in our cause.” 
 Malcolm looked over at Rose. She hadn’t relaxed in the slightest, and still appeared ready to attack. 
 “That’s a noble goal,” said Malcolm. “Lofty, but very noble. Uh… we only came here out of curiosity. It wasn’t really our intention to sign onto a movement today.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. Her eyes flicked to the side, and Malcolm realized that Rain Dancer was circling around behind them. 
 “You’re already part of a movement, Malcolm,” said Shield Maiden. “Or should I call you Wind Runner?” 

Fuck. They know I’m a champion…

 Rain Dancer was standing in front of the church’s entrance. Malcolm swore under his breath for not trusting his instincts. 
 “Whatever it is that you intend,” said Rose. “You’ll have to go through me to carry it out.” 
 “There is no need for hostility,” said Shield Maiden. “We don’t wish for violence. All we wish is for the two of you to come with us and allow us to present our movement to you in full.” 
 “And what if we refuse?” asked Malcolm. 
 Shield Maiden smiled sadly. 
 “Your friend, the shadow spryte, is more than welcome to decide as she pleases,” said Shield Maiden. “You, however, are a champion. I’m afraid we can’t trust you, yet. It would be… unfortunate, if the Champion Authority were to discover our presence.” 
 Malcolm looked over at Rose. A half second of eye contact was all it took for both of them to confirm that they were on the same page. Rose dodged to the side, shooting shadow tendrils out at Rain Dancer. Malcolm shot up through the air, double teaming the demon with a flying kick aimed directly at his head. 
 Rain Dancer’s eyes widened, and he reacted instantly. He extended one hand outward toward Malcolm. Little arcs of electricity formed between his fingers, filling the air with crackling noises. Malcolm knew what that meant before he saw the flash, and felt the bolt of electricity hit him. 

Electricity is my weakness. This… is not good.

 The electric surge knocked back, striking with a force somewhere above a taser, but below a bolt of real lighting. Malcolm’s wind manipulation went dry as though someone had turned off the faucet that supplied his powers. He fell to church’s wooden floor in a heavy pile, and groaned as he forced himself back up to his knees.  
 His shirt was smoldering. He could feel small burns on his skin, but still had Tapestry’s regeneration power, which immediately went to work on healing them over. Rose had slipped into shadow at some point, hiding herself to prepare for a sneak attack. 
 “The Wind Runner,” called Rain Dancer. “Beaten that easily? After all the attention the press gave you? That’s a little sad, you know.” 
 “You can cry about it if you want,” said Malcolm. “Me? I prefer the more practical approach.” 
 Malcolm threw his hand to the side, striking one of the church’s beautiful, expensive, and probably irreplaceable stained-glass windows with a burst of wind. It shattered, and he collected the shards in a gust as they fell, pulling them into the church and swirling them in a defensive circle around his body. 
 Rain Dancer’s face twisted into a snarl. He let out a roar and threw his hands forward. Malcolm dove behind one of the wooden benches. Lightning struck, turning the bench into shards of smoldering wood and making Malcolm’s eardrums ring from the noise.  
 He countered, launching the largest of his stained-glass shards at Rain Dancer. It was about the size of baking sheet, but with jagged edges and a deadly point. Rain Dancer saw it coming and hit it with a bolt of lightning. 
 It didn’t work out as the demon had planned. The glass turned orange from heat and lost its shape, but it did not shatter. It hit Rain Dancer’s shoulder and he immediately let out a deep, horrible sounding scream. 
 “Damn, hot glass,” said Malcolm, chuckling. “I can’t even imagine how that feels, dude.” 
 He stood up. Rain Dancer was moving around wildly, alternating between patting his shoulder and trying to tear his shirt off. Malcolm readied another shard, but before he could launch it, Rain Dancer blasted more lightning in his direction, this time enough to branch outward into several bright white lines. 
 One of them hit Malcolm in the hand, and he felt every hair on his body stand up straight, along with a burst of heat and extreme pain. His powers failed again, the glass dropping from the air to the ground, useless to him for the moment. 
 “You’ll pay for that!” shouted Rain Dancer. “I was going easy on you, fool!” 
 “Yeah, likewise,” said Rose. She materialized from the shadows of the nearest corner to Rain Dancer, striking out at him with tendrils of darkness.  
 Rain Dancer dodged back, shooting lightning to meet Rose’s attack. Malcolm realized what was about to happen a split second before it was played out. While the lightning couldn’t interact with the shadows directly, the bright, unfiltered light it gave off was as much Rose’s weakness as electricity was his. 
 Rose’s face grew serious as her tendrils dissipated. She took a step back. Malcolm moved to intercept Rain Dancer before he could follow up with more lighting. He took a single step forward, and then saw Shield Maiden point at him out of the corner of his eye. 
 A bubble appeared at the tip of her finger. It was like her skin, colored with pink and purple and blue, and it flew through the air and collided with Malcolm’s arm. He swore under his breath, losing his concentration, though also a little amused by how impractical her power seemed to be. 

She can make bubbles. Real scary.

 Malcolm swept up his fallen window shards with the wind and hurled them at Rain Dancer. They made it across about half the space in between them before Shield Maiden pointed again. More of the bubble shields burst into existence, this time surrounding each of the shards and arresting their momentum. 
 “Hey!” said Malcolm. 
 “Enough,” said Shield Maiden. “No more violence.” 
 Malcolm was already preparing another attack when she pointed at him. Suddenly, the room disappeared, the walls replaced by a multicolored, curving sphere just big enough for him to stand up in. He pushed out against it. The sphere gave under the touch of his hand, but not by much. It felt like rubber, but with less give. 
 “Rose!” shouted Malcolm. “Get out of here!”  
 “She got me too,” came Rose’s reply, along with an annoyed sigh. “I’m trapped in a bubble.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t see anything outside of the sphere beyond vague shapes, almost like looking through a multicolored shower curtain. He turned toward what he thought was Shield Maiden and waved his hand. 
 “Come on,” he said. “What’s the point of this? Are you going to force us to join up with you?” 
 “No,” said Shield Maiden, her voice muted slightly by the bubble. “Just to listen.” 


 




CHAPTER 15

   
 On top of being able to hold them within the bubble spheres, Shield Maiden was also able to move them with her mind. Malcolm was sitting down, but could feel the motion of the bubble in relation to the rest of his surroundings. 
 As far as he could tell, he was in the church’s back room. Rose’s bubble was visible next to him for a few seconds, and then someone switched the light off and closed the door, leaving them in darkness. Malcolm groaned and fought off a growing sense of claustrophobia. 
 “Well,” said Rose. “That went well.” 
 “Hey, don’t blame me,” said Malcolm. “I wasn’t expecting ebony and ivory out there to get the drop on us.” 
 “I’m not blaming you,” said Rose. “I blame myself, to be honest. We should have focused on approaching my sister in a more indirect manner.” 
 “This isn’t anything we could have predicted,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose was silent for a couple of seconds. 
 “What do you think is going to happen?” she finally asked. 
 “Honestly, I don’t have the slightest idea,” said Malcolm. “But whatever it is, I’m sure we’ll find a way to handle it.” 
 He pushed his hand against the inside of the bubble, trying to stretch it out far enough to make contact with the one Rose was in. It tipped to the side, surprising him, and Malcolm fell to the ground in an uncoordinated crumple. 
 “What did you just do?” asked Rose. 
 “Nothing, shut up,” he said. 
 The two of them spent the next few minutes in silence. Malcolm took out his phone and tried to make a call, figuring that it wouldn’t be a bad idea to call Tapestry and Multi for backup. Unfortunately, he had no service, and he suspected it was either because of the bubble, or some electric cellular interference on Rain Dancer’s part. 
 An hour went by, and then two. Malcolm started humming 90s rock songs, which Rose immediately started teasing him about. It did serve a purpose, both to pass the time and to recharge his powers slightly. It wasn’t the same as listening to the actual music, but it still served to meet the criteria of his focus activity. 

What does it even matter, though? My powers are next to useless against Rain Dancer. And Rose isn’t much better off…

 He was about to say as much to her and start brainstorming a better plan when the door to the room opened. Malcolm couldn’t make out any details other than the light streaming in and Shield Maiden’s vague shape. 
 “Hey,” he said. “Are you going to let us go now? Because I’m like ten minutes away from peeing inside this bubble.” 
 “Go right ahead,” said Shield Maiden. “The smell would stay contained to the bubble. You’d be the one suffering in the end.” 
 “Point taken,” said Malcolm. “Now answer my question.” 
 “She isn’t going to let us go, Malcolm,” said Rose, her voice annoyed. “They’ve beaten us, and they’ve taken us prisoner. They won’t let us go until they get what they want.” 
 “Prisoner isn’t the term I would use,” said Shield Maiden. “How about… a deliberate guest? And no, we don’t plan on holding you indefinitely.” 
 Malcolm was about to ask what she meant by that when Shield Maiden began moving them again. It was hard to get a sense of the world outside the bubble, but he was at least aware of when they passed out of the church and into the open. It was midafternoon, and the light of the sun was obvious. 
 A vehicle pulled to a stop in the road in front of them. The bubbles lifted, and Malcolm and Rose were loaded into the back of a van, judging from the roomy interior. It was dark again, and their captors didn’t say anything as they began traveling. 
 “Rose,” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 She didn’t answer immediately. Malcolm started to get a little concerned. 
 “I’m fine,” she said. “I’m just worried, Malcolm.” 
 “Trust me,” said Malcolm. “I won’t let them put a finger on you without going through me first.” 
 “Yeah, that’s exactly why I’m worried,” said Rose, quietly. “Malcolm… You’re the one who is in danger here. Not me.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 

Hmm…Hadn’t really considered it. They only attacked after Shield Maiden pointed out that I was a champion.

 The ride went on for what felt like an eternity. The back of the vehicle was pitch black, but even if their bubbles had been in front of windows, Malcolm doubted he’d have any real sense of direction. He didn’t know Halter City all that well to begin with, anyway. 
 Finally, they came to a stop. The doors in the back of the vehicle opened. Malcolm made out the shapes of Shield Maiden and Rain Dancer, along with the walls and ceiling extending forward several hundred feet. It was a tunnel, and Shield Maiden directed their bubbles down toward the end of it. 
 “Hey, I think we started off on the wrong foot,” said Malcolm. “Maybe we could have a do over? Talk this through?” 
 He wasn’t scared for himself, exactly, but Rose’s words had put a nagging sense of impending doom into him. Malcolm tried to keep his awareness on his surroundings as Shield Maiden carried him forward down the tunnel. 
 “We will speak soon enough,” said Shield Maiden. “For now, both you, your spryte companion, and Rain Dancer could all use some time to cool off. 
 “Shield…” said Rain Dancer. “You’re making me sound like a steaming child, you know?” 
 “Well, perhaps you should stop behaving like one so often,” said Shield Maiden. “If you hadn’t riled Wind Runner up, we wouldn’t have an empty space in place of one of our church’s stained-glass windows.” 
 Rose laughed. 
 “Yeah, seriously, Rain Dancer,” said Malcolm. “Good going.” 
 “You are a punk,” said Rain Dancer. “I’m making you pay for the damages, you hear?” 
 “Yeah, good luck with that,” said Rose. “Because Malcolm’s just rolling in money, as it is.” 
 Shield Maiden let out a tired sigh and brought both bubbles through an entrance into a new area. They were in a huge, moderately lit space. That much Malcolm could make out. She brought them both across the floor, through another door, down another hallway, and into a new room. 
 Finally, the bubbles disappeared. Malcolm immediately tensed up, looking around and feeling a bit like a caged animal. They were in a concrete cell, with bright overhead lights, a metal door, and no furniture. 
 “We’ll be back in a little bit,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “Hold on!” Malcolm jumped up. “I’m a champion. And, in case you didn’t know, my fellow champions can track me using this!” 
 He brandished his stabilizer in the air. Rain Dancer looked amused. 
 “Just like you can use your phone to call for help?” he asked. “Electrical interference, you know? It’s one of my powers.” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth. He tried a different tactic, hurling himself toward the door, pushing himself forward with the wind. Shield Maiden closed it before he could do anything. 

Jeez, I wasn’t going to attack her, or anything. I mean… maybe. But maybe not!

 Malcolm banged on the door a couple of times. He turned around, and saw Rose sitting in the corner of the room, trying to shield her face from the light. 
 “Damn it,” he said. “Is it that bad for you?” 
 “I used my powers too much trying to fight that stupid brute,” said Rose. “The light… it’s draining when I’m like this.” 
 “Here.” Malcolm took his shirt off, sat down next to her, and draped it over both of them. It didn’t block that much light, but combined with the hood of Rose’s sweatshirt, it was at least enough to give her a little bit of relief. 
 “Thanks,” she said. 
 Malcolm put his arm around her and squeezed. 
 “Any ideas?” he asked. 
 “We wait,” said Rose. 
 “For what?” 
 “A chance to kill them.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “No,” he said. “I think we might be able to settle this without any more violence.”  
 “Are you insane, Malcolm?” snapped Rose. 
  “No,” he said. “Just aware of our current situation. I don’t think we’ll be able to beat Rain Dancer in a straight fight, but if we play our cards right, we might not have to. And what about your sister?” 
 Rose was silent for a couple of seconds. 
 “I haven’t even spoken to her yet, Malcolm,” she said, softly. “I’m not sure she even recognized me. As soon as I let my hood down in the church… she, along with all the other cultists started… worshipping me.” 
 “Hey, worship is a step up from having to wrestle her for the remote,” joked Malcolm. 
 “I’m being serious,” said Rose. “I can’t remember her, beyond a few scraps of memories. And I don’t know if she’ll ever see me as who I am, now. I think… maybe it was a bad decision to go looking for her.” 
 Hearing her say those words out loud made Malcolm’s heart ache. He didn’t know what to say. He just put his arms around her and hugged her. 


 




CHAPTER 16

   
 Time passed slowly in the cell. The accommodations were only slightly better than the rainbow bubbles, and Malcolm still felt claustrophobic from being confined. He wondered what Shield Maiden and Rain Dancer hoped to accomplish by leaving them alone for so long. 

They might be doing his to keep Rose weak. But it’s not as though they knew about her weakness ahead of time. The cell was already here, meaning they’ve imprisoned people before.

 An hour or two had gone by before the door finally opened. Shield Maiden and Rain Dancer stood side by side, both tense and ready for any attacks. Malcolm looked over at Rose. He could tell from the expression on her face that she wasn’t ready to fight again so soon. 
 “Are the two of you willing to hear us out, now?” asked Shield Maiden. 
 Malcolm made a show of looking at the concrete walls of the cell. 
 “Well, considering the many options we have in our current situation…” said Malcolm. “You know, you guys should really consider going door to door. Like Jehovah’s Witnesses.” 
 “I don’t think they like your jokes,” said Rose. 
 “Oh, I do like them, you know,” said Rain Dancer. “Your boyfriend is a regular funny man.” 
 Malcolm chuckled and glanced over at Rose, who had an oddly embarrassed look on her face. 
 “It’s not our intention to keep you both locked in this cell,” said Shield Maiden. “As you shall soon see, there is more to our project than the church in Halter City. But we must have your word that you will not attack us or any of the Awakened Children.” 
 Malcolm tapped his fingers on his chin. It wasn’t that he was hesitant to give his word, but rather, a little surprised that Shield Maiden would be willing to trust him on it. Rose seemed to be thinking something similar, and she gave a slow nod. 
 “You have our word,” said Malcolm. “We won’t attack.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. Rain Dancer’s expression was a little darker than his companion’s, but his body language relaxed slightly, after a moment. 
 “Good,” said Shield Maiden. “Then please. Follow me.” 
 She stepped back from the door of the cell, as did Rain Dancer. Malcolm walked out into a hallway, making sure Rose stayed close. Shield Maiden led in front, while Rain Dancer trailed behind them. 
 “We call this place Underworld,” said Shield Maiden. “It’s our home, and a place where both the star touched and the Awakened Children can live without fear of persecution.” 

Underworld? I’m 99% sure they got that from a movie.

 The hallway spilled out onto a massive chamber. Malcolm confirmed from the lack of windows that they were somewhere underground, though it was barely necessary. The chamber looked as though it had once been a subway hub point, possibly, or maybe something related to a long dormant sewer. 
 Whatever it was, it had been completely cleaned, renovated, and overhauled. The floor was polished wood, and the walls had been decorated with massive murals of beautiful, distant landscapes.  
 Several long tables ran down the center of the chamber, and Malcolm recognized Rion and some of the other Awakened Children sitting around one of them. Shield Maiden waved to them, and all of them gave a quick bow in return. 
 “We’ll be eating dinner a little late tonight, my children,” called Rain Dancer. “Still working out what to do with the new arrivals.” 
 “Of course, milord,” said Rion. “Please, take your time.” 
 Malcolm scratched his head, feeling a bit put off by the display of subservience. Shield Maiden was already walking again, leading them around the massive chamber’s outer wall. 
 “You might consider this to be our meeting room, or cafeteria,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “It’s very impressive,” said Malcolm. 
 “This is an underground chamber,” said Rose. “How are you handling electricity? I see lights hanging from the roof, and for it to be so warm in here, you must have a heating system.” 
 “Indeed, Ms. Shadow Spryte,” said Rain Dancer, beaming with pride. “We produce so much electricity that we sell some of it back to Halter City.” 
 “Through a shell corporation,” said Shield Maiden. “It’s where most of our funding comes from. As much as we’d like for Underworld to be completely self-sufficient, no man is an island.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Which one of you came up with the name?” he asked, unable to resist. 
 “I did, you know,” said Rain Dancer. 
 Malcolm snorted. 
 “It’s… very creative,” he said. “Like two words in one.” 
 Rose started giggling next to him. Rain Dancer didn’t pick up on the humor, but Malcolm saw Shield Maiden trying to contain a coy smile. 
 “Up here,” said Shield Maiden, gesturing to another hallway. “Is the path down to the dormitories. We keep the Awakened Children divided by sex, but we have several extra rooms, in case of visitors.” 
 “Does that mean we won’t be sleeping on the cold concrete tonight?” asked Rose. 
 Rain Dancer flashed a smile at her that Malcolm wasn’t sure he liked. 
 “You will have plenty of choices about where to sleep tonight, Ms. Shadow Spryte.” 
 “Rain…” said Shield Maiden, her voice slightly chastising. She approached another opening in the concrete chamber and pointed. “Down here, we have a small but functional gym, along with a meditation room with heated floors.” 
 She continued like that, showing them a bathing area, a sauna, a small movie theater, and the kitchen. Malcolm was impressed, but beyond that, unsure of how to react to it all. 

They have what amounts to a base for a cult down here. But what is their plan for it?

 “Would you like to join us for dinner?” asked Shield Maiden, as them came back into the center of the meeting chamber. 
 Malcolm looked at her warily. 
 “Why the sudden warm welcome?” he asked. “If I recall correctly, we were trying to kill each other a few hours ago.” 
 Shield Maiden shook her head. 
 “You were trying to kill us,” she said, in a matter of fact tone. “We have no reason to make your stay unpleasant. It’s not as though you can do much against us, as we’ve already shown, and we prefer making friends to making enemies.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “We’re your guests,” he said, dryly. “How could we refuse?” 
 The four of them sat at a table separate from the Awakened Children. Rain Dancer waved to Rion, who stood and gave a small, rather normal prayer before the meal began. Three women in aprons wheeled out carts of food and went around serving all those seated. 
 Malcolm thanked them as they placed roasted chicken, steamed vegetables, and rice onto his plate. He felt himself lowering his guard around Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden, and had to force himself to keep it up. 
 “So,” he said. “How did your church come to be originally? It’s not rude for me to ask that, is it?” 
 Rain Dancer smiled. 
 “Of course not,” he said. “I received a dream from the stars, you know? That was when I first realized what I had to do with the gifts I’ve been given.” 
 He closed his eyes. It was hard for Malcolm to tell if he was being sincere. Beside him Shield Maiden kept her gaze down at her food, expression unreadable. 
 “Did this dream come before or after you became a… star touched?” asked Malcolm. He only barely managed to stop himself from using the word demon, instead, which he sensed would only serve to prickle Rain Dancer. 
 “After,” said Rain Dancer. “Of what I remember of the time before the stars’ touch on my soul… is only of me being lost. I was not a very nice person before, you know? I was given a second chance.” 
 “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” said Rose. “To me, it feels more like I was robbed of my first chance, when I became a spryte.” 
 An awkward silence hung over the table for a couple of seconds. Malcolm decided to fight fire with fire. 
 “So…” he said, casually. “Shield Maiden, are you and Rain Dancer, uh, you know? Do you guys share a room?” 
 Shield Maiden smiled, and thankfully, didn’t seem offended by the question. 
 “No, we do not share a room,” she said, plainly. “However, if what you mean is a euphemism for sex, then yes, on occasion.” 
 “Shield!” snapped Rain Dancer. “You don’t need to tell them things like, you know?” 
 Shield Maiden laughed, and then let out a small sigh. She waved a hand to one of the serving girls. 
 “If you’d be so kind to bring some wine over to the table,” she said. “Two bottles, at least.” 


 



 CHAPER 18 
   
 The food was delicious, and the wine served to lubricate conversation around the table. Malcolm found himself being more forthcoming with his questions and answers, and even Rose seemed willing to let her guard down enough to engage with their captors. 
 “Rose says she doesn’t remember much from the time right after she became a spryte,” said Malcolm. “Do either of you remember? Or is that a sensitive question?” 
 “I was in prison,” said Rain Dancer. He held Malcolm’s gaze with an intensity that made it feel like a fight was an instant from breaking out, and then burst out into deep laughter. 
 “Haha, good one,” said Malcolm. 
 “He’s serious,” said Shield Maiden. “He was in prison at the time of discovering his gift. He used it to try to break out, and ended up pushing himself past his limits, becoming a demon in the process.” 
 Malcolm nodded, finding it interesting that Shield Maiden had used the word demon instead of star touched, which seemed to be what Rain Dancer and the rest of the cult defaulted to. 
 “And what about you?” asked Rose. “Do you remember where you were, when you became a spryte?” 
 Shield Maiden smiled sadly and shook her head. 
 “I do not,” she said. “And strangely, many of the sprytes I’ve spoken to also have trouble remembering such things. I suspect that it’s a difference between demons and sprytes that hasn’t been properly researched.” 
 “You think sprytes have more trouble holding onto memories?” asked Rose. 
 Shield Maiden shrugged. 
 “It’s impossible for me to know without having more examples to draw from, but yes,” she said, with a sad smile.  
 Rose leaned in closer to her. Malcolm was drawn away from their conversation by Rain Dancer, who tapped him on the shoulder and held out something in his other hand. A thin trail of smoke ran up from the tip of what looked like a cigar, and smelled like weed. 

Seriously? This dude is too much.

 “I don’t really smoke weed,” said Malcolm. “I mean, I’ve tried it before, but it’s not”- 
 “Take a small puff,” said Rain Dancer. “It’s just a normal blunt. You’re among friends, you know?” 
 “For the record, I don’t actually know that,” said Malcolm. “This could easily be a ploy to get me to let my guard down.” 
 “I beat you and your girlfriend while you both had your guards up,” said Rain Dancer, with a smirk. “Now, come. It’s good weed, you will see what I mean.” 
 Malcolm chewed on his lip for another second before accepting the blunt. He shook his head, wondering at the series of events that brought him to this moment, and then took a very small puff.  
 Almost immediately, he broke out into a fit of coughs. The smoke hit his throat harder than he’d expected it to. He passed the blunt back to Rain Dancer and took a long sip of his wine, which only made his head feel that much lighter. 
 “You know how to go for it!” said Rain Dancer. “I am impressed. Feel good?” 
 “Oh…” Malcolm rubbed his forehead. “I feel… something.” 
 He looked over at Rose and Shield Maiden. They were sitting on opposite sides of the table, but they were both leaning into their quiet conversation. Malcolm was struck by how beautiful and exotic they both looked, but also by something more than that. 

She seems so comfortable. How many other sprytes and demons has she actually had to talk to, outside of the riffraff at Terri’s Tavern?

 “You’ve got a question on your mind, ya?” said Rain Dancer. 
 Malcolm nodded, folding his arms. It was a little hard for him think through the fog of alcohol and weed. 
 “I’m just curious…” said Malcolm. “The dream you said you had. What was it about?” 
 Rain Dancer grinned. Apparently, Malcom had asked the right question. 
 “It was of a world where my people, the star touched, are safe to live and love and be happy!” He slammed his hand down hard table. “I have a dream, Wind Runner!” 
 Rain Dancer jumped up, climbing so that he was standing on the table. 
 “I have a dream!” he bellowed. The acoustics of the underground chamber made his words echo for what felt like an eternity. Over at the other table, the Awakened Children were all bowing in Rain Dancer’s direction. 
 “He gets a little over the top whenever he gets stoned,” said Shield Maiden. “Ask him to tell you about it when he’s sober.” 
 “I have a couple of questions about the whole Zodiac thing,” said Malcolm. “How does it relate to demons and sprytes?” 
 “It’s… complicated,” said Shield Maiden, with a subtle eye roll. “You should direct those questions to Rain Dancer.” 
 “The genocide will come to an end!” shouted Rain Dancer, still on the table. “We will create a new world.” 
 He extended one of his hands up and let loose a flash of lightning. The ceiling in the main chamber was high enough to allow for it, and light flickered across the faces of everyone watching. Malcolm wasn’t sure what to think. 

Okay, this is a little over the top.

 “Show them!” yelled Rain Dancer. “Show them what we can do!” 
 He gestured to Shield Maiden, who looked like she’d rather not, but proceeded to join Rain Dancer in his theatrics. Surprisingly, Rain Dancer also pointed to Rose. She furrowed her brow, as though she was declining his offer, but Rain Dancer leaned over, took her by the wrist, and pulled her up onto the long, rectangular table. 
 Malcolm started to stand and join them, but Rain Dancer caught his eye and slowly shook his head. He felt a sudden flash of irritation, being the odd man out, especially given the fact that Rose was going along with it. 
 “Watch the power of the star touched!” Rain Dancer tapped Shield Maiden on the shoulder. She waved one of her hands through the air, creating a circular pattern of spherical bubble shields above them. 
 Rain Dancer blasted lightning upward, creating arcs between the bubble shields. He grinned and looked over at Rose, giving her a nod of approval. Rose hesitated, glancing back at Malcolm with a strange look in her eyes. 
 Slowly, she lifted her hand and summoned her shadows. She made tendrils of darkness swirl around in the space underneath the bubble shields, the path of each one affected by the light from the electricity. 
 It was a scene unlike anything Malcolm could have imagined. Special effects in movies might be able to come close, but it was such a strange and specific combination of superpowers that he doubted it could ever be replicated.  
 Malcolm felt like he was watching a kind of strange initiation, and became all the more aware of the fact that he wasn’t a part of it. He wasn’t a demon or a spryte. He could only watch Rose, standing on the table in a triangular formation with the other two, using her abilities freely in a frivolous display of power. 
 Malcolm sipped on his wine and looked over at the Awakened Children. Their faces were filled with unbridled awe. Some of them were making gestures with their hands, probably related to another facet of the church’s worship. 
 He looked back toward Rose and the others on the table. Rain Dancer was holding her hand, along with Shield Maiden’s. The display was spinning now, turning in circles like a carnival ride made of magic. Malcolm tapped a finger on his chin, feeling as though he couldn’t help himself any longer. He stood up. 
 Summoning the wind, he gave all of bubble shields a hard push. They flew toward the side of the room, taking Rain Dancer’s lightning show along with them, bouncing harmlessly off one of the walls. Rose looked over at him and he winked at her. 
 “You…!” Rain Dancer looked furious. Shield Maiden sighed and set a hand on his shoulder. 
 “Relax, Rain,” she said. “Don’t take it so seriously. He’s clearly a playful sort.” 
 “This is not some kind of game, you know?” said Rain Dancer. “It’s meant to be taken seriously.” 
 “You could turn it into a game, if you wanted,” said Malcolm. “A couple of soccer goals, Shield Maiden’s bubble things. You could call it Power Ball.” 
 Rose jumped down from the table and stood close to him, an amused smile on her face. 







 




CHAPTER 17

   
 Things relaxed after the dramatic display, and Malcolm returned to eating his food. Rain Dancer excused himself from the chamber after a short, whispered conversation with Shield Maiden. The Awakened Children, for the most part, began to return to their food and conversation. 
 Malcolm noticed Rose watching their table. He managed to pick out Rose’s sister on a closer inspection. She looked similar to Rose, or what Rose might have looked like before becoming a spryte. Pale skin, dark hair, and deeply expressive eyes. 
 “You should go talk to her,” said Malcolm. “Give it another shot.” 
 Rose sighed. 
 “I’m not sure there is any point,” she said. “And what if…?” 
 She trailed off a little bit. 
 “What if, what?” he asked. 
 “What if I’m better off not remembering who I am?” Rose asked, quietly. “Remember what Rain Dancer said? About getting his powers in prison, and turning into a demon behind bars? What if it’s something like that for me, or something even worse…?” 
 “When I first met you, you said that you thought you were a champion before becoming a spryte,” said Malcolm. “I doubt you have too many skeletons in the closet to worry about.” 
 Rose shrugged, but didn’t make any move to leave the table. 

I would have done anything for a chance like this with Danny.

 He frowned, though it wasn’t as though he could force her into it. Rose’s sister wasn’t making any more effort than she was. It hurt Malcolm to watch, but that was all he could do. 
 They spent another half hour at the table. It would have been boring, if not for the lingering effects of the weed and wine. Malcolm chatted with Rose about nothing in particular, feeling a bit as though their captors had forgotten about them. Shield Maiden finally came over after a while and set a hand on his shoulder. 
 “I want the two of you to see something,” she said. 
 “What is it?” he asked. 
 “It will give a little more insight into what we have down here.” Shield Maiden gave the two of them a stiff smile. 
 Malcolm glanced over at Rose, who looked intrigued as well. They followed Shield Maiden out of the main chamber and through an industrial looking door. The floor sloped downward, and they continued through another door into a room filled with machinery. 
 Rain Dancer was inside, facing away from them. He gripped an electrical conductor in each hand, and static coursed over his body. His dreadlocks would shoot up and out every couple of seconds, reminding Malcolm of the legs of a squid, or octopus. 
 “This is where Underworld gets its power from,” said Shield Maiden. “Rain Dancer likes to act as though it’s an easy thing for him, but he spends several hours down here each night using his powers at full capacity.” 
 “He looks exhausted,” said Rose, frowning. Rain Dancer had his shirt off, and sweat slicked over the muscles of his shoulders. 
 “You both have powers of your own,” said Shield Maiden. “What do you think would happen if you were required to use them for hours at a time, day after day?” 
 Malcolm shook his head slowly. 
 “Does he ever have episodes?” he asked. “You know, losing control… getting violent… that sort of thing.” 

If he did, all of the Awakened Children would be in serious danger.

 Shield Maiden smiled sadly and gave a slow nod. 
 “He does,” she said. “Though, with me around, they’re containable. I usually encase him in a shield that he can’t break through, though conjuring one so strong does take a toll on me, as well. After a day or so, he comes back to reality.” 
 “You could do that for other monsters, too,” said Rose. “Couldn’t you?” 
 Shield Maiden nodded again. 
 “Now you’re beginning to understand,” she said. “There are ways around the downsides of embracing one’s powers fully. When Rain Dancer preaches, when he calls us the ‘star touched’, he’s speaking from what he believes the world could be.” 
 “That makes sense,” said Malcolm. “Apart from the stuff about the Illuminati… and the Zodiac. To be honest, I’m still a little hung up one couple of points.” 
 Rose flicked him in the shoulder with her finger. 
 “I should find a room for the two of you to rest in,” said Shield Maiden. “We can continue our conversation in the morning.” 
 Malcolm and Rose followed her back into the main chamber, and then into a room off the hallway that led to the dormitories. It was a guest room, with a carpet, a queen-sized bed, and a private bathroom. 

A massive improvement over that concrete cell, for sure.

 “If you need anything, my room is two down on the left,” said Shield Maiden. “Please don’t hesitate to ask. The two of you are our guests.” 
 Malcolm nodded, though a cynical voice in his head wondered how much that really was the case. He waited until Shield Maiden was out of the room and then walked over to the bed and sat down on it. 
 “Do you think they have any listening devices set up in here?” he asked Rose. 
 She shrugged.  
 “If they do, there isn’t much we can do about them,” she said. “Let’s just talk quietly.” 
 She came over to the bed and sat down next to him. Malcolm held her hand for a minute, feeling a little overwhelmed by the situation. 
 “We have to find a way out of here,” he said, softly. “They’re treating us kindly, but I sincerely doubt we’ll get a chance to escape unless we make one for ourselves.” 
 “I agree,” said Rose. “But you were right about what you said before. The best way forward is for us to play along, and wait until they trust us enough to give us an opportunity.” 
 Malcolm sighed and lay back on the bed. Rose rested her chin on his chest, frowning as she watched his expression. 
 “You look worried,” she said. 
 He leaned his head to one side. 
 “I’m not sure that’s the right word for it,” he said. “More like… confused.” 
 “Why?” 
 “This place… it reminds me of the Champion Authority’s local headquarters,” said Malcolm. “And Rain Dancer’s sermon, the way he’s pushing his view point, it’s a little crazier, but also kind of like the flipside of what Multi and Tapestry and the others believe.” 
 Rose frowned. 
 “Why is it that a crazy sermon from a cult leader leads you to a moral crisis, but not sex with me?” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “Sex with you is fun enough to be simple,” he said. “Obviously.” 
 “Maybe I should work on making it more complicated, then,” said Rose. She kissed him softly on the lips. Malcolm smiled as he felt her hands begin to roam across his chest and stomach. 
 He was surprised by how tired he was, and content to let Rose do most of the work. She stripped off his clothes with slow movements, kissing bare flesh as it became available. 
 Malcolm ran his hands over her breasts as she pulled her sweatshirt over her head, revealing the lack of a bra underneath. Rose was already naked from the waist down, and she pulled her panties to the side, rather than taking them off, to slide down onto his shaft. 
 She rode him slowly, lovingly, even. It was different from how they so often ended up having sex, Malcolm manhandling her and Rose teasing him with her shadows. There was a connection there, in the place of lust. Malcolm felt like he had a partner in crime, not just between the sheets. 
 “Does that feel good?” whispered Rose. 
 “Does this?” Malcolm planted a kiss on one of her nipples and felt her shiver in response. 
 “Oh!” moaned Rose. “That feels so-” 
 The door opened. Shield Maiden stepped into the room in midconversation with Rain Dancer, only realizing her intrusive mistake after it was too late. 
 “Sorry, bad timing!” she said quickly. “Rain Dancer just had a question for Rose. We didn’t realize…” 
 Rain Dancer leaned against the room’s doorframe with a smile on his face that Malcolm didn’t like the look of. 
 “My question has already been answered, you know?” He stared at Rose, who brought an arm up to cover her breasts. “I’ll see you both tomorrow. Ms. Shadow Spryte… Wind Runner.” 
 Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden left the room. Malcolm sighed and looked up at Rose, who was blushing fiercely. 
 “What was that about?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. 
 “Does it matter?” she whispered. “How about you let me finish what I started?” 
 Malcolm gave her butt a squeeze, and felt her slowly grind herself up to speed. 


 




CHAPTER 18

   
 Malcolm awoke the next morning to the sound of chanting coming from down the hall. Rose was asleep against him in bed, and he gently jostled her awake. 
 “Hey,” he whispered. “Wake up time.” 
 Rose groaned. 
 “Please tell me we’re in your apartment, and all of yesterday was just a dream,” she said, voice groggy. 
 “Unfortunately not,” said Malcolm. “But if we stay on guard, we’ll be out of here soon enough.” 
 She nodded, and the two of them dressed quickly. Malcolm decided that there was no point in waiting for Shield Maiden or Rain Dancer to come to their room to summon them. Instead they both headed out of their room and down the hall, towards the commotion. 
 The Awakened Children were gathered for breakfast, but it looked like they were chanting some kind of hymn before digging in. Malcolm recognized the tune of it immediately, and almost couldn’t believe it. 
 “What?” asked Rose, noticing his smile. “I take it you find this funny. 
 “The song,” said Malcolm. “That’s Drive, by Incubus. 90s rock.” 
 “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried, you know?” Rain Dancer walked up behind him and Rose, with Shield Maiden following not far behind. 
 “That’s… my line,” said Malcolm. He didn’t elaborate any more than that. 

It’s probably better if I don’t let them know that their cult is serenading me with the music of my focus activity.

 “Wind Runner,” said Shield Maiden. “I’d like to spend some time with you alone today, if you don’t mind.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm glanced over at Rose. “Can you elaborate on that, a little? You’ve got some vague phrasing going on.” 
 Shield Maiden looked unamused. 
 “I wish to get a better sense of the extent of your powers,” said Shield Maiden. “And also to speak with you about a few… serious matters. We’ll be going outside Underworld. Rain, can you help with that?” 
 Rain Dancer grinned. He walked over to Malcolm and extended his hand as though to shake his. Instead of making contact with his palm, he gripped Malcolm’s stabilizer and sent a quick, electric pulse through it. 
 “There,” said Rain Dancer. “Now it will stay cooked even when you’re out of my range. Probably for the best, ya?” 
 Malcolm stared at him in stunned silence. He wasn’t interested in giving Rain Dancer and the Awakened Children any inside, champion only information, but the urge to tear the demon down for what he’d just done was near overwhelming. 

There is a bomb inside my stabilizer. A bomb that he very well could have just set off.

 “Oh, thanks,” said Malcolm, flatly. “Is Rose coming along, too?” 
 “Rain and I spoke about it last night,” said Shield Maiden. “We think it would be prudent of us to allow her some… personal time. With her sister.” 
 Malcolm nodded, though on the inside, his stomach twisted a little. He still hadn’t forgotten that they were prisoners. Shield Maiden and Rain Dancer’s strategy seemed to involve getting them emotionally invested in the cult, until neither of them had any choice but to become their allies.  

I know it won’t work on me. But Rose…?

 Rose was already staring at Leah across the room. Malcolm set a hand on her shoulder, feeling incredibly awkward and struggling to find the right words to say. 
 “Hey,” he said. “Are you okay with that?” 
 Rose shrugged. 
 “I’m alright with it,” she said, quietly. “I’d like to spend some more time with Leah, it’s just…” 
 She met Malcolm’s eye, and he instantly knew they were on the same page. She could see the emotional triggers they were trying to pull to get her into line, and she didn’t like it. 
 “I’d also like to spend some time with you, Rose,” said Rain Dancer. “And I apologize for last night. Didn’t realize the two of you would be going to work like rabbits, you know?” 
 Rain Dancer had a smug smile on his face. Malcolm made a point to ignore it, instead squeezing Rose’s shoulder and walking with her over toward an empty table for breakfast. 

I trust Rose. I’ve essentially trusted her from the very beginning.

 The two of them ate a quick breakfast of fruit salad and toast, and then Malcolm was on his way with Shield Maiden. She led him down one of the tunnels, into another section of Underworld, less well-lit than other rooms and hallways he’d seen. 
 “From this point on, you’re not going to be able to travel on foot,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “I’m not exactly a master when it comes to flying,” said Malcolm. “But sure, I’ll give it a shot.” 
 Shield Maiden smiled at him and waved her hand. A bubble burst into existence around Malcolm, hampering his view of their surroundings and suspending him in the air. 
 “Sorry,” she said. “I can’t have you knowing the exact locations of Underworld’s entrances.” 
 “Yeah, I’m sure that would really burst your bubble,” said Malcolm. “Guess you guys have to go through a lot to keep your location shielded.” 
 “You’re not funny.” 
 “I bet you’re at least smiling right now,” said Malcolm. “I can’t see your face, but I bet you are.” 
 Malcolm lounged in the bubble while Shield Maiden navigated a long series of twists and turns. The tunnels that connected Underworld to the surface felt needlessly complex. Malcolm was certain that he wouldn’t have been able to find his way back, even if he’d been on foot and paying attention. 
 After about an hour, they came out into the open. The sunlight made the inside of the bubble almost feel like the inside of a prism. Light shimmered in odd ways, splitting into pure colors, and giving Malcolm the dizzying feeling of being submerged in a rainbow. 
 Shield Maiden kept walking, traversing a couple of grassy hills. Malcolm was positive that they were outside Halter City and Vanderbrook, though exactly where, he couldn’t guess. Finally, they came to a stop. Shield Maiden waved her hand, and Malcolm fell to the dirt in a heap. 
 “We’ve arrived,” said Shield Maiden. 
 Malcolm blinked his eyes as he looked around. 
 “The sand cliffs?” he asked. “If you were trying to confuse my sense of direction, you’ve done a pretty poor job at it. I know exactly where we are now in relation to Vanderbrook.” 
 “I just don’t want you knowing how to get to and from Underworld,” said Shield Maiden. “And I think that has been accomplished.” 
 The sand cliffs were misnamed. They were a more of a ridge made of dry dirt, running a half mile or so along the hills to the far west of Vanderbrook. It was an area that was commonly rumored to be a popular place for criminal activity, especially dumping bodies. 
 Because of that and its distance from anything worthwhile, it was a place that few people bothered to spend much time in. Malcolm looked up at the cliffs, remembering how he used to think about climbing them as a kid on the few times he’d ridden his bike out in their direction. 
 “Why bring me here?” asked Malcolm. “You’re taking a risk, aren’t you? If I wanted to get away badly enough, I could just take off running, you know.” 
 Shield Maiden smiled at him. She was wearing a loose, long sleeve t-shirt and grey sweatpants. Her skin made the outfit look more impressive than it really was, the simplicity contrasting against the complicated mixture of purples and pinks underneath. 
 “Could you really?” she asked. “Why don’t you try it and see what happens?” 

It would not be fun to have her bubble me while in mid sprint. But still… she’s taking a risk, whether she’ll admit it or not.

 “The reason I brought you out here, Wind Runner, is because of the wind,” said Shield Maiden. “I want to teach you some of what Rain Dancer and I have figured out in our time using our powers.” 
 “Why, though?” asked Malcolm. “Why go through the trouble of teaching a prisoner anything?” 
 “Because you aren’t a prisoner, Malcolm,” said Shield Maiden. “You’re a new recruit.” 


 




CHAPTER 19

   
 The weight of Shield Maiden’s admission was more than enough to knock Malcolm off balance. He stared at her, trying to discern whether she was being serious, or whether it was a trick. 

If she is serious, all I have to do is play along, and I’ll have the freedom to escape soon enough.

 “Have you tried flying before?” asked Shield Maiden. “I’ve seen other gifted individuals manage it, but only ones with a… slightly higher power level than you.” 
 “I’ve flown before,” said Malcolm. “It… didn’t really end well. I came close to losing myself to my powers, and crossing over the line. I think… if I had kept doing it, I would have turned into a spryte, or a demon.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. 
 “I’m assuming that the approach you took was a less efficient one,” said Shield Maiden. “One of the critical things that both Rain and I have learned from experimenting with our own powers is that it’s often more practical to use them in limited bursts.” 
 Malcolm shrugged his shoulders, thinking about what she was saying.  
 “What do you mean by that, exactly?” he asked. 
 “Follow me,” said Shield Maiden. 
 She walked along the sand cliffs until they reached an easily accessible ridge to climb. Malcolm followed her as she made her way up, finally reaching the summit at a hundred feet above the silty bottom. 
 “I want you to jump,” said Shield Maiden. “And I want you to try to think about using the wind, not to fly wherever you want, but just to keep yourself from touching the ground.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm scratched his head. “Is there a difference, really? That sounds like the same thing to me.” 
 Shield Maiden shook her head. 
 “What I’m talking about is using your wind powers to give yourself a quick burst of lift and then letting yourself move through the air naturally,” she said. 
 “I get it,” said Malcolm. “The Buzz Lightyear approach.” 
 Shield Maiden frowned. 
 “Falling with style,” he said. “Toy Story? Oh, come on, everyone has seen that movie.” 
 “Why don’t we continue things here?” asked Shield Maiden. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 Malcolm stood at the edge of the cliff. The sand was loose and soft down below him. The sand cliffs were, in fact, one of the best locations he could have asked for to experiment with his powers. 

I’ll just keep telling myself that, while I’m in the middle of an uncontrolled freefall.

 “Wait until the last second,” said Shield Maiden. “And then trigger your powers with all the force you can, and then throw yourself back up into the air.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Alright,” he said. “Sure… Let’s give it a try.” 
 He jumped. His breath caught in his throat as he kicked his legs through open air, and then the ground was coming up toward him, fast. It took a tremendous amount of willpower for Malcolm to bide his time and wait for the right moment, but he forced himself to do it. 
 When he was no more than fifteen feet from hitting the ground, he pushed downward with his wind manipulation with all the strength his abilities would allow. Instantly, he understood what Shield Maiden had meant. 
 When used in a quick, sudden burst, Malcolm could ratchet his powers up to a higher level than he’d normally be able to reach. When he’d first joined the Champion Authority, Tapestry had told him that his powers were about a three out of ten, on their strength scale. 
 Malcolm now saw that it was true when considering using his wind manipulation for longer that a couple of seconds at a time, but if he only needed a quick, split second burst, he could use the wind at twice that intensity or more. 
 He pushed up off the ground, bouncing as though he’d landed on the tarp of a trampoline. Malcolm let out a whoop, and totally forgot what he was supposed to be doing. Instead of turning his wind manipulation off, he kept pushing himself up, taking proper flight for a couple of seconds. 

This feels fucking amazing. Why don’t I do this all the time?

 A bubble burst into existence around him. Malcolm growled, anger mixing with the remnants of the power euphoria he’d just gotten a taste of. He felt Shield Maiden slowly lowering him back down toward where she was on the ridge. 
 He took a few deep breaths and slowly came back to reality. Shield Maiden dropped her bubble shield, waiting for him to stand to his feet before frowning and shaking her head in disapproval. 
 “Don’t get carried away,” said Shield Maiden. “Using your powers like that will only lead to you turning into a spryte, or a demon.” 
 Malcolm tried to think clearly. He was just lucid enough to question why Shield Maiden, a spryte herself, and a member of a cult that worshipped monsters, would give him that advice. 

There is something going on here that hasn’t been explained to me, yet. I need to tread carefully.

 “Let’s take a break,” said Shield Maiden. “I brought some sandwiches.” 
 Malcolm sat with her on the edge of the sand cliffs. Shield Maiden passed him some food, and as he accepted it from her his fingers brushed against hers. He felt the sudden, familiar tingle of absorbing the power of another gifted and froze in his tracks. 
 Shield Maiden looked at him strangely. Malcolm tried to play it off, smiling and trying not to consider whether her bubble shields would ever prove to be of use to him. He shifted his focus, eating lunch and wondering what the future held. 
 “Where do you see this heading?” he found himself asking. “What’s your end goal, Shield Maiden?” 
 She didn’t react to the question right away, slowly finishing the bit of sandwich she was working on before turning to look at him. 
 “That’s a good question,” she said. “I’m surprised that you didn’t ask me earlier.” 
 “It’s not that it only occurred to me now,” said Malcolm. “There just never seemed to be… an opportune time to ask.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. 
 “What I want is peace,” she said. “It’s a rather boring end goal, but beautiful in its own right. Take your friend Rose, and her sister Leah, for example…” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “They’ve been given a chance to reconnect,” continued Shield Maiden. “Do you think it would have gone the same way if Leah had been living outside the church, constantly inundated with propaganda designed to paint sprytes and demons as hell spawn?” 
 Malcolm resisted his impulse to agree with her immediately. 
 “Some might say that the philosophy of the Awakened Children is also propaganda,” he said, carefully. “You have to admit, it’s a little farfetched.” 
 Shield Maiden let out a small laugh. 
 “Yes, Rain and I differ on the benefits of the church’s teachings,” said Shield Maiden. “I do think the overall message is sound, however. And we both agree that the Champion Authority, in its current state, is not something that can be allowed to continue.” 
 “So it’s you, and Rain Dancer, and a few dozen normal humans, against an international organization of superhumans?” 
 “Along with anyone else who sees the injustice in what’s currently going on,” said Shield Maiden. She gave him a pointed look. “Have you ever wondered how the Champion Authority came out on top? How it became the organization in charge of policing the superhuman world?” 
 “I always just assumed it happened naturally,” said Malcolm. 

Then again, I always took what they said about sprytes and demons at face value…

 “Savior, the leader of the Champion Authority, is a United States Senator,” said Shield Maiden. “He pushed for government funding. Invented the threat of sprytes and demons. Sold not just the United States, but governments all around the world on the need fora genocide against hundreds of thousands of people who, through no fault of their own, became something different in the eyes of their fellow citizens.” 
 “That’s not the full truth either, though,” said Malcolm. “There are some demons and sprytes out there who, for lack of a better word, are evil.” 

My brother was one of them. How many people did he kill in his time as a demon?

 “If you’re looking for a simple truth, Wind Runner, I doubt very much that you will ever find it.” 
 Shield Maiden turned her attention back to her sandwich. Malcolm couldn’t decide whether the conversation was one he wanted to keep having, and so he did the same. 


 




CHAPTER 20

   
 “I have one more thing to teach you,” said Shield Maiden. “And it won’t involve as much risk as what we tried before.” 
 Malcolm stood up and dusted his pants off. He nodded slowly. 
 “Sure,” he said. “But just how is it that you came about this knowledge, anyway? Your power is nothing like wind manipulation. How is it that you have so much insight into how to use it properly?” 
 Shield Maiden smiled at him.  

I guess my question was a good one.

 “Living as a spryte or a demon puts you in touch with your powers,” said Shield Maiden. “I have an intuitive sense, both for how my powers and the powers of others work.” 
 “And you didn’t have that before you became a spryte?” asked Malcolm. 
 “I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t remember much from that life. But regardless, it’s up to you to decide what to take and what to toss from the advice I give you. I’m not here to preach the gospel.” 
 “I mean, technically speaking, you are kind of worshipped by a cult…” 
 “Wind Runner,” said Shield Maiden. “I will trap you inside of my bubbles for the next week if you don’t quit being such a smartass.” 
 “Duly noted.” 
 Shield Maiden led him down to the sand at the bottom of the cliffs. She stood for a moment without saying anything, and then finally extended her arms wide. 
 “Your power is wind manipulation,” said Shield Maiden. “But just as easily, you could use it to interpret vibrations on the wind. To hear what’s going on around you, at a distance much further than a normal, unaided human.” 
 “Super hearing,” said Malcolm. “Uh, okay. Not quite in the same league as flying, but I’ll give it a try.” 
 “It’s more useful than flying,” said Shield Maiden. “For a spy.” 
 Malcolm froze. She was looking at him, and it was clear that it wasn’t an inadvertent slip. 
 “That’s why you don’t want me overusing my powers,” he said, slowly. “I’m more useful to you as an ally if I’m not a spryte or a demon. You want me as your eyes and ears in the Champion Authority.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded slowly. 
 “Are you surprised?” she asked. “You must have considered why we would risk bringing a champion into our base of operations. Along with wooing you with food, drink, and friendship.” 

That’s such a huge gamble. I need to make them think that it’s paid off, if I want to stay alive.

 Malcolm exhaled slowly. 
 “I see where you’re coming from,” said Malcolm. “It’s a big decision for me to make without thinking it through. But… I’m open to helping you, Shield Maiden. Really, I am.” 
 He wondered if she could tell if he was lying. He wondered if he really was lying, or if would end up helping them, somehow. More than anything, Malcolm felt confused. Shield Maiden watched his face for a couple of seconds before giving a slow nod, and moving on. 
 “Listen,” said Shield Maiden. “Not to me. Listen to the wind, Malcolm. Rain and I call using one’s powers like this ‘meditative focus’. You have to let yourself relax in order to get in the state of mind to make it work.” 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “I’ll give it a shot.” 
 He took a deep breath, trying to clear his head of all thoughts. It was far more difficult than he’d been expecting it to be, especially with Shield Maiden’s offer still fresh in his mind. He tried to relax, to listen. 
 A bird chirped, not nearby, but at least a mile or two in the distance. Malcolm heard not just the sound of the bird, but also the sound of the wind moving through the trees near it. He could picture it, in his head. He could almost “see” which branch the bird was on, and how it was oriented. 

And they want me to use this to betray Tapestry, Multi, my friends and coworkers…

 Malcolm lost concentration and the meditative state broke instantly. He scowled and shook his head, expecting Shield Maiden to chastise him for his lapse. Instead, she was looking at her phone. It was strange watching a spryte stare into a handheld screen, a mixture of the exotic and the mundane. 
 “We have to go,” said Shield Maiden. “Something has happened back in Underworld.” 
 “What?” 
 Shield Maiden didn’t answer him. She waved a hand, encasing him in a bubble for transport. 
 “Oh, come on,” said Malcolm. “You don’t have to be mysterious all the time, you know.” 
 An hour later, the bubble vanished, and Malcolm followed Shield Maiden down the last stretch of hallway and into Underworld’s main chamber. He spotted Rose standing next to her sister and almost immediately knew how her day had gone. 
 Rose’s body language was tense and openly disappointed. Leah was just as tense, but in more of a reverent kind of way, like a young teenager meeting their celebrity idol. Malcolm walked toward them slowly, waving and watching as both women reacted. 
 “Hey,” he said. “How goes it?” 
 Rose sighed. 
 “Good,” she said. “Malcolm, this is my younger sister, Leah.” 
 Leah frowned.  
 “Star touched don’t have family,” she said, in a quiet voice. It almost seemed as though it pained her to contradict Rose, but it was something that her beliefs required her to do. 
 “Right...” said Rose, with an eye roll. “Don’t mind her. This is one of those points we’ve been stuck on for most of the day.” 
 Leah brought her gaze up from the ground to smile at Malcolm and extend her hand in greeting. 
 “It’s nice to meet you, anyway,” she said, softly. “It gladdens me to know that others worship the star touched as we do here.” 
 “Uh… worship?” asked Malcolm. “I’m not exactly sure that’s how I would describe the relationship between me and your sister.” 
 “She’s not my…” Leah trailed off, as though realizing it was pointless to keep correcting them. 
 “We had quite the day,” said Rose, sarcastically. “We chanted. We listened to sermons. Some of the Awakened Children went up into Halter City to proselytize, but of course, I wasn’t allowed to go along for that.” 
 “Boy, you must be all tuckered out then,” said Malcolm. “Sounds absolutely riveting.” 
 “Did you know that a number of celebrities have also been a part of the Illuminati, over the years?” asked Rose. “A few I could actually see a case for.” 
 “Oh, do tell,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose glanced over at Leah, who was frowning openly. 
 “We aren’t supposed to repeat the exact details from the sermons,” said Rose. “I’ll just hint at one of them. Let’s call him, B. Cosby. No wait, that’s too obvious. Let’s go with Bill C. instead.” 
 Malcolm laughed. He grinned at Rose, relieved to see that she was still in good spirits, all things considered. He was just about to ask for more details about how things had gone between her and her sister when Rain Dancer hurried into the chamber, waving Shield Maiden over with a serious look on his face. 
 “What’s his deal?” asked Malcolm.  
 Rose shrugged. 
 “No idea,” she said. “He spent about an hour hitting on me this morning, and then disappeared for the rest of the day.” 
 Malcolm scowled. 

I knew it. I’ll give him points for bravery, though, to hit on a woman who can be as scary as Rose.

 “And how did you feel about that?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Annoyed,” she said. “Obviously. Though to be honest…This is still clearly the lesser of two evils, compared with the champions. Even with Rain Dancer’s arrogance and crazy conspiracy theories.” 
 Malcolm frowned. Leah was called over by a group of the Awakened Children, and she left without saying anything to either of them. 
 “I came to the opposite conclusion,” he said, in quiet voice. “I think we need to start being more proactive about getting out of here.” 
 Rose licked her lips. Her dark eyes took on a contemplative tone, and she folded her arms underneath her breasts. 
 “I don’t know,” she said. 
 “What don’t you know?” he asked. “I think we’ve seen enough here, Rose, to know that these people are kind of nuts.” 
 “Maybe on the surface,” she said. “But they’re right about some things, Malcolm. The fact that the two of us have gotten so close, is proof enough of that.” 
 Malcolm massaged his temples, trying to ward off an oncoming headache. 
 “Let’s keep pretending for now,” said Rose. 
 “Rose…” he said. “What happens when it stops feeling like we’re pretending?” 
 She didn’t answer him. 


 




CHAPTER 21

   
 They spent a few minutes sitting at one of the tables in companionable silence. Malcolm was glad that even though they disagreed on how to proceed forward, it wasn’t enough to push them apart. 
 He watched Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden speaking across the chamber, both clearly upset about something. Malcolm tried to clear his head so that he could enter the listening state that Shield Maiden had just taught him about, but there were too many distractions. 
 Eventually, both Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden turned to look in his direction. It wasn’t until both of them were on their way over that Malcolm realized that they weren’t looking at him, but at Rose. 
 “Ms. Shadow Spryte,” said Rain Dancer. “We need to speak with you privately for a bit, ya?” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “Just her?” he asked. “Whatever it is, I feel like I deserve to be included.” 
 “It’s okay, Malcolm,” said Rose. 
 He frowned at her. 
 “Rose…” He struggled, trying to think of how to put his new unease over the situation into words. 

It feels like this cult might end up becoming a wedge between us… or worse.

 “We just need to get her opinion on something,” said Shield Maiden. “In the meantime, Rion and some of the other Awakened Children can… talk with you privately, Wind Runner. You won’t be ignored.” 
 “Malcolm,” said Rose. “Just go along with it.” 
 She smiled and gave him an encouraging wink. Malcolm sighed and nodded his head, feeling like he’d been dismissed from the grownup table. 
 Rose left with the other two, headed down a hallway in the back of the chamber. Malcolm tapped his fingers on the table, watching as Rion, Leah, and another girl from the church that Malcolm didn’t recognize walked over to him. 
 “Shield Maiden told us to help reset your aura,” said Rion. “Will you come with us, please?” 
 Malcolm groaned. 
 “Oh, you know, I’m pretty exhausted,” he said. “I spent all of today flying around and, uh… listening.” 
 “We insist,” said Rion. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 Leah took him by one arm, while the other girl took him by the other. Malcolm sighed, figuring it was probably better to not put up a struggle. Rion led the group of them over to the hallway that Malcolm remembered Shield Maiden saying led to the meditation room. 
 The floor was wood and warmed by heaters underneath, and there were pillows of various sizes scattered across. Rion sat him down on one the size and shape of a bean bag chair and stood over him.  
 “Wind Runner, have you considered why we live underground?” asked Rion. 
 “Affordable rent,” said Malcolm.  
 She frowned a little, but didn’t make a big deal over the joke. 
 “The Illuminati has influence on the surface,” said Rion. “And not just in the social, media, and political systems.” 
 “Oh no…” said Malcolm, with a sigh. “Not the Illuminati again…” 
 “The only way for us to purge ourselves of their toxic influence is through recalibrating our auras.” Rion drew in a little closer to him, letting her hands touch Malcolm’s chest. He frowned at her, gently pushing her back. 
 “And you do that…?” 
 “Through bonding with one who has a powerful, clean aura,” said Rion. “We are not star touched, so our individual auras are not strong enough to do the task. We must bond with you, together.” 
 Malcolm chewed his lower lip, feeling more conflicted than he ever had before in his life. 
 “And Rain Dancer was the one who explained this to you originally?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rion nodded.  
 “He bonded with all of us,” said Rion. “Unfortunately, he is not able to bond with men, so we pass the blessing along in his steed.” 
 She smiled and slowly began pulling Malcolm’s shirt over his head. 
 “Would you like me, Leah, or Zoe to take the lead, Wind Runner?” asked Rion. “Please feel free to be vocal about what you like.” 
 “Okay, hold on just a second,” said Malcolm. “I’m incredibly… flattered by this, uh, opportunity. But I don’t think you girls understand. None of this is true. It’s all just a… fabrication.” 
 The third girl, Zoe, walked back into Malcolm’s view wearing nothing but her bra and panties. Malcolm felt his mouth drop open at the sight of her. She was a brunette with long hair, and expressive green eyes. She couldn’t have been much older than he was, with firm breasts and a curvaceous butt. 
 “This is our philosophy, Wind Runner.” Rion was running her hands lower now, and bringing her lips in close to his. “All we wish is to share it with you, for a time. We aren’t asking you to believe immediately.” 
 Malcolm glanced over at Leah, as though expecting her to be the voice of reason. Instead of getting support, all he got was a curious look from someone who looked a lot like Rose. She was more tentative than the other two and still clothed, but she slowly reached her hand out and set it on his shoulder. 
 “Come on,” said Malcolm, speaking directly to her. “What would your sister think of this?” 
 “I don’t have a sister,” whispered Leah. “The star touched do not have family.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes.  
 “You don’t see how parts of this philosophy are a little weird and senseless?” asked Malcolm. “Are Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden dosing you guys with something? Maybe drugs in the ceremonial punch every…” 
 Zoe pushed her bra clad breasts into Malcolm’s face, and he suddenly forgot what he’d been saying. Rion was unzipping his jeans and pulling them down. Leah was running her hands through his hair. It was altogether more sensation than Malcolm knew how to resist. 

Rose did tell me to play along. Maybe just for a minute or two. I doubt they’ll take this all the way…

 All three of the young women had a similar smell, and it reminded Malcolm of the scent of fresh mint. Zoe brought her lips to his and gave him a kiss, just a quick peck. Malcolm chuckled as though it was the first one he’d ever been given, and then was almost bowled over by her passionate follow-up. 
 Zoe moaned as she pushed her lips against his, slipping her tongue into his mouth. She tasted of strawberries. Malcolm could feel Rion, or possibly Leah, pulling his boxers down. He was too engaged with the kiss to suggest that they stop,  

Just… playing along.

 A soft hand took hold of his growing erection. Malcolm pulled back from Zoe and glanced down. Rion was slowly fondling his shaft, wearing the same smile on her face that she had while giving her sermon. Leah watched from a similar vantage point, though her cheeks were crimson red. 
 Zoe unhooked her bra and let it fall to the side. Malcolm stared at one of the most amazing sets of breasts he’d ever seen in his life. He reached out as though in a trance, and Zoe obliged him, lowering them into his hands. 
 Something hot and wet ran along the side of Malcolm’s shaft. Rion had taken things to the next level, using the tip of her tongue to give him focused pleasure in the same way a barber might use a razor to get at a tricky length of hair. 
 “Okay…” breathed Malcolm. “I think… we should take a step back.” 
 Zoe took a step back, and then a step down, and then she was kissing Malcolm down there, too. Leah was the only one holding back and Malcolm was fine with that. Explaining the details to Rose would be a lot less fun than whatever pleasure she could offer him. 

This feels way, way too good.

 Rion and Zoe seemed to pick up on his weakness to their offensive and took it even further. Rion focused on sucking, while Zoe kissed and licked relentlessly with her lips and tongue. Malcolm bucked his hips up into the air several times, gripped his hands against the pillow underneath him, and then totally lost control. 
 They kept at it, even after he’d come, slowly cleaning up the mess he’d made. Malcolm tried to separate the pleasure from his feelings for the cult. He thought about what they’d said earlier, about how Rain Dancer had “cleansed” each of the women in turn, and suddenly felt dirty and complicit to something horrible. 

Rain Dancer cleansed Leah, too, no doubt. I wonder what Rose would think of that?

 “We can meditate in peace now,” said Rion. “Without having to worry about the toxins interfering with our focus.” 
 “Totally,” said Malcolm. “But before we do that, I need to grab something in my room.” 
 “Zoe can show you the-” 
 “No, I think I can find it!” Malcolm stood up quickly, pulling his pants back into place, and tried to act casual as he hurried out of the meditation room and into the hallway. 


 




CHAPTER 22

   
 Malcolm moved through Underworld as stealthily as he could, staying crouched as he moved across the wall of the main chamber. Most of the Awakened Children had gone off to do something else, giving him more leeway than he would have otherwise had. 
 He only cared about one thing: finding Rose and getting out. They’d spent too much time amongst the cult for his liking. If he and Rose could find a way to liberate Leah while they were at it, all the better. But first and foremost, Malcolm needed to get Rose and himself to safety. 

I need to find her. That’s the only thing I care about, right now.

 Malcolm took a slow breath, remembering everything Shield Maiden had told him about using the wind to listen. It was far from easy, knowing that he could be interrupted at any time, but he forced himself to calm down and empty his mind. 
 Reaching out for the wind, Malcolm felt for small disturbances in it, first nearby, and then pushing outward into the many hallways and chambers of the facility. It felt a bit like putting water into a bowl, the inside surface area slowly being covered as it filled up. 
 “It will be our little secret,” said Rain Dancer, in a deep, soft voice. “Nobody else needs to know.” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth, immediately losing focus. Luckily, he was able to discern direction from just those few words. He hurried down the hallway toward where Rain Dancer’s voice had come from, cushioning his steps with the wind to silence his movement. 
 It was the same hallway Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden had imprisoned him and Rose in originally. Malcolm paused before one of the doors, which was open a crack. He carefully leaned out just far enough to catch a glimpse of what was inside. 
 A teenage boy, nor more than thirteen or fourteen, sat on the cell’s concrete floor. Rain Dancer towered over the boy with a stern expression on his face, waiting for something. 
 “I told you, I don’t know,” said the boy, in a soft, high pitched voice. “I only just discovered my… my gift.” 
 “There were other champions with you,” said Rain Dancer. “Who were they?” 
 “Melt…” whispered the boy. “And the other one was… Greenthumb, I think.” 
 Malcolm recognized the names. Melt and Greenthumb were two field champions who had paid him a visit shortly after he’d joined the Champion Authority. They’d been looking for Rose, and at the time, she’d been hiding in his apartment. It had taken Malcolm a while to assuage their suspicions, but somehow, he’d managed it. 

I guess they also find and locate the newly gifted, probably to train as champions.

 “Come clean,” said Rain Dancer. “I can tell that you’re lying. Tell me what you know of the local champions, or things are going to stop being fun for you, you know.” 
 “I swear I don’t know anything!” cried the boy. “Please! I don’t know! I’ve never seen their base. They didn’t tell me where we were going. I was just walking with them, and then… you guys attacked us… and…” 
 Rain Dancer looked furious, but Malcolm could tell from the demon’s breathing that he was trying to keep himself under control. 
 “…So be it,” said Rain Dancer. 
 “Are you… going to torture me?” asked the boy. 
 Rain Dancer chuckled. 
 “Do that thing again,” he said. 
 Malcolm leaned a little further into the doorway, watching as the boy extended his hand and wiggled his fingers. A small chunk of concrete had broken loose from the floor in one spot, and it lifted on its own, hovering up a couple of inches. It looked as though it was taking the boy a great deal of effort to maintain it, and after a couple of seconds, he sighed and let it drop to the floor. 

Telekinesis, maybe? Interesting…

 “Teddy, I want to give you a choice in what comes next, ya?” said Rain Dancer. “But the only way you get one is if you show us how strong you really are.” 
 “I… can be strong,” whispered the boy. “Just please, don’t kill me.” 
 “I’m not going to kill you, Teddy,” said Rain Dancer. “Just a test.” 
 “…What test?” 
 “You have to get out of this cell, Teddy,” said Rain Dancer. “You’ll only have a few minutes to do it. Just use your powers at full strength, get the door open, and you’ll be safe. Easy, you know?” 
 “But… but…” Teddy was shaking his head. “I can’t!” 
 He reached out to grab Rain Dancer as the demon turned to leave. Rain Dancer knocked him to the floor with a push. He started to turn toward the door, and Malcolm realized that he needed to hide, fast. 
 Malcolm jumped, pulling the wind underneath him and propelling himself toward the ceiling. The hallway was just narrow enough for him to wedge himself into it by pushing his hands into one side, and his feet into the other.  
 He watched Rain Dancer walk out, praying that the demon wouldn’t look up. Rain Dancer didn’t even notice him. He watched as Rain Dancer closed the door to Teddy’s cell, and slid a heavy latch into place before turning a key to lock it from the outside. 
 Malcolm waited until Rain Dancer disappeared down the hall, and then let himself fall to the floor. He tried the door, finding it solidly locked, and then gave it a gentle knock. 
 “Hey!” he hissed. “Teddy? Can you hear me?” 
 Malcolm heard a startled cry come from the other side. 
 “Who… is it?” asked the boy. 
 “A friend,” he said. “I’m Wind Runner. I’m with the Champion Authority.” 
 “You’re… Wind Runner?” Teddy’s voice was practically reverent. “You! I… can’t believe it. When I first got my powers, all I could think of was being like you…!” 

Well, he kind of ended up in the same situation I was in yesterday, so there’s that.

 “We have to get you out of here,” said Malcolm. “Do you know where the key for your door is?” 
 “He said I have to get out of the cell on my own,” said Teddy. “He said… Oh god!” 
 Malcolm heard a new noise, something that didn’t make any sense. It sounded like a waterfall had just burst into existence on the other side of the door. 
 “He’s filling the room up with water!” shouted Teddy. “There’s a pipe in the top! He’s… going to drown me.” 
 Malcolm swore under his breath. 
 “How fast is the water filling up?” asked Malcolm. 
 Teddy screamed in reply, which seemed like answer enough. Malcolm tugged at the door. It was heavy metal, and the latch locking it was a stiff iron bar. 
 “Wind Runner!” screamed Teddy. “Do something!” 

What am I supposed to do? Rain Dancer has the key. I’ll lose if I try to fight him for it.

 “Teddy, use your power!” said Malcolm. “Try to push from that side, and I’ll try to shake the door from this one.” 
 “A…Alright.” 
 Malcolm kept one hand on the door, feeling it jiggle slightly from Teddy’s efforts. He tried to force wind into the lock. The door was airtight, and there was no way for him to get his wind manipulation to the other side.  
 “Try pulling, Teddy!” said Malcolm. “Can you pull the door toward you? Does your power work that way?” 
 “I can try,” he said. “Hurry! The water is… it’s up to my waist!” 
 Malcolm took a couple of steps back from the door. He took a deep breath and reached out, summoning as much of the wind as he had the strength to. He threw it forward in a massive, directed blast, trying to hit the door in a way that would knock it loose by breaking the hinges. 
 He knew he was taking a risk. Already, the euphoria from overdoing it with his powers was surging into him. It felt almost like a challenge, a goal in a video game. Get the door off the cell to save Teddy’s life. Time was ticking away, and only he could save the day. 

I need to stay focused. I can’t lose myself, not with this kid’s life on the line.

 “Wind Runner!” Teddy was coughing on the other side of the door. “I… I can’t.” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth. He felt something dangerous twist inside him as he let loose with another wind blast. He was chuckling, drunk on his powers, but the strength he was putting into his efforts went beyond anything he’d done before. 
 The door shook, shifted forward an inch or two, and then fell off its hinges and into the hallway. It was followed by several thousand gallons of water and an extremely waterlogged and grateful teenage boy. 
 “There,” said Malcolm, taking deep breaths. “Come on. We have to find my other friend, and then we’re getting out of here.” 
 “That’s enough.” Rain Dancer stepped into the hallway. “You’re a fool, Wind Runner. You just murdered one of our allies by sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.” 
 Malcolm didn’t waste time on words. He summoned the wind, still feeling the flutter of the euphoric body load from what he’d just done. There was still water pooling on the ground nearby, and he had a theory about what Rain Dancer’s weakness might be. 

Drop anything electrical into water, and it short circuits!

 He splashed Rain Dancer with a solid, wind propelled, scoop of water. Rain Dancer just laughed. 
 “Not a bad try,” he said. “Not even close though.” 
 Rain Dancer threw his hand forward, hitting Malcolm with a burst of electricity intense enough to make it feel like the fillings in his teeth were about to explode. Malcolm fell to the ground without enough breath left in his lungs to so much as scream. 
 “The kid is useless to us,” said Rain Dancer. “Weak powers. He doesn’t know anything about the Champion Authority. I wanted to see if he’d make an interesting spryte or demon, you know, but because of you… I’ve changed my mind.” 
 “What?” screamed Teddy. “No!” 
 Lightning shot forth from Rain Dancer’s hand, crackling across Teddy’s soaked body. Malcolm sat up and tried to push Rain Dancer back with the wind. It was hopeless. He couldn’t summon the energy, and barely managed to shake Rain Dancer’s clothing. 
 “The water in the cell was a test,” said Rain Dancer. “If this little champion recruit had reached for his full potential, reached his turning point, he might have become something useful.” 
 Teddy’s screams went on until he ran out of breath. Malcolm made another attempt to push Rain Dancer back, and received a painful electric burst in return. 
 “I would have done the same to you, you know?” shouted Rain Dancer, raising his voice to be heard over Teddy’s screams. “Tortured you, gotten all of your juicy information. Unfortunately, you and Ms. Shadow Spryte come as a package deal, and I think it’ll be more fun for me to stay on her good side.” 
  Teddy’s head and limbs seized wildly on the ground. Smoke was coming off his clothing, even though he was still wet. 
 “You’re… going to kill him,” Malcolm managed. He tried another attack, but was only able to summon a weak breeze, his powers drained from exposure to his weakness. 
 “Yup,” said Rain Dancer. “He would have gone on to become a champion, you know? Would have killed people like me, Shield Maiden, Rose. And eventually you.” 
 Teddy’s body suddenly erupted into flame. Rain Dancer kept electrocuting him, pumping in energy, literally melting off the boy’s skin and turning him into dust and bones. 
 “You evil bastard!” Malcolm roared and sprinted toward Rain Dancer. 

If I can get close enough, I can take his power!

 Rain Dancer just laughed. The lightning hit Malcolm full in the chest. He gasped, and then everything went dark. 


 




CHAPTER 23

   
 Malcolm felt cold. He blinked to make sure his eyes were open. It was still dark, and he was lying on his back. Wherever he was smelled of dust and mold, like a dank closet gone unopened for many years. 

Focus. You were fighting Rain Dancer, and…

 And he’d lost. Malcolm forced his body into motion, rising to his feet and turning in a slow circle. He couldn’t see anything, but he reached out, first with his hands.  
 He was in a small room, but it was different from the cell where he and Rose had been kept in Underworld. By using his wind listening, he got a sense of the exact dimensions. The cell expanded upward, almost fifty feet overhead, but was no more than fifteen feet wide across. 

I’m in… an elevator shaft?

 He didn’t have time to give it more thought. A small slit of light appeared high above him, and Malcolm could barely make out two figures standing and peering down at him. 
 “Don’t panic,” called Rain Dancer. “This is all part of the plan.” 
 “You bastard,” said Malcolm. “And killing that boy? Was that part of the plan?” 
 “Take it easy,” said Rain Dancer. 
 “Fuck you.” Malcolm wished that he was within range to spit in the demon’s face. “You and your fucking cult are no better than the champions. You’re a killer, Rain Dancer.” 

And I’m going to be the one who kills you.

 Malcolm clenched his hand into a fist, trying to get a sense of whether he could charge the opening and make it through before Rain Dancer closed it. They were too high above him, he decided.  
 He could try it, but it would be the end of the conversation and any chance he had at talking his way out of the situation. Which, he silently conceded, he was already doing a pretty poor job of. 
 “Wind Runner,” came Shield Maiden’s voice. “You might not understand why we do what we do, but please, believe that we act in the name of what’s right. We want peace, and a better world.” 
 Malcolm grimaced, unable to contain himself. 
 “And how many thirteen-year-olds are you willing to murder in cold blood to make that happen?” he called up to them. 
 “More than you’d be comfortable with,” said Shield Maiden. “At least, as you are now. We’re still giving you a chance, Wind Runner.” 
 “The same chance that the boy had,” said Rain Dancer. “We’ve trapped you here for a reason, ya? You’ll have a chance to use your powers to stay alive, and even escape. But it’s going to take more than you’re capable of as a normal champion.” 
 Malcolm let out a mocking laugh. 
 “So what?” he said. “You’re going to fill the shaft with water? Is that supposed to scare me?” 
 “Poison gas,” said Shield Maiden. “We picked one heavy enough to sink to the bottom. If you want to stay alive, you’ll keep flying.” 
 A chill ran down the back of Malcolm’s spine. 
 “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll find a way out before I turn.” 
 “If you manage to, given what we’ve done to the doors, the result will be the same,” said Shield Maiden. “This is for the best, Wind Runner. We want you to reach your full potential.” 
 Malcolm heard a hiss come from somewhere nearby. He let out a panicked shout, immediately calling for the wind and charging up the elevator shaft. He kept himself pressed against the elevator shaft’s side with air pressure, running up the wall like a character in an action movie. 
 “Have fun,” said Rain Dancer, with a laugh. “We’ll be back once you’ve received the touch of the stars.” 
 The open doors closed, cutting off what little light Malcolm had to see by. He ran up to where the opening had been anyway, slamming the wind into the sides of the elevator’s shaft and trying to make an escape for himself.  
 Nothing happened. He could still hear the hissing sound coming from the bottom of the elevator shaft. Malcolm used his wind running to keep himself as high up as he could. There was little to grab onto for purchase within the elevator shaft, and he suspected that Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden had chosen it for that reason. 

They moved me somewhere else. I’m not in Underworld anymore.

 It meant that even if he managed to escape, there was a very high likelihood that he wouldn’t be able to find his way back to Underworld again without a serious search. The only location he had to go on was the area around the sand cliffs, and he’d probably be searching for a hidden entrance. 
 Malcolm tried to keep thinking those kinds of thoughts, pushing his focus away from his impending doom. He was kicking back and forth, from wall to wall, trying to smash through the elevator doors with his feet. It wasn’t working, and he was starting to get tired. 
 The hissing sound of the gas entering the elevator shaft was the bane of Malcolm’s existence. He sniffed every couple of seconds, paranoid, knowing that the second he could smell the gas, it would already be too late. 
 His legs started to get tired, and he had to rely more and more on his power to stay aloft. Malcolm could feel the heady euphoria setting in. This time, however, he wasn’t sure if it was from overusing his ability, or the first onset of the poison, clouding his mind. 
 “Damn,” he muttered. “What am I supposed to do?” 
 He kept using his powers, trying to think of a way forward that didn’t involve dying or giving Rain Dancer what he wanted. Malcolm started humming a Nine Inch Nails song, knowing that it would help him keep his energy and sanity levels up, if nothing else. 

Do I have a trump card, here? Wait… Maybe…?

 Malcolm remembered absorbing Shield Maiden’s power earlier in the day. He could still feel it on the edge of his awareness when he reached out, but it was unfamiliar. It felt like trying to read directions in a foreign language, totally different from how instinctual his wind manipulation had become. 
 He was almost at the point of exhaustion, his legs too tired to keep pushing up and off the shaft. Soon enough, he would have to fly, and even using the burst method that Shield Maiden had taught him, he doubted that it would be enough. 

I have to try this. Even if it doesn’t work, it’s better than what I’m doing now.

 Malcolm held out his hand and felt for Shield Maiden’s power. He pushed his will outward, trying to make a shield bubble as he’d seen her do many times before. One flickered into existence over his palm, but popped after only a couple of seconds. 
 There was clearly an art to it. It reminded Malcolm a little of blowing bubbles using soap and a wand, more of a gentle, careful process. He took a deep breath, this time sure that he could smell and taste the poison gas. Malcolm started coughing, knowing that he’d only get a single chance at what he intended.  
 He flew up higher into the elevator shaft, ignoring the rush of confusing mania that came with pushing his wind manipulation to the limit. Picturing the size of the bubble shield clearly in his head, Malcolm called it into reality, surrounding himself in it. 
 To his relief, he managed it, encasing himself in a bubble shield just barely wider in diameter than he was tall. The bubble, with him inside it, began to sink toward the bottom of the elevator shaft. He fidgeted nervously. 

Let’s hope to god this thing is airtight…



 




CHAPTER 24

   
 Malcolm waited inside the bubble shield, first for minutes, and then for hours. He knew that Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden would show up eventually, and he spent the time trying to stave off his boredom by formulating a plan. 
 He wasn’t capable of taking Rain Dancer on in a fight. Malcolm had to acknowledge that fact as the truth. Rain Dancer’s powers could hit him from a distance and keep him from getting in close, on top of being his weakness. Malcolm couldn’t match him in the same way he could a less formidable opponent. 
 Shield Maiden, in a similar sense, could subdue Malcolm using her power, but only if she got the first attack. Now that Malcolm could use her shield bubbles, too, he could surprise her and potentially contain her before she could get the drop on him. 

At least, until I absorb a different power…

 Malcolm gently pressed his hand into the inside of the shield bubble. It took very little energy from him to maintain. Outside the bubble, the toxic gas awaited him, which posed a problem when it came to what came next. 
 Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden would come to check up on him eventually. Malcolm’s hope was that it would be after filling the elevator shaft with a volume of gas that the two of them assumed to be impossible to survive. Perhaps they wouldn’t search for his body, in that scenario, and he could wait until they’d come and gone and then take his chance to escape. 
 It was a long shot, but it was the best plan he had. Any ideas that began with him attacking the two monsters immediately ended with him getting his ass kicked. Malcolm sat and waited in the bubble, trying to keep his senses alert, and listening as much as he could. 
 Footsteps came after another hour or so, followed by the sound of one of the elevator doors above him scraping open. Malcolm froze. It was hard to see much through the bubble shield and gas, but he could still hear. 
 “Malcolm?” called Rose. “Malcolm!” 
 Malcolm wasted no time. He took a deep breath, let the shield bubble pop, and then boosted himself up to the elevator opening where Rose’s silhouette stood. Immediately after coming out of the elevator shaft, he pushed her back away from the opening. 
 “They poisoned it,” he said. “Come on, we shouldn’t stick around long!” 
 Malcolm pulled her down the long hallway with him, annoyed by how Rose seemed to be digging in her feet. They were in an old hospital, or extended care center. He passed by an empty wheel chair, frowning and wondering how his captors had found the place. 
 “Malcolm, please,” said Rose. “Hold on!” 
 “We don’t have time to talk,” said Malcolm. “Come on!” 
 They were on the second floor. He pulled her downstairs with him, hurrying out into the hospital’s main lobby. Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden were waiting for them. 
 “So, he’s still alive,” said Rain Dancer. “And he hasn’t turned…” 
 “You… bastard!” Malcolm felt cold rage take hold of him, on his own behalf and for the young boy Rain Dancer had killed in cold blood. He lifted his hands, preparing to ensnare Shield Maiden with her own power and do what he could against Rain Dancer. 
 Shadow tendrils slipped over his wrists, holding him back. Malcolm struggled against them, his mind uncomprehending. 
 “Rose…” he said. “What… are you doing?” 
 “Don’t attack them, Malcolm,” she said, quietly. “There’s no need for us to fight.” 
 “Rose…” he repeated. Something twisted inside him as he looked at her face. She wouldn’t meet his eye. 
 “She’s agreed to work with us, Wind Runner,” said Shield Maiden. 
 Malcolm frowned. He leaned in closer to Rose. 
 “We can’t keep pretending,” he hissed. “Come on. We’re above ground, this is our best chance to take them on and escape!” 
 Rose finally let her gaze linger over his. 
 “I’m sorry, Malcolm,” she said.  
 “You’re… sorry?” 
 “Can we hurry this along?” asked Rain Dancer. “I don’t know how the punk survived the elevator shaft, but we can just toss him right back in. Better to turn him than kill him, you know?” 
 “No,” said Rose. “We’re… letting him go.” 
 “We’re letting him go?” repeated Malcolm. The words hit him like ice water in the face. He brought a hand up to his head and slowly ran it through his hair. 
 “He’s a champion, don’t be insane,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “If you want my help like you said you did, that’s the price,” said Rose. 
 “Rose, you can’t do this,” said Malcolm. “Look… We can find a way to save your sister. This is about her, isn’t it? Are they threatening her?” 
 “Malcolm, it’s-” 
 “I could even get other champions to help, if they knew these lunatics had hostages. We’ll save Leah, Rose.” 
 “It’s not about Leah!” snapped Rose. “I don’t even remember her, Malcolm. And she claims that the star touched have no family, so as much as blood may connect us… she’s still essentially a stranger to me.” 
 “But… she’s your sister,” said Malcolm. 
 “I’m not like you Malcolm,” said Rose. “Quit projecting.” 
 She folded her arms, her expression sad, but with an edge of coldness to it. 

I don’t understand this at all.

 “So, what?” he said. “You believe them? All the crazy, religious, conspiracy mumbo jumbo?” 
 “I don’t believe a single word of it,” said Rose. She glanced over at Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden and shrugged unremittingly. 
 “Then why?” asked Malcolm. He felt his confusion turning to anger. “I deserve an explanation, Rose.” 
 “Because they’re strong,” she said. “Because… Regardless of what they might believe, or the tactics they might use… ultimately, I believe in what they’re fighting for.” 
 “They’re killers, Rose,” said Malcolm. “Killers and liars.” 
 “And the Champion Authority is any better?” she replied. “You work for an organization that would kill me if they ever caught me. The champions want to sterilize the world of people like me, Malcolm. And I’ll fight with anyone who stands against that kind of injustice.” 
 Malcolm could only stare at her. He was shaking his head, his heart suddenly burning in his chest. 
 “What if the two of us… went our own way?” He was pleading with her, and hated himself for it. “We could both leave together, Rose.” 
 “I can’t,” she whispered. “This is an opportunity for me, Malcolm. Shield Maiden can use her powers to help me if I have an episode, and Rain Dancer… hell, he beat both of us in a fight, Malcolm! He’s strong.” 

He’s strong, and I’m weak.

 Malcolm felt his shame like a physical thing, a heavy, aching lump in his throat that made it hard to speak. He turned away from Rose, shaking his head. When he looked back at her, she had tears in her eyes. For some reason, that made him furious. 
 “Please, Malcolm,” whispered Rose. “You still have your choice to make. If you wanted to… you could come back with us.” 
 Malcolm looked over at Rain Dancer and saw the smug smile on his face. He could still hear Teddy’s screams as the water filled his cell, and the way his body had contorted as the lightning hit him. 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “I can’t. I won’t.” 
 He shook his head, tying all his painful and confusing emotions into a nice, neat bundle with his resolve. 
 “Then…” Rose’s lip quivered, and one of the tears finally broke loose down her cheek. “We might be enemies, the next time we meet.” 
 Malcolm took a deep breath, and then slowly nodded. He turned away from Rose, summoned both the wind and his willpower, and crashed out of one of the hospital’s windows. 


 




CHAPTER 25

   
 It was the middle of the night, and it was raining outside. Malcolm ran with the wind, putting distance between himself and the hospital as though trying to wake up from a bad dream. 

It’s over. I don’t have to worry about getting caught anymore, protecting her from Tapestry and Multi.

 The thought was of little consolation. Malcolm ran faster, taking long, bounding leaps. He was using Shield Maiden’s advice, activating his powers in quick, focused bursts, barely touching with his feet at all. 
 It took him a few minutes to find his bearings. He was just off the highway, in between Vanderbrook and Halter City. Malcolm oriented himself so that he was heading straight back to the local Champion Authority headquarters. He didn’t care about reporting in. He was just worried about the type of thoughts he’d start thinking if he went back to his apartment alone. 
 Lightning flashed, and thunder cracked in the distance. It felt like it was Rain Dancer’s final, parting taunt even though the demon clearly had nothing to do with the current weather. Malcolm gritted his teeth, feeling a cold anger toward the monster and desperately wanting revenge for the murder Rain Dancer had committed in his presence. 
 He took off, lifting into the air and flying for a good thirty seconds straight. The euphoria of power abuse tickled at his senses, and Malcolm was surprised by how it affected his other emotions. It gave him confidence, which was a dangerous thing to tie with anger, hurt, and a sense of betrayal. 
 Malcolm forced himself to land and took a few deep, calming breaths. He waited until his heart assumed a steady rhythm, and then continued on his way. 
 The Vanderbrook Champion Authority’s headquarters was nicknamed “The Dome” for its appearance. Malcolm jogged the last few feet toward the entrance, feeling a bit odd walking up to the door alone. Tapestry had always taken him inside on his previous visits. He didn’t have any credentials or secret passcode of his own. 

I’m still the new guy. I haven’t even made it to that level of trust yet.

 He pressed the buzzer next to the metal sliding door and waited. A speaker crackled on from overhead, barely audible over the sound of the storm. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Multi’s voice. “About time you report in. Come straight to the command center. We’ve been searching for you.” 
 Malcolm didn’t get a chance to put a word in edgewise, which wasn’t unusual, given his boss’s personality. The metal door slid open, and he walked into the base. 
 He couldn’t help but compare it to Underworld, after the time he’d spent enclosed in the monster’s base. The Awakened Children had turned floors and walls of cement and steel into something livable, a home with carpets, wall paintings, and creature comforts. 
 The dome had the general ambience of a center of military operations. Malcolm walked across the metal floor under bright fluorescent lights, listening as the main entrance door sealed behind him. 
 He didn’t pass by any of the other champions on his way to the command room. Multi was sitting in his chair behind the command console in the center of the room, staring at several different screens at one. He waved for Malcolm to come over. 
 “Not here,” he said. “In my office.” 
 Multi led him down a hallway and into a tiny room at the end barely larger than a closet. He slid around to the other side of the desk that took up most of the space and gestured for Malcolm to sit in the second chair. 
 “Your stabilizer has been deactivated for more than a day straight,” said Multi. “Explain what the fuck has been going on.” 
 Malcolm took a slow breath. He’d thought a lot about what he was going to say during the trip back. 

I have no reason to lie, anymore. But still…

 “I was… captured,” said Malcolm. “By a cult called the Awakened Children. They’re led by a demon and a spryte, Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden.” 
 Multi’s expression gave nothing away. He didn’t fit the typical image of a stern commanding officer. He was short, balding with only a few tufts of red hair left, and pudgy. He considered Malcolm with eyes that made up for all of his physical short comings in their intensity. 
 “You were captured,” said Multi. “Where? And how?” 
 “I was… following up on a lead,” said Malcolm. “I heard about a church that worships monsters in Halter City. I stopped by to check it out, and ended up getting ambushed.” 
 Multi swore under his breath. Malcolm didn’t know why he was still leaving details out. It might have been for Rose’s sake, or it might have been for his own. He’d harbored her for so long that it was hard to separate whatever he felt for her from the practical concerns over the consequences. 
 “I need the full details,” said Multi. “Everything that happened during the time they had you.” 
 Malcolm explained as much as he could. He described the bizarre teachings of the church. He gave a description of Underworld and the society of the Awakened Children. He forced himself to recount Teddy’s death and Rain Dancer’s goal of turning him over to their side. 
 “Dammit,” muttered Multi. “Melt and Greenthumb are here at the base. They’ll want to talk to you about that after.” 
 “I’ll explain what I can,” said Malcolm. 
 Multi nodded. He narrowed his eyes. 
 “And how did you escape, exactly?” 
 Malcolm hesitated. This was the question that he’d struggled with most. 
 “They trapped me in an elevator shaft and tried to poison me,” he said. “I managed to get one of the doors open and used my powers to get away before they could stop me.” 
 He was expecting skepticism, but Multi just nodded.  
 “Alright,” said Multi. “I’m going to have Morph take a look at you to make sure you’re alright physically and to replace your stabilizer. After that, get some rest.” 
 Malcolm blinked. Multi was not the kind of person to leave any stone unturned. It was hard for him to believe that he was being let off so easily. 

Does he believe me? Or does he just not care that I’m lying?

 Anna came into Multi’s small office, spotting Malcolm and immediately breaking into a smile. She was a small, mousey looking woman with thick glasses and brunette hair, tied back into a complicated braid. 
 “You’re dismissed, Wind Runner,” said Multi. 
 Malcolm nodded to him, turning and smiling at Anna. Another Multi walked into the office as they left, one who’d chosen to completely shave his head. Malcolm lifted an eyebrow, realizing that it was the first time he’d seen any of Multi’s copies differentiate much from the original. 

Strange…

 He was about to bring it up, but the look Anna shot him warned him away from it. She walked out into the hallway, and Malcolm followed her, pushing the thought out of his mind. 


 




CHAPTER 26

   
 “We’d pretty much written you off for dead, you know,” said Anna. “You gave us quite the scare.” 
 Malcolm was sitting on the examination table in the infirmary of HQ. Anna was taking his blood pressure, staring at the reading on the small digital screen as the sleeve compressed. 
 “That wasn’t really my intention,” said Malcolm. “I didn’t exactly have ‘getting kidnapped’ on my to-do list for the day.” 
 Anna smiled at him. 
 “At least your captors didn’t torture your sense of humor out of you,” she said. “Speaking of which… did they torture you? And if so, how?” 
 “Electricity,” said Malcolm. “And a bit of poison gas. I don’t think it was enough to do lasting damage, though.” 
 Anna nodded. She pulled a stethoscope out of a cupboard and proceeded to listen to his breathing and heart beat from several different spots. 
 “Yeah, you’re fine,” she said. “But seriously… you had people worried, Wind Runner.” 
 “Sorry,” he said. 
 “Don’t apologize to me,” said Anna. “Apologize to Tapestry. She spent most of last night out looking for you. Said that you completely stopped answering your phone and weren’t at your apartment.” 
 Malcolm frowned. He checked his phone, and sure enough, found a half dozen missed calls and messages from his fellow companion. 
 “Personally,” said Anna. “I just figured you were having a fun night. Maybe enjoying yourself with that Instagram girl from when you first got your powers.” 
 She grinned at him, and Malcolm rolled his eyes. 
 “Will people ever let that drop?” he asked. 
 “It’s on the internet, Wind Runner,” she said. “It will follow you to your deathbed.” 

Seems like a high price to pay for a single sexy afternoon.

 The door to the infirmary opened. Malcolm was expecting Tapestry, but instead, two other champions he recognized filed in. 
 “Is he healthy enough to answer some fucking questions?” asked Melt. 
 “Melt…” Greenthumb sighed and shook his head. “Would you at least put in the effort not to swear in front of the young lady?” 
 Melt and Greenthumb were field champions, tasked with hunting down demons and sprytes across normal Champion Authority jurisdiction. Malcolm had encountered them shortly after first gaining his powers, when he had first begun harboring Rose in his apartment.  
 They had treated him with varying degrees of suspicion. Greenthumb had been polite and trusting from the start. Melt, on the other hand, had acted as though Malcolm was a hostile agent, and had come very close to discovering evidence that would have supported such a theory. 
 “Thanks, Ben,” said Anna. “Though you of all people should know that I’m not exactly clean mouthed, myself.” 
 Greenthumb grinned back at her. Malcolm suppressed a smile, along with a joke about her phrasing. 
 “We don’t have time fuck around here,” said Melt. “Multi says you know something about Clearhand.” 
 Melt ran a hand through his scraggly beard, rolling one of his shoulders against the confines of his leather jacket. He looked tired, but that was no surprise to Malcolm. Melt had struck him as the kind of champion that only really relaxed when he was deep in the grip of his vices, alcohol and tobacco. 
 “Clearhand?” asked Malcolm. 
 “It’s the nickname he gave to Theodore,” said Greenthumb. “The new recruit we were bringing into HQ when we were attacked.” 
 Greenthumb was tall and skinny, somewhere in his mid-thirties, with a sense of fashion of a man a decade younger. He had on sweatpants, sandals, and green t-shirt with a cannabis leaf logo on the front.  
 “Teddy…” said Malcolm. He shook his head slightly, wishing that he wasn’t the one who had to break it to the two of them. 
 “He’s dead… isn’t he?” asked Melt. 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 Melt whirled, immediately slamming his fist into the infirmary’s wall with all the strength he could muster. Malcolm flinched back, only relaxing when he saw that the champion had pulled the punch using his power. Melt’s hand had, well, melted on contact with the wall, preventing any serious damage from being done. He gritted his teeth and slowly exhaled as the red goop reformed into a palm and fingers. 
 “It’s what we expected, Melt,” said Greenthumb. “This, or worse. This is how these kinds of monstrous organizations operate.” 
 Melt turned his attention back toward Malcolm. The intensity of his eyes was hard to meet, even for just a couple of seconds. 
 “It was the electric one, wasn’t it?” asked Melt, his voice vibrating with anger. “Or was it the stupid shield bitch?” 
 “Rain Dancer,” said Malcolm. “The guy with the dreads, lightning powers.” 
 “Did he make him suffer?” asked Melt. 
 Malcolm nodded. 

He did. And I can’t imagine how these two would have reacted if they’d seen it.

 “Melt,” said Greenthumb. “Remember your tricks from anger management. There’s nothing you can do right now. Save that emotion for when we’re actually-” 
 “Shut the fuck up, Ben,” snapped Melt. “Just… shut the fuck up.” 
 Greenthumb put an arm around Melt’s shoulder, which was immediately shrugged off. Melt focused on Malcolm again, his eyes smoldering with a dangerous, wild anger. 
 “How do you feel about this?” asked Melt. “This… monster, who captured you. How do you fucking feel about it, right now?” 
 Malcolm felt his chest heat up as he thought about Rain Dancer, and about Rose. 
 “I’m sure you can guess how I feel,” he said, his voice coming out with more anger than he’d expected. 
 Melt nodded. 
 “We’re gonna find him,” said Melt. “And we’re gonna kill him. That’s what we do. That’s what we’re fucking good at.” 
 “Jesus Christ, Melt, would you chill out?” Greenthumb let out an exasperated sigh. “You take this job way too seriously…” 
 “This job,” said Melt. “Right. It’s all just a job to you, ain’t it, Ben?” 
 Melt didn’t wait for a response, turning and leaving the infirmary. Greenthumb gestured apologetically. 
 “He’s been extra high strung since we lost Clearhand,” said Greenthumb. “I think he saw something in that kid.” 
 “I really wish he’d let me prescribe him something,” muttered Anna. 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow at her. 
 “You can actually, uh, prescribe drugs?” he asked. “Like… legally?” 
 She stared at him as though he was a complete idiot. 
 “Did you think I was just playing around with this stuff?” she asked. “I went to med school, Wind Runner.” 
 Greenthumb smiled at the two of them and gave a quick nod. 
 “I should check after Melt,” he said. “It was good seeing you again, Anna.” 
 “Ben.” She smiled sweetly at him as he left, and then continued with Malcolm’s examination. 
   


 




CHAPTER 27

   
 Anna spent a couple of minutes examining Malcolm’s stabilizer after giving him a clean bill of health. It wasn’t actually broken, and she was able to reverse whatever Rain Dancer had done to it to short circuit it. 
 He left the infirmary feeling a little aimless. It was late at night, and he still wasn’t interested in heading back to his apartment. The fact that Rose wouldn’t be there waiting for him was weird and painful to consider. 

She’ll never be there, waiting for me. In fact, if I ever see her again, the two of us will probably be trying to kill each other.

 He headed to the dome’s showers, suddenly feeling the weight of days of accumulated sweat and grime. Malcolm changed out of his clothes and tossed them into a clothes hamper, wondering which of the champions was on laundry duty.  
 There was a set of plain athletic sweat clothes in his assigned locker, which he set out for when he was finished. The showers were set up almost like a hallway, with rows of spouts on both sides of the narrow room, and no stalls. There was no way to turn them on individually, so he flicked the switch and waited by the nearest one while the water heated up. 
 It was impossible for him to keep his mind off his emotions, and off Rose. He felt betrayed, but at the same time, it was only because of her intervention that he’d been able to escape. If she’d heeded his call to action and fought against Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden at his side, how would things have ended? Likely with both of them captured, in the same situation they’d been in at the start. 
 “Malcolm.” Tapestry’s voce caught him off guard, and he jumped slightly. She was standing by the lockers, watching him with a displeased expression on her face. 
 “Tapestry?” Malcolm scowled, feeling a little embarrassed being exposed in front of her. “What are you doing here? It’s the middle of the night.” 
 “Multi called to tell me that you’d returned to HQ.” 
 “That doesn’t answer my question,” said Malcolm. “You could have waited until morning instead of driving all the way out.” 
 The water had reached a comfortable temperature, and Malcolm stepped into the stream. It felt amazing on his face and shoulders, and only once it had begun to soak into his hair did he get a sense of how dirty he really was. 
 “He also ran me through the details of the story you fed him,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm didn’t like her tone. 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 “You know exactly what I mean,” said Tapestry. “It was the same after we fought Hothead.” 
 She was choosing her words carefully, which Malcolm appreciated. Multi and the other champions, as far as Malcolm knew, were still unaware of the fact that the heat demon had been Danny, Malcolm’s brother. 
 “Any other champion would be in confinement right now, held until they came clean with the full story behind what was going on.” Tapestry’s voice burned with anger, but also with hurt. “Why is Multi treating you special, Malcolm?” 
 “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said. The last thing he was interested in doing, at that moment, was justifying himself to Tapestry. 
 “You know more than you’re letting on!” snapped Tapestry. “Enough with the mysterious act. I want the truth!” 
 “And I want a relaxing shower,” said Malcolm. “Let’s talk about this later.” 
 “Malcolm!” 
 He rolled his eyes at her and walked down the row of shower spigots, heading all the way to the very back, where the sound of the water made it impossible to hear anything short of a shout from the locker room. Malcolm sighed as he ran his hands over his body, feeling so very tired. 
 He turned around and saw that Tapestry had followed him, stripping off her clothes to enter the shower as naked as he was. She had her hands folded over her chest, but it did a poor job of covering her nudity. It would have been an enticing sight, if not for the heavy, angry emotion set into her expression. 
 “You don’t get to walk away from me that easily, Malcolm,” she said, crossing her arms. 
 Malcolm took a couple of seconds to openly leer at her, wondering if he could end the conversation just by making her uncomfortable with his lecherous gaze. Tapestry had a nice, if not incredible body. She was athletic, with a petite figure, smallish breasts, and a butt that took advantage of her womanly hips. 
 “You’re naked,” he said, staring at her exposed, pink nipples. Tapestry blushed, but narrowed her eyes, resolve entering the forefront of her expression. 
 “I’ll be embarrassed, if that’s what it takes to get the truth out of you,” said Tapestry. She stepped in closer to him, dangerously close. “Now… Why don’t you tell me about the shadow spryte, Malcolm?” 
 He tensed up immediately, trying and failing to keep his expression level. 
 “What are you talking-” 
 “Don’t!” Tapestry jabbed a finger into his chest. “Do not feed me any baloney on this, Malcolm!” 
 “Tapestry, come on!” He tried to step away from her, but there was nowhere for him to escape to. The showers ended in a tiled wall, and she had him pressed practically into the corner, her naked body barely a foot away from his. 
 “She was in your apartment,” said Tapestry. “And then she was there, fighting your brother! And now, suddenly, you develop a spontaneous interest in a cult that worships monsters?” 
 “Keep your voice down!” Malcolm grabbed her by the wrist to avoid being poked in the eye by the finger she used to punctuate her words. 
 “Who is she?” asked Tapestry. 

Who is she? Can I even answer that question properly, for myself or for her? She’s just… Rose.

 “Get out of my face, Tapestry,” said Malcolm. “I’m taking a shower.” 
 He tried to slide by her. Tapestry pushed her chest against his, a gesture occasionally intimidating coming from a man, and something different, but equally hard to ignore, coming from a naked woman. 
 “No,” said Tapestry. “I refuse.” 
 Malcolm felt his anger boil over. He summoned the wind, pulling it down between them in a hard column and pushing Tapestry back a few feet. 
 “I’m not going to say it again, Tapestry,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I’m taking a shower. Leave me in-” 
 Tapestry leapt through the space between them, grabbing Malcolm by the arm and pulling him toward her. He fell off balance, almost slipping on the wet shower floor with his next step. 
 She stepped in close, pushing her body into direct, naked contact with his for an instant before twisting him into a trip over her leg. Malcolm pulled her with him as she fell, but that seemed to be what she’d been expecting. 
 He was still soapy, and tough for her to get a hold on. Unfortunately, Malcolm lacked any real martial training, and still had plenty of hang-ups about fighting women. Tapestry touched his upper thigh trying to get a hold on his leg, and he almost forgot what they were originally doing. 
 “No!” growled Malcolm. “You can’t wrestle the answers out of me, Tapestry. Get a grip.” 
 “And you can’t keep pushing people away like you do.” Tapestry twisted one of his arms painfully before slipping onto him, straddling his stomach.  
 “Why not?” asked Malcolm. “Maybe… it’s for the best.” 
 Tapestry stared down at him, naked and beautiful. Her blonde hair had come free from its pony tail at some point during the fight and fell across her shoulders in loose, wet locks. 
 “I’ve seen the end of that story before, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “So many times. You aren’t going to like how going through life alone ends.” 
 He started to lean up. Tapestry pinned his arms with a surprising amount of strength for such a small woman. Her face was right in front of Malcolm’s. He darted forward with his lips, feeling rather than thinking, and gave her a quick, hungry kiss. 
 Tapestry took a couple of seconds to respond to the sudden change in the tone of their wrestling. She kept Malcolm’s arms pinned, kissing him back while still acting like they were in a serious fight. 
 Her body slid down his stomach, and Malcolm felt her tense up as her butt made contact with his rapidly hardening rod. He’d been struggling to keep from getting turned on for their entire encounter, and with the kiss, all that pent-up arousal had boiled over in a single, intense moment. 
 Malcolm tore one of his hands away from Tapestry’s grip. She tried to lean back, as though expecting him to twist her into a submission hold. He grabbed her breast instead, delighting in the soft, girlish sound Tapestry made as his thumb ran over her nipple. 
 She slid a little bit lower, and released Malcolm’s other hand. He took her by the hips, moving with the same angry urgency that had been underlying the fight. Sliding his hardness into her, he pulled Tapestry down onto him. 
 The sensation of sliding into her was tight and wonderful. Tapestry set her hands on his chest, biting her lower lip and slowly waving her body back and forth. She was slow and cautious with her movements, like a novice belly dancer dancing for her first big show. 
 “Is this what you meant, Tapestry?” Malcolm asked, his voice angrier than he’d intended. 
 “You… know what I meant,” she said, blushing. Malcolm thrust up hard, and Tapestry let out a silent gasp of pleasure. 
 He held her hips tight, slowly bouncing her up and down. It almost felt like an extension of their argument, though Malcolm found it impossible to tell whether he’d won or lost in the end. 
 The fact that they were in the showers of HQ, which were open to anyone who walked in, was not lost on either of them. Tapestry was clearly trying to keep quiet, and only stopped glancing over at the door to the locker room when the pleasure became too much of a distraction. 
 Malcolm didn’t care if they got caught. Compared to the rest of the secrets in his life, fun with another champion in the showers barely rated on his list of worries. He thrust up into Tapestry, building into a steady, aggressive rhythm. 
 “Malcolm!” Tapestry gasped and collapsed on top of him. Malcolm cradled her head as he pushed into her, feeling a bit selfish as he continued to enjoy her while she melted into a pile on his chest. 

Maybe this is the path forward for me. Being with the champions, and Tapestry… and fighting against… Rose.

 Malcolm lost it, and pulled the woman on top of him tight as the pleasure hit him. 


 




CHAPTER 28

   
 “I’m sorry,” said Malcolm.  
 The two of them had continued to shower after the sex, neither of them saying anything. They’d cleaned up, and Tapestry had brought a towel for each of them to dry off with. Malcolm looked over at her as he pulled on his clothes, watching as she pulled her panties on over smooth legs. 
 “I don’t want an apology, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “How… am I supposed to be able to trust you, if you don’t tell me anything?” 
 Her green eyes were full of emotion, the kind that Malcolm knew would burn long after the two had finished talking. He sighed and stared down at the locker room’s tile floor. 
 “I’m trying, Tapestry,” he said. “I’m just trying my best. To help people.” 

Am I helping other people? Or am I just helping myself?

 She shook her head slowly and turned away from him. 
 “That’s not enough,” she said. “I don’t think you have a bad heart, Malcolm. But you’re involved in something. And until you tell me what…I’m not taking my eye off you.” 
 Malcolm smiled  
 “I wouldn’t expect you to,” he said. “But no more random acts of shower violence. Promise?” 
 Tapestry looked over her shoulder at him, frowning slightly. 
 “Fair enough.” 
 “Not that I’m opposed to you hopping into the shower with me naked,” said Malcolm. 
 “You’re a child,” she said. Malcolm watched as her expression brightened slightly. He noticed that there was still a suspicious gleam in her eye. 
 “Seriously, though,” said Malcolm. “It’s like you said, I don’t have a bad heart. Can you at least trust that I’ll do my job and have your back?” 
 Tapestry hesitated for only a moment before giving an almost imperceptible nod. Her shoulders relaxed a little, as though his question had brought pragmatism back into her perspective. 
 “You’re capable,” she said. “And we do have bigger things to worry about, right now. Speaking of which, it’s late. I should get moving.” 
 Tapestry finished getting dressed, and the two of them headed out of the locker room. She offered him a ride back to his apartment, but Malcolm turned it down, feeling a bit uneasy about sleeping there on his own, after what had happened with Rose. 
 “That’s probably for the best,” she said. “I’ll be back early tomorrow morning. Multi claims to have a plan that’s going to take all of the local champions to put into action.” 
 Malcolm frowned, unsure of whether he liked the sound of that. 
 “Did he tell you anything more about it?” he asked. 
 “Just to be back here first thing tomorrow,” said Tapestry. “I’ll see you later.” 
 She waited for a second, staring at him in the hallway, and then turned and headed off toward the entrance. Malcolm made his way through the base slowly, finding the dormitories and securing an empty bunk.  
 He slept soundly through the night, his body needing sleep far more than he’d realized. He woke up the next morning to the sound of someone clearing their voice next to him, loudly and deliberately. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Multi. “Get up.” 
 Malcolm blinked his eyes open, fighting the urge to swear his way into trouble. He was surprised to see that the Multi standing next to his bed wasn’t the one he was used to taking orders from. 
 It was the bald Multi, the one he’d seen in the office the day before, and the one who stood out so much from the rest. Malcolm had slept with his clothes on, so all he needed to do was pull on sneakers before standing up to face him. 
 “Multi?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Call me… Wax,” said the Multi. “But yes, I am a Multi. Just one of the earlier ones, with more freedom.” 
 “What’s going on?” he asked. “Am I needed somewhere?” 
 “Not yet,” said Wax. 
 Malcolm shook his head, annoyed. 
 “So you woke me up for fun?” he asked. “That seems a little cruel.” 
 “Let’s walk and talk.” 
 Wax led Malcolm down the hallway, away from the command center. Malcolm was surprised when they continued through HQ’s front door and stepped outside. It was a nice day, with a slight chill in the air, unusual for the time of year. 
 “You’re confused,” said Wax. “Aren’t you?” 

That’s kind of a weird question.

 “Do you mean just in general, or about why I’m standing in the middle of the woods right now?” asked Malcolm. Wax was leading him down a narrow trail that cut through the forest surrounding the base. A blackberry bramble scrapped at Malcolm’s pant leg, and he pulled it loose. 
 “We’ve heard about groups like the Awakened Children before,” said Wax. “I know that they probably tried to sell you on their beliefs during your time among them.” 
 Malcolm gave a small nod. 
 “They did,” he said. “But… in the end, I made a choice.” 
 It was the truth. Even before watching Rain Dancer torture and kill Teddy, Malcolm had made a choice about their beliefs and their cult. It wasn’t something he could support, not in the way it was organized. Like many religious groups and churches, the foundation was fundamentally hollow to him, even if he agreed with them on the need for peace. 
 “I’m glad.” Wax pulled out a cigarette. He offered one to Malcolm, who refused. “The Champion Authority isn’t perfect, Malcolm, but it’s better than the alternatives.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, finding it a little odd that he was having the conversation now, instead of when he’d first gotten back to base. 
 “I consider it to be the lesser of two evils,” said Malcolm. “We kill sprytes and demons. It’s… not as though I see what we’re doing here as something clean.” 
 “Some of them we capture,” said the bald Multi. “Some of them we kill. Some of them we ignore entirely, either because they aren’t threats, or because their free existence serves a purpose for us.” 
 Wax stared into Malcolm’s eyes. Malcolm stared back, wearing his poker mask more seriously than he ever had before in his life. Multi cleared his throat. 
 “Anyway…” He took a drag on his cigarette. “Did they happen to run any tests on you while you were their prisoner?” 
 Malcolm frowned, considering the question. He shook his head. 
 “No,” he said. “At least, not any that I was aware of.” 
 “They didn’t play doctor with you at all?” asked Wax. “No blood samples, or mouth swabs, or anything?” 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “Why?” 
 Wax shrugged. He took another long drag off his cigarette and gestured for Malcolm to follow him back toward HQ. 

There’s something more here. I can feel it.

 Wax stomped out his cigarette by the door, and the two of them headed back inside. The bald Multi took his leave, and Malcolm headed into the cafeteria, considering what he’d said to that first question. 
 He did consider the Champion Authority to be the lesser evil, compared to the Awakened Children. What he’d seen Rain Dancer do to Teddy was part of it, but there was more than just that. It was the general vibe, the ethos of their organization that made him deeply uncomfortable. 
 Malcolm walked into the cafeteria, smelling the food and watching the other champions eating. Anna and Greenthumb were setting at a table together, engaged in lively, flirtatious conversation.  
 Tapestry was at a table on her own, talking on the phone with someone, probably Melanie, if Malcolm had to guess. And Melt stood leaning against a wall in the corner, rubbing a red stained rag over a knife that had brass knuckles built into the grip. 

Eh. Not everybody can be well adjusted.

 Malcolm grabbed some eggs, toast, and ham from the serving table and sat down next to Tapestry. She was still on the phone, but nodded and wiggled her fingers at him in greeting. 
 He ate his food, feeling like something, or rather, someone, was missing. Rose had told him once that she’d been a champion before turning into a spryte. Malcolm let himself dare to wonder what it would be like if she was allowed to be there, in the cafeteria, with him.  

Would it even be the same Rose that I know? Or someone else, with her own memories and a different purpose?

 The question was weighty enough to distract him for the entire meal. The intercom buzzed just as he set his fork down, and Multi’s voice boomed out from it. 
 “We’re having a meeting about how today’s operation is going to work,” said Multi. “Finish your food and get your asses to the command room.” 
 Malcolm smiled at Tapestry. 
 “Well, he’s in a cheery mood,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 29

   
 Multi stood in front of the monitors in the command room, flanked on either side by Wax and one other copy. Malcolm felt odd looking up at them, suddenly realizing that he knew far less about how Multi’s powers worked than he thought he did. 

He’s not all of them at once, but they all are him, or were him…? I’m going to confuse myself if I get caught up on this.

 “We have a mission to accomplish today,” said the original Multi. “For a while now we’ve been keeping tabs on the Awakened Children, but with the recent captures of Clearhand and Wind Runner, it’s clear that we need to take action.” 
 The Multi to the left tapped on the keyboard, and a satellite image popped up on the screen. 
 “This is Fisswater Junkyard,” said Multi. “Several of our non-champion agents have been strategically spreading rumors about a newly gifted teenager who has set up a base of operations here. This is where we will spring our trap.” 
 Tapestry raised her hand, and Multi nodded to her. 
 “Your plan is to draw out the demon, Rain Dancer, and attack him here?” she asked. 
 Multi nodded. 
 “Along with the shield spryte, too, if we can,” he said. “Melt, Greenthumb. The two of you don’t take orders from me, but any assistance you can lend to our operation would be greatly appreciated.” 
 “We’re hunting monsters in the area,” said Greenthumb. “Given the nature of this mission, we’d be more than happy to lend our assistance. Right, Melt?” 
 Melt grunted in agreement. 
 “Good,” said Multi. “There’s more to it than just the junkyard.” 
 The Multi to the left tapped on the keyboard some more, bringing up an image of the Awakened Children’s church where Malcolm had first encountered Shield Maiden and Rain Dancer. 
 “I’m putting a skeleton of squad of two of you on this church, in case they try to retreat and hide among their followers,” said Multi. “Melt and Wind Runner, the two of you will find a place to safely watch the church from a distance and wait for them to make a move.” 
 Malcolm frowned and started to voice his objection. Melt beat him to it. 
 “Are you fucking kidding me?” asked Melt. “This is backbench duty. I’m going with the main assault team.” 
 “Absolutely not,” said Multi. He stared at Melt, his eyes burning with irritation over having his orders questioned. 
 “And just why not?” snapped Melt. 
 “Because I’ve worked with you before, Melt,” said Multi. “In case you’ve forgotten. I’m not interested in having a repeat of last time. It’s not Greenthumb’s job to calm you down when you get enraged.” 
 “Don’t bring me into this,” said Greenthumb. He turned to face his partner. “Look Melt, chances are at least one of the monsters is going to head in your direction once the fighting heats up. This isn’t our show, let Multi decide where each of us would fit best.” 
 Melt fumed, but slowly nodded his head. Malcolm scratched his head, wondering if there was any real need for him to press his own objection after that. 

Multi knows what he’s doing. And if they’re going to be fighting Rain Dancer, maybe it’s better if I’m not there, given that his power is my weakness.

 “Alright,” said Multi. “Tapestry, Morph, and Greenthumb. The three of you will head to the junkyard along with a small Multi contingent.” 
 Multi went on to explain the mission in greater detail, most of it pertaining more to the main squad than Malcolm and Melt. He dismissed them after about an hour. Malcolm walked next to Tapestry on his way out of the compound. 
 “Good luck,” he said. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 Tapestry smiled at him. 
 “Trust me, I won’t,” she said. “Be careful.” 
 He gave her a hug, feeling a little odd at how concerned he suddenly felt for her wellbeing. She could regenerate. She was practically invincible. And yet still, Malcolm had a bad feeling that he just couldn’t shake off. 
 “Here.” Tapestry held out her hand. “Take every advantage you can get.” 
 Malcolm glanced around before carefully placing his palm on top of hers and willing himself to take her power. He wasn’t always in control of the mimicry, but with Tapestry, it was easy. Sure enough, almost immediately he felt the familiar tingling tickle of the absorption of a power. He grinned at her, and the two set off. 
 Melt was waiting next to a black truck and motioned for Malcolm to get in as he approached. They headed down the dirt trail and onto the main road in silence, until Melt finally cleared his throat and glanced over at him. 
 “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Uh, yeah?” he said. “I stopped at the little boy’s room on the way out of HQ. Figured that since we’re essentially on stakeout, that would be my most pressing need.” 
 “We’re not going to be on stakeout,” said Melt. “Something’s going to happen. Some shit is going to go wrong, and we’re going to clean up the fucking mess.” 
 “Melt, were you the disturbed squad member from a war movie in a previous life?” asked Malcolm. “Because I can kind of see why Multi gave you this assignment.” 
 Melt glared at him, and Malcolm had to admit, it was a little intimidating. 
 “I’m approaching this rationally,” said Melt, in a voice that sounded anything but rational. “And if these cultists try to protect any of the monsters we find, we take them down, too. Got it?” 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “I don’t. That’s not happening.” 
 Melt slapped a hand against the dashboard. 
 “You’re a child,” he said. “You don’t understand, do you? You don’t have a fucking clue.” 
 “Well, feel free to share, if you’d like,” said Malcolm. “I’d certainly prefer a story to listening to you go full on PTSD for the rest of this drive.” 
 Melt laughed. The sound of it put Malcolm on edge.  
  “When I first became a champion,’ said Melt. “Greenthumb and I went after a demoness.” 
 “A demoness?” Malcolm raised an eyebrow. “Those are pretty rare, aren’t they?” 
 “Somewhat,” said Melt. “Most demons tend to be men, but there are a good number of female demons, and male sprytes, too. Anyway, this bitch went by the name ‘Bondage”, and she could sense the emotions of others.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Doesn’t sound that bad,” he said. “As far as powers go, at least it can’t do physical harm.” 
 “That’s what we thought,” said Melt. “And we were absolutely fucking wrong. She was smart, and she could sense us coming. She practically knew what we were thinking, and lured us into a trap.” 
 Malcolm waited for Melt to continue, wondering where the story was headed. 
 “Greenthumb got away,” said Melt. “But she caught me. She knew what my powers were and had a room set up ahead of time.” 
 Melt closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Malcolm immediately reached across to keep the truck on the road, staring at Melt in disbelief. 

This guy is not alright mentally.

 “She left me in this room,” said Melt. “With a single way out for me, using my powers. A tiny hole along the floor. I went through it, not knowing where it led.” 
 “And?” 
 “She trapped me… in a bottle,” said Melt. “Screwed the top back on. Duct taped over it. She held me in that bottle for about two months straight, before Greenthumb managed to take her down.” 
 “Jesus…” muttered Malcolm. 
 “She could still feel my emotions while I was in there,” said Melt. “She’d talk to me. Mess with my head. Do whatever she could to get an emotional response out of me. It was like a… sexual thing for her, I think.” 
 Melt scratched the side of his neck and blinked a few times in quick succession.  
 “That’s… heavy,” said Malcolm. 
 “Two months is a long time…” said Melt. “She fucked me up. Boy, did that bitch fuck me up.” 
 He slapped the steering wheel and then gripped it tight enough to make his fingers turn white. 
 “She had me thinking…” Melt shook his head. “Fuck, I don’t even know what she had me thinking.” 
 “What happened, in the end?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Greenthumb found where she’d been keeping me,” he said. “Ben’s a good guy, but not a good killer. He managed to get me free, but the bitch got away.” 
 Melt turned to stare at Malcolm, again ignoring the road as though crashing the truck was only a minor concern for him. 
 “How many innocent people do you think are out there, right now, being held or tortured?” asked Melt. “Greenthumb knew I’d been captured, and still, it took him two months to find me. And he had the power of the Champion Authority helping him look…” 
 Malcolm frowned and gave a small shake of his head. 
 “That must have been pretty awful,” he said.  
 “You’re damn fucking right it was.” 
 Malcolm didn’t know what else to say. Melt was volatile, and it felt like any words he could offer would only risk setting the other man off. He endured the rest of the trip in silence. 


 




CHAPTER 30

   
 The church looked different from when he’d first seen it. The stain glass window that Malcom had shattered was covered by a large tarp. The effect was that the church blended in to the more decrepit buildings surrounding it.  
 The other difference was that there were few people heading in or out. It looked abandoned, at least currently. Malcolm frowned, watching it from the dilapidated storefront across the street alongside Melt. 
 “This is a waste of time,” muttered Melt. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “I disagree,” he said. “Odds are, they’ve taken precautions since I escaped, but they wouldn’t just abandon this place completely.  
 “You said that this wasn’t their base,” said Melt. “You said it was just a front for recruitment.” 
 “I didn’t use those words, exactly,” said Malcolm. “It’s a church. And they do have a flock of true believers. To them, this building is sacred.” 
 “Bah,” muttered Melt. “Waste of time.” 
 Malcolm watched the church, feeling like something was off about the situation. Between Rain Dancer’s brashness and Shield Maiden’s intelligence, he was almost sure that they would have destroyed the church if they weren’t planning on coming back to it. 

I don’t think they’d want to leave any clues, even if it was just the hair and fingerprints of their followers.

 “This is taking too long!” snapped Melt. 
 “Relax,” said Malcolm. “The plan is solid. We just need to be patient.” 
 “Fuck patient,” said Melt. “We’re going inside.” 
 He took a step toward the open doorway of the storefront. Malcolm grabbed Melt by the arm. Melt scowled, dissolving his shoulder and reforming it as soon as he was loose again. 
 “Melt!” hissed Malcolm. 
 Melt was already sprinting across the street. He didn’t stop at the church’s door, immediately transforming into dark red goo and sliding under the crack. 
 Malcolm followed him, swearing under his breath every step of the way. Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden would have been stupid to not leave someone watching the church, and by heading inside first, Malcolm and Melt had given their opponents exactly what they wanted. 
 He reached the church’s door and, deciding to forgo stealth, knocked it open with a wind assisted kick. Light streamed into an otherwise pitch black room, perfectly illuminating the center aisle between the pews.  
 Malcolm walked forward slowly, frowning as he noticed that tarps had been hung in front of all the windows, not just the one he’d broken. Melt reformed a short distance away from him. The hairs on the back of Malcolm’s neck stood up as he connected the dots. 
 “No…” he muttered. 
 Shadow tendrils appeared from underneath benches and within dark corners, seizing both Malcolm and Melt. Melt immediately slid free using his power. Malcolm was paralyzed, not by the bonds, but his own despair. 
 “Monster!” shouted Melt. “Die!”  
 Rose appeared from behind a bench, a dark expression on her face. Melt charged toward her, slamming his foot forward into a front kick. Rose used her shadow tendrils to deflect the attack, spinning past him and attacking his face with claws made of darkness. Melt dissolved as the blow landed. 
 Malcolm just stared, paralyzed by indecision. He couldn’t help Rose without attacking Melt. He couldn’t fight Rose without… fighting Rose. His heart pounded with concern and the weight of impending loss. There was no good ending to the encounter, not this time. 

You knew this would happen, eventually. From the first moment you brought her back to your apartment.

 “Wind Runner!” shouted Melt. “Don’t just stand there, you fool!” 
 Malcolm twisted free of the shadow tendrils, noticing that they were loose and weak. It was as though Rose hadn’t intended to hold him for more than just show. Did she expect him to come to her defense? To save her in her time of need, a gallant knight fighting for the sake of a dark, sultry princess? 
 “”Don’t…” said Malcolm, forcing the words out. “We can’t win, Melt.” 
 Already, the fight looked like a computer generated scene in an action movie. Rose was attacked by Melt from a dozen different angles, and each time, the champion dissolved his way past each strike, reforming his body with surreal ease. 
 It was an over the top display of their powers, and Malcolm knew that it couldn’t go on forever. The body load of using a super ability at this intensity would make it hard for at least one of them, if not both, to keep focus. Malcolm could already see the signs of it in Rose. The frenzied darkness wrapped tighter around her body, and her eyes had turned into spheres of onyx in their sockets. 
 “Fight her, you coward!” screamed Melt. He twisted, dodging a shadow tendril in the shape of grappling hook and reached into his coat. His hand came out holding a gun. 
 Malcolm was there in an instant, throwing himself between Melt and Rose with the wind. A single shot rang out, the bullet going wide into the ceiling. The sound of it brought the fight to a pause for a moment, with both Melt and Rose staring at Malcolm in disbelief. 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “Fight’s over…” 
 “Malcolm…” whispered Rose. 
 “What is wrong with you?” screamed Melt. “Kill her!” 
 “No!” said Malcolm. “She… isn’t evil. It’s not right, Melt.” 
 Malcolm knew that he’d said too much. Melt stared at him as though he’d just admitted to murder. The gun came back up in Melt’s hand. Malcolm rushed to push Rose out of the way, but Melt pulled the trigger faster than he could. 
 Rose let out a high-pitched scream as the bullet struck her. She grasped her shoulder, falling down onto one knee. Malcolm took a step toward her and was slapped back by a massive shadow tendril. When Rose looked back up at him, her eyes were jet black, and black lines were spreading across the skin of her face like a spider web. 
 “Monster!” Melt took aim a third time, but a shadow tendril seized his arm before he could fire. He let out a scream of pain as the tendril twisted, breaking his arm before he could dissolve. 
 Rose seized him with more bonds of darkness and cracked him hard against the floor. Melt lay there, unmoving, either unconscious or dead. Malcolm slowly pulled himself to his feet, aware that the shadow spryte’s attention was now fully on him. 

She’s having an episode. She isn’t herself…

 “Rose…” he said. “Enough…” 
 If she recognized him in her current state, she gave no sign of it. Rose surged toward him, bringing her tendrils down in an overhead attack, like the stinger of a scorpion. Malcolm threw himself to the side with the wind, and then leapt into the air, pushing himself into a brief burst of flight.  
 He landed behind Rose, but she was already moving, grabbing him with her shadows and preparing to tear him limb from limb. Malcolm did something that he doubted she’d been expecting. Using he wind, he pushed himself closer to her, until their bodies were in direct contact. Rose’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t pull back. 
 “It’s okay,” he said, cupping her cheek. “It’s me.” 
 He leaned in and kissed her. Rose let out a surprisingly squeal, her entire body humming with the power of her shadows. She kissed him back, and Malcolm felt her regaining control, slowly reeling the darkness in. 
 And then, pain exploded through Malcolm’s entire body. He looked down, and saw a hole in his stomach. 


 




CHAPTER 31

   
 “Traitor!” screamed Melt. “You’ll both die!” 
 Malcolm looked at him as he fell to the ground. Melt held his favorite knife in his hand, with both the long blade and the brass knuckle hilt dripping with Malcolm’s blood. He’d stabbed Malcolm through the back, punching all the way through his abdomen on the other side. It was more painful than anything Malcolm had ever experienced. 
 He hit the ground hard, his vision wavering from the intensity of the wound. He was glad Tapestry had given him her power, but if past experiences were anything to go on, it would take him at least a few moments to begin healing. 
 Rose was back in the throes of darkness. She let out a demonic screech and hurled herself at Melt, who swung his knife in a desperate attempt to ward her off. Shadows moved on all sides of him, slapping and punching like a ring of aggressors around a single opponent.  
 “You betrayed us!” screamed Melt. “You’ve killed us both!” 
 Melt used his powers liberally, his body dissolving and reforming so rapidly that he seemed to have no clear shape at all. He was shouting and growling, as much animal as man. He was angry, but it was more than just that. 

He’s got to be feeling the body load, at this point. Damn it… why did he have to stab me?

 “This is how destruction and death goes unchecked in the world!” screamed Melt. “Wind Runner, I’m going to torture you once I’m done with this cunt! I’m going to make you fucking suffer you fucking bastard.” 
 Malcolm coughed, tasting blood in his mouth. 
 “Hope you don’t… kiss your mother with that…” 
 He coughed again, unable to get the last word out. 
 Rose had forced Melt into the corner. Her tendrils were attacking like whips now, striking out at him and ripping through clothing and flesh. Melt dodged using his power, but Rose used walls of shadow to keep him from escaping. 
 “You’re worse than the monsters, you fucking traitor,” said Melt, raving deliriously. “At least I know where I stand with them! Wind Runner, you fucking piece of shit, snake motherfucker!” 
 Rose lashed out again, and Melt let out a high-pitched scream. 
 “No!” shouted Melt, desperation entering his tone. “I… won’t… die!” 
 He charged forward, completely giving himself over to his powers. Melt shifted, still keeping the shape of a man, as his body slowly took on a red, gelatinous color. His flesh vibrated with each movement, like a disturbed plate of gelatin. 
 “Stop…” coughed Malcolm. “Rose… Melt! This… no!” 
 He sensed what was about to happen, and could do nothing to stop it. Rose stabbed her shadow tendrils forward into Melt. He expanded outward, his body shifting and creating holes to let them pass through harmlessly. Malcolm could see his eyes flicker and then begin to glow bright white. 
 Melt let out a roar. The glow of his eyes intensified, and suddenly his entire body compacted into a sphere of red goo the size of a basketball. He gave off bright, white light and quivered with power for a moment, and then exploded outward into a spray of red ooze. 
 Rose fell backward, making a surprised noise as she landed on her butt. Malcolm pulled himself up to a sitting position, trying to keep his hands over the still bleeding wound in his stomach and back. 
 Melt was slowly reforming in the aisle that cut through the center of the pews. Except, he was no longer the Melt that Malcolm had known. Melt’s face and head appeared first, and it only took a single look at the shape of Melt’s skull, and the color of his eyes, to see the difference. 

He just turned. Melt… has become a demon.

 “Rose,” said Malcolm, his voice weak. 
 Rose was barely in control, and she staggered over to Malcolm with odd motions, like she was fighting to keep from doing something else. She bent down on one knee next to him. Malcolm quickly leaned in and kissed her again, hoping the blood on his lips wasn’t too much of a turnoff. 
 She breathed a sigh of relief, and the spider web of shadows on her face rescinded. 
 “Thanks,” she said. “Your friend… I think he’s changed.” 
 Melt was still in the process of rebuilding his body, going slower than he usually took to reform. Malcolm had no desire to wait around and see what happened when he finished. 
 “We have to go,” he said. “Rose… will you come with me?” 
 She frowned. 
 “Malcolm…” 
 “Back to my apartment, not to the other champions,” He coughed again. “We don’t have time. Rose, come on!” 
 Malcolm groaned as he staggered to his feet. Rose was there with an arm underneath him in an instant. The two of them hurried out of the church. Behind them, Melt began to let out a wet, sucking laugh. 
 “That’s his truck,” Malcolm said, nodding to their ride. “He left the keys… under the seat.” 
 The two of them got inside. Rose found the keys, started it up, and took off speeding down the street away from the church. It was a tense, silent drive back to Malcolm’s apartment. He was worried that if he said anything, he’d scare Rose away, like a bird perched next to him on a park bench. 
 They parked Melt’s truck on the street and Rose helped into his apartment. Malcolm collapsed on the couch and breathed a sigh of relief. He pulled his shirt open, examining the rapidly forming scab closing the hole in his stomach. 
 “I see you borrowed the blonde champion’s power again,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm smiled at her. 
 “Don’t tell me you’re going to get weird about Tapestry just because we’re mortal enemies now?” 
 Rose laughed. 
 “No, I’m still not the jealous type,” said Rose. “Even under duress. Your champion friend might be, though.” 
 “Jealousy… wouldn’t be the half of it,” said Malcolm. “You saw how Melt reacted to the idea of me betraying the Champion Authority…” 

Melt is a demon now. I don’t even know how to react to that.

 “She’s going to find out eventually,” said Rose. 
 “I know,” he said. “…I’ve been trying to push Tapestry away. Keep her at a distance so that it doesn’t completely destroy her ability to trust other people. But it’s like, the more I try, the better she gets at sneaking through my emotional defenses.” 
 “She is a woman,” says Rose, taking a seat next to him. “It makes sense.” 
 Malcolm smiled at her. He reached over and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 “What happens now?” he asked. 
 Rose frowned, shaking her head slightly. 
 “What do you mean?” she asked.  
 “You’ve taken an injured champion captive,” said Malcolm. 
 “An injured champion that I let escape in the first place,” said Rose. “I might have chosen to align myself with Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden, but I’m not a surrogate for them.” 
 “You were waiting at the church,” said Malcolm. “What would have happened if I hadn’t been there? If it had just been Melt, and another champion?” 
 Rose looked away from him. Her face was flushed slightly, a darker purple than its usual tone. 
 “There is a very good chance that I would have killed them,” said Rose. “That’s what I was there to do, Malcolm. I’m not going to lie to you… even if it would make things easier.” 
 “I guess you didn’t plan on Melt having a, well, you know… meltdown.” 
 “You are such a dork,” said Rose. She sighed, and leaned so that her shoulder was against his. 
 “I still don’t get it,” said Malcolm. “You don’t believe in the religious nonsense. You’re not totally onboard with their methods. And you claim that you don’t care about your sister…” 
 “I do care about her,” said Rose. “Just not in the way you care about your family. And she’s safe now. I convinced Rain Dancer to move all of the Awakened Children outside of Vanderbrook and Halter City, for a time.” 
 “Why, though?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose let her hand slide through his hair affectionately. 
 “Because I didn’t get to pick the side that I’m on,” said Rose.  
 Malcolm frowned and shook his head. 
 “The Champion Authority is going to crush Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden eventually, Rose,” he said. “You know it as well as I do. They aren’t strong enough to stand on their own.” 
 “Rain Dancer is stronger than he looks, Malcolm,” said Rose. “So much stronger. You would have to see it, to believe it.” 
 “I’m going to beat him the next time I see him,” said Malcolm. “Maybe even kill him.” 
 Rose didn’t say anything. She kept sliding her hand, letting it massage and caress his shoulders. 
 “Leah told me more about who I used to be,” said Rose. “Bits and pieces from my past.” 
 “Seriously?” asked Malcolm. “That’s awesome.” 
 “It hasn’t really triggered much,” said Rose. “It’s not like… someone else can explain to you who you are, when it comes down to it.” 
 “I’m still interested,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose smiled, suddenly looking a bit sheepish. 
 “My name was Rosalina,” she said. “I was, I guess, kind of nerdy? I liked to read a lot, and worked as a biologist.” 
 “Huh,” said Malcolm. 
 “What?” Rose raised an eyebrow at him. “What would you have guessed my previous career to be?” 
 Malcolm grinned. 
 “Stripper,” he said. “Or maybe a lingerie model.” 
 Rose punched him on the arm, rolling her eyes. 
 “I don’t know whether to be insulted, or flattered,” she said.  
 “Why not both?” asked Malcolm. “What else did she tell you?” 
 Rose’s expression took on a pensive quality. 
 “She talked about our parents a little,” said Rose. “They’ve both passed on. I tried to get her to tell me more about my personal life, friends, relationships, that kind of thing, but didn’t get much from her.” 
 “She wouldn’t tell you?” Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 
 “She was evasive about it,” said Rose. “She wouldn’t even tell me my last name. It was strange. But beggars can’t exactly be choosers. I feel as though I’ve learned enough, at least for…” 
 She tensed up suddenly, and Malcolm saw her lose control for an instant, darkness clouding her face. 
 “Hey,” he said. “Are you okay? How long has it been since you, well, you know…” 

Sex. Her focus activity.

 “Since the last time between me and you,” whispered Rose. “I can’t just go to anybody… past a certain point.” 
 “Past what point?” 
 Malcolm stared into her eyes, seeing a sudden mixture of vulnerability and longing. He reached his hand out, letting it caress her cheek. Rose drew in closer to him, her gaze darting down to his lips. Malcolm kissed her, and felt her wrapping him in a familiar embrace, both with her arms and her powers. 


 




CHAPTER 32

   
 Malcolm let his kisses travel along Rose’s neck. She was wearing a loose grey t-shirt and black leggings, the same clothes that most of the members of the Awakened Children wore. He peeled them away from her legs roughly, along with her panties underneath, and planted a kiss on her inner thigh. 
 “Malcolm…” breathed Rose. 
 He rubbed her thigh with his hand and grinned up on her. 
 “Consider this your reward for letting me go last night.” 
 He brought his tongue in and gave her a slow lick, followed by a soft, gentle kiss. Rose squirmed. He pinned her thighs to keep her in place and kissed again, and again, each one building with intensity until high pitched moans of pleasure began to escape her lips. 
 “Oh god,” she whispered. “Malcolm!” 
 He let his tongue dart out, unsure of whether he was pleasuring her or punishing her. Rose shook, but he stopped just before she reached her bursting point. He stripped off his own pants and slid his hardness into her. 
 His onslaught had gotten her hot and ready, and almost immediately, Malcolm began thrusting at a fast pace. He forced himself to slow down, letting his eyes drink in the sight of her. She was watching him, and there was so much emotion in her expression, so much said with a simple look. 

Will I ever be able to fight against her? Is that even I question I need to ask myself?

 “Rose,” he said. He kissed her, moving slow within her, savoring the moment. It was what his heart demanded, but he could tell it was torture for her. Rose bucked her hips against him, grinding and shifting, desperate for the release he’d already brought her to the precipice of. 
 She caressed him, both with her hands and her shadow tendrils. She nuzzled her face in the nape of his neck, kissing the sensitive skin there, and gently nibbling with her teeth. Malcolm pulled her shirt up, taking her breasts in his hands as he continued his deliberately slow pace. 
 “Are you… doing this on purpose?” Rose whispered, her voice clearly frustrated. 
 “No.” Malcolm smiled. “If I was, I’d do something more like this.” 
 He slid out of her and held himself above her. Rose flashed a mock glare at him and took hold of his hardness with a shadow tendril, forcing him back into her. 
 “It’s mine, right now,” she said. 
 “Maybe you are the jealous type?” said Malcolm, with a wink. 
 She was about to reply when he started thrusting, this time hard and fast. Rose let out a surprised squeal of pleasure, and then dug her hands back into the couch, overwhelmed by sensation. 
 Malcolm kept it up until she quivered and cried out, burying her face against his chest. He kept going, shifting and handling her body to get the best angle, until he found his own release. He let out a soft sigh, feeling the warmth of her body and enjoying the feel of finishing inside of her. 
 “I might… need to see you again,” said Rose. “In a couple of days. If that’s okay?” 

It’s the only thing keeping her stable. Not that I’d say no, even if it was just sex.

 “Of course,” said Malcolm. “We might have to work out a system. A secret way of leaving each other messages. Maybe meet up at a hotel instead of my apartment.” 
 Rose made an offended noise. 
 “You’re making it sound like I’m your mistress!” she said. 
 Malcolm chuckled, and then grew serious. 
 “We do have to be careful, though,” he said. “Not just for my sake. Rose, if Rain Dancer finds out that you’re still seeing me…” 
 “I know,” she said. “He’s volatile. And he’s not used to having subordinates with minds of their own.” 
 Malcolm gave Rose a squeeze. He wished that they had more time together. 
 “You should probably go soon,” he said. 
 “Right.” Rose kissed him on the cheek. “Be careful, Malcolm.” 
 “You too,” he said. “Rosalina.” 
 She rolled her eyes. 
 “You aren’t going to start calling me that all the time, are you?” she asked. 
 “Of course not,” said Malcolm. “Only when I feel like annoying you.” 
 She gave him an exaggerated glare. They stared at each other for another minute, until the idea of being enemies became too painful for either of them to bear. Malcolm stood up and walked into his bedroom, and Rose disappeared into the shadows of the hallway outside the apartment. 
 Malcolm had three missed calls on his phone, one from Multi and two from Tapestry. He called Multi back first, not looking forward to having to explain how the assignment at the church had gone. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Multi, skipping hello. “Report.” 
 “A monster was waiting for us at the church,” said Malcolm. “Melt and I tried to take it down but… something happened.” 
 “What?” Multi’s voice sounded tired, with a gruffness to it common to heavy smokers. 
 “Melt… pushed it too far with his powers,” said Malcolm. “He turned. I saw him transform into a demon, and barely escaped before he attacked me.” 
 Multi released a torrent of curses into the phone. He exhaled, and then the line went silent for a good ten seconds. 
 “Multi?” asked Malcolm. “You still there?” 
 Multi sighed. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “Melt was a damn good field champion. This is the worst possible outcome. With his power, he can slip right out of his stabilizer.” 

I hadn’t even considered that…

 “How did things go at the junkyard?” asked Malcolm. 
 “They didn’t fall for it,” said Multi. “Never showed. We’re back at headquarters now. Stay where you are currently, Wind Runner. I’ll send Tapestry out to bring you in.” 
 “Sure,” he said. 
 Multi hung up. Malcolm stared at the phone for a couple of seconds, considering Melt and his descent into darkness. Just how much of it was his fault for trying to stop the fight, instead of backing up his fellow champion? 

What could I have done? Kill Rose? No… Not now, not ever.



 




CHAPTER 33

   
 Malcolm’s apartment felt stuffy and confining. Despite Multi’s order to stay where he was, he found himself heading toward the door. He went outside and climbed into Melt’s truck, starting it up and heading down the street. 
 It started out on as an aimless drive, and ended with Malcolm parked outside a vacant lot in an old, abandoned residential neighborhood. It was where his family’s house had been, back before the Phenomenon had started and he’d lost his mother and Danny. 
 The rubble had been cleared away, leaving just an empty, pointless patch of dirt. Malcolm stood at the edge of it, thinking about his family. Both his mother and brother had graves at the local cemetery, but given that their bodies had never been found, coming home had more meaning for him. 
 Malcolm let his thoughts wander. He wondered what his mother would think of his mixed allegiances. She’d probably just be annoyed that he wasn’t already giving her grandkids. Malcolm smiled. 
 He thought of Danny, as the brother he’d known, and as the demon he’d fought against. Strangely, as Malcolm tried to picture Danny’s face in his head, he instead conjured up the face of the bank robber he’d let go. 

Is it all tied together? Did I help Rose find her sister because it was the right thing to do, or because of my own family issues?

 He considered for a minute whether it had been worth it, and decided that it had. Even if he’d lost Rose to the enemy, she’d always been free to make her own choices. And at least now, she had a sister, albeit one that was still a stranger to her. 
 A car rolled to a stop in the street next to Malcolm. He recognized Tapestry’s BMW immediately, but didn’t turn around. She got out and walked over to him, standing by his side. 
 “Stalker,” said Malcolm. 
 “Hey, I’m following orders,” said Tapestry. “And I don’t think this is what Multi meant when he told you to stay in one place.” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “How’d you find me?” he asked. 
 “Your stabilizer,” said Tapestry. “I had Anna give me your updated coordinates.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Is this… where your family’s old house was?” asked Tapestry. 
 “…Yeah,” he said. 
 He waited, expecting Tapestry to bring up Danny as an excuse to raise her suspicions from before. His brother had been a demon. It only made sense that she’d think his judgment might be clouded, and maybe it was. 
 “I’m sorry,” she said, after a few seconds. “Do you want some time alone?” 
 Malcolm shook his head. He turned to look at her. She had on her leather jacket, along with jeans and a pair of sunglasses. 
 “Did Multi already tell you about Melt?” he asked. 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “He told me a little,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm waited, sensing that she had more questions. 
 “Well,” he said. “Are you going to interrogate me for more information?” 
 Tapestry folded her arms, frowning at him slightly. 
 “No,” she said. “I’m not. I had a… long conversation with Melanie last night.” 
 “Ah,” said Malcolm. “The wise sage Melanie has given you advice.” 
 “She likes you,” said Tapestry. “And made it very clear that she thinks I’m being unfair to you and overly suspicious. She said I should give you space, and be a better friend.” 
 Malcolm grinned. 
 “And your way of giving me space is apparently stalking me,” he said. “Wow, you really took that advice to heart.” 
 Tapestry punched him in the shoulder hard enough to hurt. Malcolm laughed through the pain. Their eyes met, and they shared a moment. 

I wish I could tell her everything. Maybe someday… but not now.

 “Anyway,” said Tapestry. “Multi sent me to pick you up and bring you back.” 
 “I have Melt’s truck with me,” said Malcolm. “How about I follow you back to HQ?” 
 Tapestry lifted an eyebrow at that. 
 “You? Driving a truck?” She smiled. “That’s hard for me to picture…” 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 “It’s just, back in my day, the type of men who drove trucks were…” 
 She trailed off. 
 “And what’s that supposed to mean?” 
 He had more time to think in the truck’s cab on the way back, and he wasn’t sure if he really needed it. Luckily, Melt had an aux cable hooked up to the stereo system, and Malcolm took advantage of it, blaring Everclear and Third Eye Blind out of the speakers.  
 He parked the truck on the grass, wondering if it would default to him, now that Melt was out of commission. He followed Tapestry in through the main entrance, and the two of them almost ran directly into Greenthumb. 
 “Hello, Aubrey,” said Greenthumb. “Might I have a moment alone with Malcolm?” 
 Tapestry nodded, sensing something serious in his tone. 
 “Of course,” she said. “Malcolm, report straight to Multi after.” 
 “Right,” he said. 
 Tapestry headed down the hallway toward the training rooms. Malcolm waited, sensing what the conversation was going to be about. 
 “Multi tells me that Melt… turned into a demon, during your encounter at the church.” 
 Malcolm nodded. Greenthumb’s expression was blank, without a trace of emotion. It made the thin man appear robotic, as though he felt no emotion over having just lost his partner. 
  “I’m sorry,” said Malcolm. “He… was so angry. We were fighting a monster that he just couldn’t find a way to beat. It was nothing that he, or I, did wrong.” 

And so I start with the lies. It was my fault that Melt turned.

 “Oh, of course not,” said Greenthumb. “I’ve known for a while now that Melt was at risk.” 
 “You have?” asked Malcolm. 
 Greenthumb smiled, but it was more a movement of muscle than something genuine. 
 “Melt has always been a rather volatile man,” said Greenthumb. “He… has a good heart. He truly does, but when combined with his emotions and personality… he was always getting in his own way.” 
 “He fought bravely, in the end,” said Malcolm. 

Another lie. Melt quite literally stabbed me in the back.

 “I’m sure he did,” said Greenthumb. “And he will fight bravely to the very end. When I find him.” 
 Greenthumb, as he often did, was carrying a small potted plant. He reached his fingers out and caressed one of the leaves. 
 “You’re going after him?” asked Malcolm. “You were his partner, though.” 
 “Yes,” said Greenthumb. “And that’s all the reason for me to be the one to put him down. It’s a shame, it truly is. But with Melt’s powers… well, let’s just say he can kill very effectively when he wants to.” 
 “What if…” Malcolm hesitated, thinking about his phrasing. “What if there’s some way to bring him back to reality? What if we trapped him, somehow, and tried to see if we could… I don’t know? Domesticate him?” 
 Greenthumb gave him a curious look. 
 “That’s a very odd thing to say,” said Greenthumb. “You should speak to Multi about your concerns.” 
 “I just think that it would be a better alternative,” said Malcolm. “Better than you having to kill your old partner.” 
 “It’s like I said before, Malcolm,” said Greenthumb. “I’ve had a strong suspicion that Melt would break eventually, for a while now. I have good sense of the kind of people that turn into monsters.” 
 He locked eyes with Malcolm, holding his gaze, dead silent. Malcolm felt a chill run down the length of his spine. He didn’t move. 
 “Anyway,” said Greenthumb, conversationally. “You should report in to Multi. Thanks for being open about what happened.” 
 “…Right,” said Malcolm. 
 He turned to head down the hallway toward the command center, and managed to take a single step before the entire building shook with the force of a massive impact. 


 




CHAPTER 34

   
 “We’re under attack!” shouted Greenthumb. 
 Malcolm took off down the hallway alongside his fellow champion. An alarm blared through the intercom overhead. Another explosion made the floor shake, and Malcolm had to call the wind to steady himself. 
 They burst through the doors into the command center and came to an immediate halt. Malcolm almost couldn’t believe his eyes. Rain Dancer stood off to one side in the room, head held high, electricity crackling across his body. His eyes had an intense white-blue gleam to them, and his dreadlocks danced through the air as if he was underwater. 
 Multi was still in his command seat, which he’d swiveled around to face the demon, instead of looking at his screens. Tapestry and Morph had come in through another door, but both quickly circled around to form a united front with Malcom and Greenthumb. 
 The ceiling had a massive hole in it, and the effect of it made the curved roof look like the retractable dome of a sports stadium. Malcolm glared at Rain Dancer, who seemed to be waiting until he had the full attention of the room before proceeding. 
 “Champions,” called the demon. “I am known as Rain Dancer. I am one of the star touched. I come here not to bring violence, but opportunity.” 

Opportunity? Just like he gave to that defenseless boy, locked in his cell?

 “Stand down,” said Rain Dancer. “Bring no violence against me, or any other of the chosen people you refer to as monsters. Accept your seeds, and inherit the hidden power within your gifts. Stop with all the pretending.” 
 Malcolm was watching Multi, waiting to see how he would react to the demon’s demands. The leader of Vanderbrook’s champions looked comfortable. Even without his copies to back him up, Multi’s expression was confident, and perhaps even a little bored. Rain Dancer was waiting, and seemed to decide after a few seconds to continue with his dramatic oration. 
 “Together, we will overthrow the hidden rulers of this world,” said Rain Dancer. “The shadow government! The illuminati! The deceitful scum of the world! They will all be brought into the light and removed from power. It’s only a matter of time, you know.” 

Now there’s the unhinged conspiracy theorist I’ve come to know and love.

 Multi finally reacted. He started a slow clap, drawing it out for effect, and even rising out of his chair as though giving a standing ovation. 
 “Really, Multi?” muttered Malcolm. Tapestry glanced over at him. 
 “It is a little over the top,” she whispered. 
 Multi finished clapping and furrowed his brow, staring Rain Dancer down. 
 “That was quite the speech,” he said. “Did you practice on the way over?” 
 From a purely visual standpoint, the two men could not have been more different. Multi was a short, chubby, balding redhead. Rain Dancer was a massive, muscular black man with long dreadlocks. But as far as Malcolm could tell, the intensity brewing in the air between them did not discriminate based on appearance. 
 “You should take my words seriously, ya?” said Rain Dancer. “I offer you an olive branch. A chance to keep your lives, and join me as brothers and sisters in the new world order.” 
 “I thought the NWO was another conspiracy theory?” asked Multi. “Hmm, no matter.” 
 Multi took out a cigarette, lit it, and took a few puffs. 
 “This is your last chance!” shouted Rain Dancer. “You hesitate because you sense my strength! You should trust the fear you’re feeling, and-” 
 “Do you know why it is that this base is so large?” asked Multi, cutting the demon off. “There are only a half dozen champions in Vanderbrook at any given time, and yet we have this massive base… Why do you think that is?” 
 “It does not matter why!” shouted Rain Dancer. 
 “The correct answer is, the same reason why I’ve been stalling you for the past minute.” Multi grinned. Next to Malcolm and the other champions, the floor shifted, sliding metal panels pulling back suddenly to reveal a hidden staircase. 
 Rain Dancer crackled with electricity. He shot a burst of lightning at Multi. Multi ducked behind his chair in time to avoid it. He stood halfway, gesturing for Malcolm and the others to stay where they were. 
 “They’ve been kept in cryo stasis, so they’ll be a little groggy,” said Multi. “But they’re fully equipped, fully trained, and fully aware that the only time I’d pull them out of storage is if and when our base came under attack.” 
 As if on cue, a company of Multis began charging up the stairs, fanning out as they came into the command center. Each of them wore body armor and a helmet, and carried an assault rifle. They ran in formation, all of them keeping their guns trained on Rain Dancer from the moment he came into their view. 
 Malcolm had been expecting perhaps a dozen or so Multis. There were easily close to a hundred, separated into three divisions, two of them flanking Rain Dancer, and the third standing to shield Malcolm and the other champions. 
 “Now,” said the original Multi. “Shall we start this conversation over again?” 
 Rain Dancer let out a roar and unleashed a blast of lightning at the group of Multis trying to sneak around behind him. The one in the lead took the brunt of the attack, convulsing for several seconds before bursting into flames. 
 Gunfire echoed through the room as several dozen Multis opened fire. Rain Dancer’s electricity extended out around him in an electromagnetic shield, either deflecting or redirecting the bullets, some of them hitting friendly targets.  
 Malcolm dropped low to the ground, glancing over at his fellow champions. Anna was nowhere to be seen. Greenthumb had smashed his potted tree on the floor, and powerful roots were tearing through the metal to reach the Earth below. Tapestry met Malcolm’s gaze and nodded. 
   “We have to hang back for now!” she shouted. “If we try to help, we’ll only just get in-” 
 A grenade exploded in the space where Rain Dancer had just been standing, destroying part of the wall of the command center, but missing the demon by a few feet. One of the Multis pulled his arm back to launch another. Rain Dancer struck it with electricity before it left the man’s hand, blowing him up and the three Multis clustered nearby. 

This isn’t a fight. This is war.

 “Fools!” yelled Rain Dancer. “You will all die!” 
 He deflected a barrage of bullets into another group of Multis. Already, at least half of the copies were no longer in a state to fight against Rain Dancer, and the demon was taking sadistic pleasure in finishing off the wounded, even as he fended off the rest. 
 “We can’t wait any longer!” Malcom yelled to Tapestry. She’d picked up a rifle from a fallen Multi and was already staring down the sight at Rain Dancer. 
 Malcolm ran in a crouch, pushing himself forward with the wind and hurrying around to Rain Dancer’s blindside. One of the Multis tried attacking with another grenade. It made it into the air before Rain Dancer hit it with lightning, exploding it overhead and blowing a hole in the wall nearest to Malcolm. He tried not to shake off how close he’d just come to dying as he prepared to attack. 
 A hawk swooped in, scraping claws across Rain Dancer’s face. It was Anna, in her transformed state. Rain Dancer screamed in annoyance and blasted out his lightning, knocking her across the room and back into human form. 
 Malcolm launched himself forward, taking advantage of Anna’s distraction. He managed to get in close and slam his fist into Rain Dancer’s stomach. Rain Dancer, however, was strong even disregarding his powers. The demon immediately countered with a hard elbow to Malcolm’s jaw, followed by a burst of lightning. 
 Malcolm felt pain explode across his body as he tumbled back across the floor. He lifted his head up, watching as the battle continued. The remaining Multis were trying to pull their numbers into a single unit. Tapestry was running up the stairs to the second level, presumably to find a spot to snipe from. 
 Greenthumb was wearing a tree. Malcolm blinked in disbelief, his eyes focusing on the details and taking a moment to comprehend what they were seeing. Greenthumb had expanded the tiny potted plant he’d been carrying into a massive, intricately twisted, living body of wood. 
 It looked like the result of a god twisting a tree into the shape of a giant, leaving a small space in the center for a human to fit inside of. Leaves adorned his head in place of hair. Massive, knots composed the hands, with roots for fingers. It moved far faster than Malcolm would have imagined, the branches creaking from the strain. 
 Greenthumb descended on Rain Dancer, the demon looking like a child up against a giant. He smashed one of his tree trunk arms into Rain Dancer, knocking him across the room. Rain Dancer’s lightning shot out against the metal wall behind him, somehow slowing him and preventing serious injury as he collided with it. 
 “A tree?” shouted Rain Dancer. “Lightning is made to destroy trees!” 
 He blasted a single strike of intense lightning at Greenthumb’s tree body, exploding a section of the wood and lighting it on fire. Greenthumb shook himself from side to side, knocking loose a cloud of leaves which flew toward Rain Dancer, creating a distraction.  
 Tapestry began opening fire with the rifle. Rain Dancer let out a howl of pain as one of the bullets grazed across his shoulder. The remaining Multis joined in with their rifles. Rain Dancer let out a wordless bellow and unleashed a massive, spherical wave of lightning, knocking Malcolm back and breaking Greenthumb’s tree armor into splinters. 
 Malcolm rose to his knees, his head pounding. Black stars danced across his vision. Rain Dancer was walking slowly across the floor of the command center, electrocuting the wounded Multis with the same casual efficiency a housewife might use to vacuum the floor. 
 Greenthumb was struggling to stand, leaves and vines wrapping around his arms and legs to prop up his wounded body. Tapestry and Anna were nowhere to be seen, and neither was the original Multi. 

If we give up now, we die!

 Malcolm stood to his feet. He leapt into the air, flying upward for a moment before letting himself fall toward Rain Dancer feet first, in a drop kick. 
 “Fool,” said Rain Dancer. 
 The lightning hit him and ejected him up and out of the hole in the roof of the command center. 


 




CHAPTER 35

   
 Malcolm managed to focus his powers enough to cushion his fall, but only just barely. He landed in the parking lot outside of headquarters and tumbled for a few feet, feeling his skin scraping against the gravel. 
 He groaned, and sat to find that he wasn’t alone outside the compound. Shield Maiden stood no more than five feet away from him, just as shocked by his sudden appearance as he was. 
 “Wind Runner…” she said, slowly. 
 Malcolm was still amped on adrenaline from the battle inside, and moved faster than she did. He leapt toward her with the wind, managing to get his hand on her wrist before she could encapsulate him in a bubble shield. 
 He felt the tingle that meant that he’d absorbed her power and almost groaned. Tapestry’s regeneration would serve him better in a fight to the death. 

Hold on… Wait a second.

 He took a step back from Shield Maiden and quickly called on her power, putting a bubble around her before she could do the same to him. Malcolm waited for a couple of seconds, wondering if she’d have control over the shield, given that he’d made it using her power. 
 “Let me out of here!” came Shield Maiden’s muffled voice. “You idiot! That’s… how did you do that?” 
 “We all have our secrets,” said Malcolm. “Hang tight for a couple of minutes.” 
 He turned back toward headquarters, his body aching at the idea of rejoining the fight. He pushed his exhaustion aside and jumped into the air, using the wind in a directed burst to lift him up to the dome’s roof. 
 Malcolm dropped back in through the same hole he’d been knocked out of. The situation inside was even more dire than it had been before he’d been ejected. The Multis were dead or dying. Greenthumb was lying on his back, unconscious or dead, with a terrified looking Anna crouched over him. 
 Rain Dancer was torturing Tapestry, shocking her with the full might of his electric power. He laughed as her skin melted from the intensity of the electricity, her regeneration trying to heal and failing against the onslaught. 
 “Surprise!” shouted Malcolm. He used Shield Maiden’s power, trapping Rain Dancer in a shield bubble before the demon even noticed his return. 
 “What… is this?” shouted Rain Dancer. “Shield Maiden!” 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “Just me.” 
 “How?” screeched Rain Dancer. 
 “Sometimes it’s handy to keep the full extent of your powers under wraps.” 
 He glanced around. Anna wasn’t paying attention to anything other than Greenthumb. There wasn’t a single Multi left standing. It was tragic, but it also meant that Malcolm could hopefully go a while longer without having to reveal his power mimicry to his allies. 

Which is good… But what happens now?

 Rain Dancer was unleashing the full brunt of his lightning power against the inner shell of the shield bubble, and it was having a clear effect. The color of the shield was changing, shifting from an opaque rainbow hue into something clearer and less substantial. 
 “Oh, come on,” muttered Malcolm. 
 The shield wasn’t going to hold him. Malcolm had played his final card and come up short. As soon as Rain Dancer was free, he’d mop up any resistance that remained, which at the moment, appeared to be just Malcolm. 
 “Drop… him…” Tapestry’s voice was frail. She looked terrible, like a burn victim past the point of hope. 
 “What?” asked Malcolm. 
 “From… the sky…” managed Tapestry. 
 Malcolm understood in an instant. He took hold of the shield bubble, surprised by how it seemed to be as light as a feather, even with the weight of Rain Dancer inside of it. 
 “What are you doing?” screamed Rain Dancer. “I will destroy you!” 
 “Hate to burst your bubble, but not today,” said Malcolm. He hoisted the shield bubble over his head and leapt into the air, pushing himself into the sky with the wind. 
 He used the method that Shield Maiden had taught him, slowly launching himself upward with quick, intense bursts of air. It felt a little like performing a double jump in a video game, except he just kept going, rising fifty or so feet each time. 
 From above, Malcolm could see the extent of the damage that their headquarters had taken. Fire was spreading across one side, and the hole in the roof was allowing smoke and air to flow and feed the flames.  
 There would be nothing left in a couple of hours other than a collapsed ruin of metal and cinders. Malcolm knew that the only way Tapestry and the others would get out alive was if he made it back in time to help evacuate. 
 He rose even higher, watching as the trees and cars surround their base turned into little, insignificant dots. The air was cold, and chilled his hands and face until he could barely feel any sensation left. Malcolm grimaced as he passed through a cloud, his clothes soaking instantly. 
 He kept pushing himself higher and higher into the sky until it got hard for him to breathe, and he was positive that the fall would kill anything, super powered or not. Rain Dancer had gone silent. Malcolm considered what his last words to the demon should be. 
 “Well…” he said. “This is goodbye, I guess.” 
 Rain Dancer didn’t react. Malcolm didn’t have time to wait any longer. He tossed the shield bubble away from him, like a volleyball across a net, and then disintegrated it. Rain Dancer fell like a rock… for the first few feet. 
 He froze in midair, appearing to shoot up as Malcolm began his own descent. Then, he hurtled toward Malcolm with his arms extended, flying through the air as naturally as a bird, or a plane. Rain Dancer’s hands closed around Malcolm’s neck, and he grinned as he began to choke him. 
 “What…?” coughed Malcolm. “How?” 
 “Sometimes it’s handy to keep the full extent of your powers under wraps, you know?” said Rain Dancer. 
 His hands crackled with electricity. Pain surged through every inch of Malcolm’s nervous system. Rain Dancer threw him into the air, and Malcolm began to drop, picking up speed as gravity did its thing. 
 He couldn’t call his powers immediately, not after having Rain Dancer short circuit them through Malcolm’s weakness. The first few seconds of Malcolm’s fall were the most terrifying of his life, up to that point. He screamed wordlessly and windmilled his arms, knowing that it would do little good. 
 By the time he could summon the wind again, the ground was coming up on him fast. He only barely managed to cushion his fall, landing in an undignified heap in a field a half mile from headquarters. 
 Rain Dancer descended next to him, gracefully touching down on both feet. Malcolm tried to sit up. Lightning danced over his body, forcing a scream out of him and killing any hope he had left. 
 “I won’t give you another chance to trap me in a shield,” said Rain Dancer. “You can be sure about that, ya?” 
 He shocked Malcolm again, and then let out a sigh. 
 “Wind Runner,” he said. “I thought we could be friends. Not right at first, but we brought you down to Underworld. You seemed like a funny guy, you know? Friends with a spryte, even though you were a champion…” 
 “We could still… be friends,” said Malcolm. His throat was dry and he had to force the words out. “Let’s start with a trust building exercise. Me… trusting you… not to kill me.” 
 “Funny.” Rain Dancer shocked him again. “Like I said.” 

Just… one more step.

 “It was worth it being disappointed by you to meet Rose, though,” said Rain Dancer, flashing a dirty grin. “Mmm, mmm, mmm, am I ever going to enjoy getting to know her better! Anything I should know in advance before pushing in? Any little tricks she likes? Kinky turn ons?” 
 Rain Dancer took another step. Malcolm shot his hand out, slipping it under the demon’s pant leg and holding tight to his ankle. Rain Dancer let out an amused laugh and let the lightning crackle through his hands. Malcolm felt the tingle, and knew that he had exactly what he wanted. 
 “Her biggest turnoff is people who underestimate their opponents.”  
 Malcolm pushed both his palms outward, shooting as much lightning as he could muster into Rain Dancer’s chest. It was enough to knock the demon back a few feet, but it didn’t appear to do any actual damage, at least not physically. The expression on Rain Dancer’s face was one of confusion and outrage, and Malcolm savored it. 
 “I know,” said Malcolm. “You must be so shocked right now? Get it? Do you get the pun, Rain Dancer?” 
 “You are nothing!” Rain Dancer blasted lightning out at Malcolm, two or three times as much as Malcolm had sent his way. Malcolm caught the blast by meeting it with his own electrical burst, and both of them stood, pushing back and forth, neither of them upsetting the stalemate. 
 “I’m a champion,” said Malcolm. “I’m Wind Runner, bitch!” 
 “You can’t beat me with my own power!” shouted Rain Dancer. “It doesn’t work like that, you. Sooner or later, I’ll get close to you again, and we’ll see who wins in a fair fight.” 
 Malcolm sent a sideways burst of electricity through a nearby tree, causing it to explode into flaming bits of splinter. He caught a few dozen with a gust of wind and hurled them at Rain Dancer while the demon’s attention was still on pushing with his lightning. 
 “I don’t fight fair,” said Malcolm. 
 Most of the wood shards only scratched at Rain Dancer’s shoulders. A few he managed to knock away with lightning, but he hadn’t been expecting to have to deal with Malcolm on two fronts at once. A splinter of wood with a pencil like point took him directly in the left eye, and the demon let out a howl of pain and fell to his knees. 
 “My… eye…” Rain Dancer reached up, not daring to bring his fingers in close to the piece of wood lodged through the surface of his cornea. 
 Malcolm was already preparing a spear like shaft of broken wood to deliver the finishing blow. He understood the champion’s policy on killing monsters more clearly than he ever had before. It made things simple, even if it was brutal, and often undeservingly applied. 
 He spun the makeshift spear around so its point was facing Rain Dancer. The demon saw what was coming through his good eye and leapt into the air, taking flight toward the horizon. Malcolm considered going after him, and then remembered the rest of his friends back at the dome. 

It’s not worth risking their lives, even if I’ll have to face him again later.



 




CHAPTER 36

   
 The Champion Authority’s Vanderbrook headquarters was in complete ruin. Flames had completely engulfed the building. Malcolm took a deep breath and risked going in through the hole in the roof, descending into the inferno. 
 It was hard to see through the smoke and flames but Malcolm spotted his fellow champions in the hall and immediately went to aid them. Anna was dragging Greenthumb across the floor. Tapestry was still unconscious, and Malcolm was surprised to see Wax struggling to lift her up. 
 “I’ll carry Tapestry!” said Malcolm, yelling to be heard over the sound of the fire. 
 Wax nodded. He tried to say something, but could only manage a cough in response. 
 Their escape was a race against time. Malcolm used his wind manipulation to carefully redirect the smoke from their faces. All they needed to do was make it down the hallway and out the front entrance, but the walls, and even the floor in places, were on fire. 
 They made it to the door after what felt like an odyssey through hell. The electronics that controlled the door opening mechanism weren’t functioning. Anna started screaming as it refused to respond to her inputs. 
 Malcolm walked over, set his hand against it, and gave it a focused electrical burst. The door opened, and the champions burst out into the open air, coughing up smoke as they tasted the fresh air.  
 They kept going until they were next to the cars parked on the grass. Tapestry’s BMW was unharmed, as were Anna, Greenthumb, and Multi’s rides. Melt’s truck had taken a metal beam through the windshield at some point, and was in no state to be driven. 
 Malcolm sat down next to Tapestry, who was still unconscious and in the process of regenerating. Her face was fully healed, but serious burns ran up her arms and chest. It was taking her longer than Malcolm ever remembered it taking her before, and his concern for her was almost overwhelming. 
 “What do we do now?” asked Anna. She directed the question at Wax, though it took the bald Multi several seconds to realize he was supposed to answer. 
 “Uh…” Wax shrugged. “That’s a good question.” 
 “But…” said Anna. “You’re a Multi, aren’t you? You should know the main Multi’s backup plan in case of the base being attacked.” 
 “I’m Wax,” said Wax. “While technically I am a copy of Multi, I haven’t been him, in a sense, for almost five years. He was the one who gave the orders… And now those monsters have him.” 
 “Wait, what?” said Malcolm.  
 “I saw them capture Alpha,” said Wax. “The original Multi.” 
 Malcolm frowned. He was cradling Tapestry’s head, and she let out a small cough. Several locks of hair had come loose from her pony tail, and he brushed one of them out of her soot stained face. 
 “What does that mean?” asked Anna. “If they have Multi…” 
 “Best case scenario is that they interrogate him and learn most of the Champion Authority’s secrets,” said Wax. “Including information about all of your weaknesses and every other champion that Multi knows about.” 
 “How is that the best case scenario?” asked Malcolm. 
 Wax’s expression darkened. 
 “The worst case scenario, Wind Runner, is that they manage to do to Multi what they’ve already done to Melt,” said Wax. “Turn him into a demon. Think about what that would mean, given his power.” 

An infinite army, under the command of Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden.

 Malcolm exhaled slowly. He shook his head. 
 “We have to do something,” he said. “We can’t let that happen.” 
 “All we can do now is bide our time and try to regain our strength,” said Wax. “It’ll be better if we split into groups to avoid drawing too much attention to ourselves.” 
 “Greenthumb needs a doctor,” said Anna. “I don’t think he’s in danger of… dying, but he needs medical attention.” 
 “So the two of you should head to the hospital,” said Wax. “And Wind Runner, do you have somewhere to go with Tapestry?” 
 “Her house?” asked Malcolm. “She has a… family member, who is probably already starting to worry about her.” 
 “That’ll do,” said Wax. 
 “What about you?” asked Malcolm. 
 Wax smiled. 
 “I’m going to get in touch with Savior,” said Wax. “He needs to know about what’s transpired here.” 
 Malcolm drove Tapestry home in her BMW. Melanie was waiting at the door and helped him get her inside, her worry manifesting as an overwhelming barrage of words and questions. 
 “How did this happen?” she asked. “The base was attacked? By what? Tapestry said that your base is impenetrable? What could have done this? Was it a monster? I swear, if it shows up here, I’ll fight too! Nobody hurts Aubrey and gets away with it!” 
 “Melanie,” said Malcolm. “It’s okay. She’ll recover.” 
 Malcolm helped get her into her room, and then brought a towel and some warm water to Melanie so that he could get her cleaned up. He headed to the bathroom, noticing for the first time the damage Rain Dancer’s electricity had done to his clothing.  

It’s my favorite shirt. Well… given what I did to his eye, I guess we’re kind of even.

 He’d left the door open a crack, and a shadow flickered in the periphery of his vision. Malcolm tensed up, feeling a rush of conflicting emotions as he opened the door. 
 “It’s just me,” said Melanie. “I need a few more towels. Are you okay, Malcolm? You look surprised…” 
 “Uh, yeah…” he said. “I’m just… tired.” 
 “You can put on your music in the living room, if you want,” said Melanie. “Are you planning on staying the night? I can’t cook as well as Aubrey, but I can make something for us. We can even open a bottle of wine! Don’t tell Aubrey though, she’s still mad at me for drinking her booze last time.” 
 “I’ll stay for a while,” said Malcolm. “It’s probably better if I stick around, at least until she wakes up.” 
 He passed Melanie her towels and closed the door before she could start on another tangent. Malcolm sighed. He was tired, both physically and emotionally. 

Rose… What’s going to happen the next time we meet?



 




CHAPTER 37

   
 “I’ll kill him! He… is a dead man!” 
 Rain Dancer smashed his fist through a table in the meeting chamber of Underworld. His anger manifested in uncontrolled static sparks through his hair and along his body. He kept one hand over his newly bandaged eye, massaging the area around the socket. 
 “I won’t let you kill him,” said Rose. She stood off to the side, next to Shield Maiden. They hadn’t told her about the attack on the champion’s base until after it had happened. They still didn’t trust her, and maybe for good reason. 
 “You would pick a champion over me?” roared Rain Dancer. “A pathetic, sniveling wretch!” 
 He whirled on Rose. She summoned her shadow tendrils, wrapping one of them around his neck before he could take a step in her direction. 
 “Does that answer your question?” asked Rose. 
 Rain Dancer snarled. Shield Maiden slowly moved to position herself in between the two of them. 
 “There is no point to fighting amongst ourselves,” she said. “Rain… please. Think about all that we’ve gained from this attack.” 
 “Think about what I’ve lost,” shouted Rain Dancer. “My fucking eye!” 
 “We captured their leader,” said Shield Maiden. “The one they call Multi. This is not one of the copies, either. He’s wearing the same outfit you said the one giving the orders had on.” 
 Rain Dancer let out a huff and relaxed slightly. 
 “And on top of that,” continued Shield Maiden, “We’ve secured another powerful new ally. Why don’t we go check in on him, and see if he’s ready to be sociable?” 
 She started walking down the hallway toward the containment cells. Rose followed her on one side, and Rain Dancer kept pace a few steps behind them. 
 “I still think it was foolish of you to bring him here,” said Rose. “He’s too volatile, and that makes him dangerous.” 
 “He’s like us,” said Shield Maiden. “He’ll settle down in time, and we’ll have a powerful new weapon to use against the champions.” 
 “You’ll never be able to trust him,” said Rose. “Not with his… past loyalties.” 
 “Only time will tell.” Shield Maiden stopped outside the door. She looked toward Rain Dancer, as though allowing him the chance to take charge, if he wanted. 
 “I will speak with him first,” said Rain Dancer. 
 He walked over to the door, undoing a series of heavy dead bolts before reaching for the handle. It was the most secure cell they had, and even then, Rose had expressed her doubts over whether they’d be able to hold their captive for very long, once he recovered enough strength to use his powers. 
 Rain Dancer had barely opened the door a fraction of an inch when a fireball struck it on the other side, knocking all three of them back. Rose coughed and managed to sit up in time to see Danny, Malcolm’s brother, striding out of the holding cell. 
 “About fucking time,” said Danny. “Boring as hell in there. So… you guys got any beer in this place?” 
 “You…” Shield Maiden shook her head slowly. “How?” 
 “The lightbulb, sugar tits,” he said. “Those give off more heat than you’d think. Though I don’t understand why you thought you could hold me in the first place!” 
 Danny laughed like he’d just told the funniest joke in the world. He looked at Rain Dancer, wincing as he saw the bandage over the demon’s eye. Then, his gaze settled on Rose. 
 “No shit,” he said. “You’re the one who tried to fucking kill me. I can’t exactly die from fire, in case you didn’t realize.” 
 “Apparently not,” muttered Rose. 
 Danny whistled as he eyed her up and down. 
 “You’re hot as fuck, and I know a few things about heat,” he said. “Damn, my little brother is a lucky son of a bitch! If I wasn’t such a nice older brother… Well, it’s probably better if I don’t finish that sentence.” 
 Danny moved past them and started down the hall.  
 “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” shouted Rain Dancer, staggering to his feet. 
 Danny laughed. 
 “I already told you,” he said. “First I’m going to find some fucking beer. Then… I think I need to go have a nice heart to heart with my little brother.” 
 He continued down the hallway into the main chamber. Rain Dancer glared at Shield Maiden, who looked completely stunned. 
 “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Why… wouldn’t he want to join us?” 
 Rose grinned. 
 “I think it runs in the family.” 


 




 




CHAPTER 1

   
 Malcolm opened the door to his apartment and stared into the face of his dead brother on the other side. Danny grinned at him, his brow furrowing slightly in anticipation. 
 “You…” whispered Malcolm. 
 He stepped back, fear surging through his chest as he considered his situation. He was standing a few feet away from one of the most powerful demons he’d encountered in his time as a champion. One that he, along with his partner and a good natured spryte, had killed, or at least, so he’d thought. 

He’s here for revenge. And once he’s done with me… he’ll go after them.

 Malcolm balled his hands into fists. He wasn’t going to let Danny kill him without a fight. He was Wind Runner, one of the few remaining heroes in what was left of his small town.  
 He had his wind manipulation, along with power mimicry, a rare, uncontrolled ability that allowed him to absorb a single power from other champions. At the moment, he had the ability to regenerate meaning that any wounds Danny inflicted would immediately begin to heal.  
 Malcolm remembered the way that his brother had tortured Tapestry and grimaced at the realization that her borrowed power would only postpone an incredibly painful death at the hands of his older brother. 
 “You look like you just saw a fucking ghost,” said Danny. “Oh shit! I forgot. You didn’t know.” 
 “Didn’t… know what?” asked Malcolm. He angled himself slightly in relation to the door, trying to make himself a smaller target. Fighting inside his apartment or the hallway leading to it was a horrible idea, and Malcolm wondered if it would be better to retreat out one of his windows and lead Danny somewhere less destructible. 
 “You tried to kill me with an explosion,” said Danny. “Doesn’t work when it hits me from outside my body, bro. I can travel into external heat sources. I don’t blame you for not knowing, but you and your friends started celebrating way too fucking early.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, but was barely tuned into the conversation. His partner, Tapestry, had given him a small .22 pistol a couple of days earlier. It was for protection, given that that the current state of Vanderbrook was anything but safe for champions in the public eye. He didn’t have it on him. It was in his room, under his bed, unloaded. 

Thwarted by my own attention to safety protocol. Awesome.

 “Danny,” Malcolm said, keeping his voice even. “If you’re going to do this, let’s at least take it somewhere else, and keep other people from getting hurt.” 
 He reached out with the wind, feeling as it responded to the call. There were limits to its offensive capabilities, but it was still a useful tool. Malcolm had learned to move quicker with it and expand his awareness out further, reacting to small vibrations in the air and giving himself an extra edge in combat. 
 “What?” Danny frowned at him and shook his head. “Shit, bro, you got me all wrong. Look… I came here… you know.” 
 Danny shifted awkwardly, looking away from the apartment door and down the hallway. 
 “I’ve been fucked up lately,” said Danny. 
 Malcolm blinked, slowly shaking his head. 
 “You murdered people, Danny,” he said. “Dozens. Probably closer to hundreds. You killed mom!” 
 She’d been his first victim, from what Malcolm was able to piece together. On Day One of the Phenomenon, when people had first begun to discover their superpowers, or “gifts”, Danny had been one of a small percentage immediately unable to control their superpowers properly. He’d blown up their family home, with Laura Caldwell still inside. 
 “Shit, I know, Malcolm,” said Danny. He sighed and looked away. “Look, can I come in for a bit? So we have a chance to sit down and you know… talk?” 
 “Why would you think that I’d just… let you into my apartment?” asked Malcolm. “After everything that you’ve done.” 
 Danny shrugged. 
 “I don’t know,” said Danny. “I guess cause… you’re my brother. My memory is all fucked up, but I remember things about you. About how you were to people. To me. And how many times you gave me another chance.” 
 Malcolm started to shake his head no. Danny held up a finger. 
 “Also, I brought beer,” he said, holding up a cheap six pack he’d been hiding behind his back. 
 “Oh goody,” said Malcolm, rolling his eyes. “That certainly changes everything.” 
 He stepped to the side and gestured for Danny to come in, even as most of his instincts screamed out in warning or anger. Trusting his brother again, in any capacity, was somewhere between a bad idea and the worst idea. Danny was a killer, and not just an accidental one, either. 

He murdered people in cold blood during our last fight.

 Danny held a beer out to him. Malcolm hesitated for a second, and then accepted it. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Danny, his voice coming out raspy, and whispered. “Malcolm, I am so fucking sorry. I remember the things I’ve done. And…” 
 Danny closed his eyes. He took his own beer and pressed it against his forehead, as though the cold perspiration of the glass bottle could counteract all the damage he’d done with his powers. 
 “Danny…” Malcolm shook his head, wanting to scream and yell, but forcing himself to hold back. His brother’s apology changed nothing. But, it was a step up from having him rampage around the city, blowing up houses and torching traffic.  
 The two of them drank in silence for a minute, Danny finishing his first beer and opening a second. Malcolm hadn’t forgiven his brother, and still felt an enormous amount of rage. Now, it just felt like there was nowhere for it to go. He didn’t hate Danny anymore. He pitied him. 
 “I saw one of your girlfriends the other day,” said Danny. 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 
 “What?” 
 “The shadow spryte,” said Danny. “She’s working with other monsters now, Malcolm. They’re led by some dreadlock punk named Rain Dancer.” 
 Malcolm exhaled through his teeth and sipped his beer. Danny was talking about Rose, the mysterious and beautiful spryte who’d entered his life and left it just as quickly. Malcolm knew she’d formed an alliance with Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden, the two de facto rulers of the monsters in the area, now that the Champion Authority’s base had been destroyed. It wasn’t something he liked to think about. 
 “When?” asked Malcolm. “And… where?” 
 “They captured me,” said Danny. “Held me somewhere underground. Fucking idiots thought that they could get me to work with them or something. It sounds like they’ve worked out their own crazy philosophy thing. Not my cup of tea!” 
 “Do you remember where their base was?” asked Malcolm. 
 “In the sewers, somewhere,” said Danny. “I didn’t pay much attention. Too pissed off about the smell on my way out.” 
 Malcolm shook his head, unsure of what to make of that. The last couple of days had been hell for him and the rest of the champions in Vanderbrook.  
 Multi, the leader of the Vanderbrook champions, had been taken prisoner by Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden. To make matters worse, the growing “monster rights” movement that had sprung up on the internet had turned Vanderbrook into a place where sprytes and demons walked freely through the city without concern for repercussion. 
 The police tended to look the other way, when to do otherwise often meant certain death. It was only a small comfort to know that his brother had refused to work with the enemy, given that it also meant that Rain Dancer was still actively recruiting. 
 “Danny, why did you come here?” asked Malcolm. 
 “To apologize,” said Danny. 
 Malcolm stared at him.  
 “You’re my brother, Danny,” he said. “I know you. If you just wanted to apologize, you would have done that and then left. Tell me what you want.” 
 Malcolm felt an edge entering his voice. He was still mad at Danny, and fully aware of just how much blood his brother had on his hands. Malcolm would listen to what he had to say, since he was technically still his brother, and had come in peace. But that was it. 

Sure. Just like with Rose, and how I only helped her back on her feet. Right…

 “You’re really mad at me, aren’t you?” asked Danny. 
 Malcolm didn’t feel the need to answer that question. 
 “Reminds me of the time that I banged Cynthia Wheeler,” said Danny. “Remember that shit? You were in love with her little sister, Maggie?” 
 “I wasn’t…” Malcolm scowled and rolled his eyes. “I had a crush on her, that’s it.” 
 “You were obsessed with her,” said Danny, grinning. “And then I went and fucked things up by breaking her older sister’s heart. Their whole family turned against us… not really fair for you.” 
 “Danny, that was half a decade ago,” said Malcolm. 
 “I know.” Danny glanced to the side, and then leaned in conspiratorially. “Just so you know… You didn’t miss out on much. Cynthia had really weird nipples. Probably her little sister did, too. That shit runs in the family.” 
 Malcolm had to fight to keep from smiling. He shook his head. 
 “Enough,” he said. “Why are you here, Danny? Get to the point.” 
 Danny shifted uncomfortably on the couch. He picked up another beer and offered it to Malcolm, who refused. 
 “I… need money,” said Danny. 
 Malcolm blinked. 

Time is a flat circle.



 




CHAPTER 2

   
 “You have got to be kidding me,” said Malcolm. 
 “Look, just hear me out,” said Danny. “With the way things are right now… I might have a chance.” 
 “A chance for what?” Malcolm paced the floor of his living room, feeling his annoyance build. “To fleece your little brother out of a few hundred dollars? You’re like… a caricature of yourself, Danny!” 
 “It’d be closer to a thousand,” said Danny, quietly. “But hold on, just listen for a second.” 
 He reached down and lifted the six pack, wiggling it in the air. Malcolm shook his head. 
 “Am I supposed to guess your meaning from this?” he asked. “Beer? You’re planning on… investing in beer?” 
 “I have beer,” said Danny. “I was able to go into a store and buy beer. One of the small Korean owned convenience stores on Denlaw Street. My point is, look at the way the city is right now.” 
 “It’s chaos,” said Malcolm. “People are scared, Danny. Monsters are running around in broad daylight, and nobody can do a thing about it.” 
 He scowled, sipping on his beer and remembering how easily Rain Dancer had trashed the Champion Authority HQ. 
 “Fuck, Malcolm,” said Danny. “I don’t disagree with that. But, this is also a chance for me. I could maybe get away from all this. I found someone willing to rent me a cabin, more of a shack, really. Outside of town, away from people.” 
 Malcolm paused. 

Away from people. Where he hopefully wouldn’t hurt anyone if he had an episode.

 “Why do you deserve a second chance?” asked Malcolm. 
 “I don’t.” Danny chuckled like it was a joke. “I don’t know… It’s either this or nothing. Or I guess, if you really don’t think I deserve a second chance, then you could still give me the money and I could just drink myself to death?” 
 “Or I could not give you the money and not care,” said Malcolm. “I’m leaving all my options on the table.” 
 Danny nodded slowly. He didn’t say anything, which left Malcolm time to consider just how shitty a situation his brother was putting him in. He would feel the weight of so many deaths on his hands if Danny became Hothead again and started killing without restraint.  
 Then again, if Malcolm gave him the money, he would have to scramble just to make rent that month. He’d been paying for his apartment with a fund he’d set up shortly after his mother’s death, and it was running dangerously low. Malcolm had been counting on his salary as a champion to make ends meet, but with the local headquarters destroyed, he wasn’t sure where his next paycheck would be coming from. 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm, with a sigh. “But you have to promise me that you will never kill anyone again. I’m not giving this money to you as a kind brother. I’m giving it to you in exchange for services.” 
 “And the service is not killing people?” asked Danny, voice sober. 
 “…Yeah.” Malcolm shrugged. “People have spent money on worse things.” He walked into his bedroom. “Is a check okay?” he asked, sarcastically. 
 “Actually, yeah,” said Danny. “One of the banks is advertising the fact that monsters are welcome through its doors now. Can you fucking believe that? A week with the champions gone and it’s a different world.” 
 “The champions aren’t gone,” said Malcolm. “Just… biding their time.” 
 Malcolm found his checkbook, signed a check, and pushed it into Danny’s hand. 
 “Thanks, little bro,” he said. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me. I’ll pay you back if I can, I swear.” 
 Malcolm massaged his temples. 
 “Pay me back by never showing your face around here again.” He locked eyes with Danny, glaring at him slightly. 
 Danny chuckled as though it were a joke. 
 “Righto, bucko,” he said. “I guess that’s my signal to fuck off. Mind if I take the rest of the beers?” 
 “Just… get out,” said Malcolm. 
 Danny nodded to him. He slipped the check into his pocket, picked up what remained of the six pack, and slipped out into the hallway. Malcolm closed the door as soon as he was out of sight and leaned his back against it. 

Why the hell did I just do that? 

 Malcolm walked over to the couch and sat down on it. He still had a little beer left in the bottle he’d been drinking from. He sipped at it, trying to parse through his interaction with Danny, and whether there was any hope of his brother turning over a new leaf. 
 A couple of minutes went by. Malcolm turned on his PS4, too annoyed to think about his brother any longer. Another knock came at the door just as he was getting in-game and he swore under his breath as he paused it and stood up. 
 “I told you,” Malcolm said, swinging the door open. “I never want to see…” 
 He’d been expecting his brother. Instead, a petite blonde woman stood in the hallway, her emerald eyes sharp and alert. She wore a brown leather jacket over a white blouse and jeans, an outfit that showcased her trim figure and modest curves. 
 “See what?” asked Tapestry. “Expecting somebody else?”  
 Malcolm winced. 
 “I got into an argument with the pizza guy earlier,” he lied. “Over his tip.” 
 “Really?” Tapestry brushed past him and into his apartment. “Where’s the pizza?” 
 Malcolm gestured to the box on his kitchen counter, which he’d ordered late last night. There were still a few slices left, if Tapestry insisted on more proof. He frowned and closed the door, considering his fellow champion as she surveyed his apartment. 
 Tapestry had been suspicious of Malcolm almost since his first day as a champion. She was one of the few people who knew about his secondary ability, which let him absorb the powers of other champions, oftentimes her power. 
 She’d been there during the fight with Hothead, and knew that the demon was actually Malcolm’s brother, Danny. She also knew that he had other secrets, things that he kept even from her, and it fed her suspicions of him, though they were still on friendly terms. 
 “Are you expecting to find a dead body in my apartment, Tapestry?” asked Malcolm. “Maybe a couple of kilos of coke lying around?” 
 She shot him an indecipherable look and continued on, stopping in front of his bedroom door. 
 “May I?” she asked. 
 Malcolm grinned.  
 “Far be it for me to stop a beautiful woman from entering my bedroom,” he said. “Here, I can give you a demonstration of the softness of my bed.” 
 Tapestry glared at him. She opened his bedroom door for long enough to take stock of what was on the other side, and then closed it firmly. 
 “You aren’t as funny as you think you are,” she said. 
 “I think you just have an old-fashioned sense of humor,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry’s mouth dropped open, surprise and offense evident in her expression. Malcolm kept smiling, though he knew he’d just made exactly the wrong kind of joke. 
 Despite appearing to be in her late teens or early twenties, Tapestry was far older. She was 98, and kept eternally youthful as a side effect of her regeneration power. 
 “Thanks for proving my point,” she said. 
 “Oh, come on, Tapestry,” said Malcolm. “Lighten up.” 
 He sat back down on the couch, briefly turning his attention back to his game while letting Tapestry continue her investigation. There was nothing to find in his apartment, and there hadn’t been for more than a week now, aside from Danny’s brief visit. 

I should be happy about that, shouldn’t I?

 Rose, Malcolm’s friend and occasional spryte lover, had defected to the other side. He didn’t like to think about what that meant for him personally, given how the conflict between the Vanderbrook champions and Rain Dancer’s faction was intensifying.  
 It was partially his fault. Malcolm had pushed Rose into seeking out her sister, inadvertently introducing her to the Awakened Children cult, and the two monsters, Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden, at its head. He still wasn’t sure what he would do if put in another situation where he had to fight Rose. 
 “Satisfied?” asked Malcolm, glancing at Tapestry as she took a seat next to him on the couch. 
 “For now,” said Tapestry. “But I’ve got my eyes on you.” 
 Malcolm paused the game and met her gaze. 
 “Good to know,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 3

   
 “Anyway, I thought you said you’d be by earlier,” said Malcolm. “It’s past noon.” 
 “I had to take the bus,” said Tapestry. “The last time I drove my car, someone almost tailed me home. Rain Dancer and the rest of the monsters are getting bolder.” 
 “That’s brazen,” said Malcolm. “And also fairly creepy.” 
 Tapestry folded her arms, glaring at the wall. 
 “What’s creepy is what I’ve been hearing about Shield Maiden’s activity on the world wide web,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm chuckled.  
 “The world wide web,” he said, trying not to mock her too much with his tone. “Sometimes I forget that the internet is still a new thing to you.” 
 “Melanie keeps me informed,” said Tapestry. “I don’t see a real need for it.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. They’d had this conversation before. Either out of stubbornness or an inability to attempt new things, Tapestry remained deeply hesitant to give the internet, including just browsing the web on her phone, much more than the occasional try. 
 “She showed you the video, though, right?” asked Malcolm. “The one of the… young spryte?” 
 “She didn’t have to,” said Tapestry. “It was on the news.” 
 A video filmed by a passerby depicted two champions fighting, and eventually killing, a pretty young spryte with a sonic charged voice. The video had gone viral at the start of the week. Shield Maiden and several other monsters across the country had seized the opportunity on social media, pushing for #monsterrights and denouncing the Champion Authority as a fascist organization. 

I can’t honestly say that I blame them, either.

 “It’s not just sprytes and demons,” said Malcolm. “A lot of normal people are getting involved now, too. Tapestry, this could get really out of hand.” 
 “Because it isn’t already?” she asked, her voice slightly miffed. “Rain Dancer destroyed our headquarters. He’s not some dignified, civil rights saint, and neither is Shield Maiden.” 
 “You don’t have to tell me,” said Malcolm.  
 He’d seen Rain Dancer murder a young gifted teenager in his underground base. It had been worse than what he’d seen in the video of the spryte, but without footage proving that it had happened, nobody would care if he went public with it. 
 “Anyway,” he continued. “How’s the rest of the team holding up?” 
 Tapestry sighed. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she took the ends of it between her fingers and started playing with it. 
 “Greenthumb is still in the hospital,” she said. “He’s awake now, though, and his breathing has stabilized.” 
 “Good,” said Malcolm. 
 “Anna’s staying at a hotel nearby,” said Tapestry. “She’s been visiting Greenthumb regularly, and making sure that it’s still safe for him there.” 
 “What about Wax?” asked Malcolm. “And Multi?” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “No word of Multi,” said Tapestry. “He’s still being held by Rain Dancer, as far as I know.” 
 “Bad situation for us,” said Malcolm. “Rain Dancer has a penchant for trying to turn champions into demons and sprytes. And Multi would make for a very dangerous enemy.” 

He’s our former boss. He knows all our weaknesses, and can make copies of himself.

 “We just have to hope that he manages to hold out,” said Tapestry. “And we still have Wax on our side, at least.” 
 “Where has he been?” asked Malcolm. 
 “In a homeless shelter.” Tapestry sighed. “I offered to let him stay with me, but he said that it would draw too much attention.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “That sounds like him,” he said. “Though I’m sure the food at your place would be a vast improvement. Speaking of which, how’s Melanie doing?” 
 Tapestry smiled. 
 “She’s fine,” said Tapestry. “Still going to school, living a normal life. She bought one of those ridiculous game consoles that you have, which I think is a huge waste of money.” 
 “I’ll have to get her gamer tag.” Malcolm crossed his legs and shifted on the couch, his expression growing serious. “And what about you? It’s been a couple of days since the two of us have really… talked.” 
 In fact, it had been over a week, since before the attack on their headquarters. Tapestry had been all business since then, rebuffing any of Malcolm’s attempts to close the distance between them. 
 They were friends, but they’d also been intimate before. Malcolm felt a confusing mixture of emotions whenever he thought about Tapestry and how he felt about her. She seemed better at compartmentalizing their relationship than he was, and he wondered if it was due to the massive age advantage she had over him. 
 “We talk all the time,” said Tapestry. “What do you mean?” 
 “You know exactly what I mean,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry just looked at him. Her expression told him all he needed to know. 

She doesn’t trust me like that. And she never will, unless I tell her the truth.

 “I’ll have you over for dinner sometime soon,” said Tapestry, her voice level. “Melanie’s been insisting on it. I’d like for us to be close, Malcolm. But it’s as much on you as it is on me.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. He glanced at his phone. 
 “Fair enough,” he said. “Anyway, it looks like it’s almost time. Are you ready?” 
 Tapestry nodded. 
 “We should leave soon,” she said. “I’m not sure if he’ll arrive a little early, or a little late…” 
 “There’s going to be a protest there,” said Malcolm. “The monster rights faction got word of his arrival, and plan on showing up with signs and chants.” 
 “Savior’s probably the most powerful champion that’s ever existed,” said Tapestry. “I think he’ll be able to handle it.” 
 The two of them headed out of Malcolm’s apartment and onto the street. They took a bus from Vanderbrook to the Halter City airport, the trip taking close to an hour. It was midafternoon when they arrived, and the sun overhead was hidden by cloud cover. 
 “Do you think the weather is going to affect his arrival?” asked Malcolm, as they headed into the airport through the main entrance. 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “You’d know better than I do,” she said. “I’ve never met Savior, and obviously, I can’t fly.” 
 “What I do is a bit more like jumping with style,” said Malcolm. “But seriously… Why doesn’t he come straight to Vanderbrook? It’s not like a superhero with flight powers is limited to taking off and landing in airports.” 
 “Because it’s the law?” said Tapestry. “He’s actually the one that introduced the bill. All superhuman air travel over a distance greater than ten miles is limited to official flight paths. And it requires that you check in with air traffic on departure and destination.” 
 “Huh,” said Malcolm. “I did not know that.” 

Seems like unnecessary regulation on the part of the government. Then again, Savior is the executive director of the Champion Authority and a Senator, so maybe he’s the bureaucratic type.

 The two of them slipped into the airport and walked along a wide hallway, toward the arrivals gate. As Malcolm had expected, there were already a few dozen people congregated in front of the airport. They held signs that said things like “#monsterrights” and “Savior is no Savior”. He frowned, noticing a few police officers who’d been assigned to keep the protesters in check. 
 “What do you think the odds are of Rain Dancer or a member of his faction making an appearance?” he asked. 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “It doesn’t really matter,” she said. “None of them are strong enough to stand against Savior. The fact that he’s come to our area in the first place really says volumes about how bad the situation has gotten.” 
 “You don’t even think Rain Dancer could take him on?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry furrowed her brow, as though the question was almost too stupid for her to answer. 
 “Savior is invulnerable,” she said. “He can fly. He can launch directed energy blasts out of the palms of his hands. He’s super strong. And he can create offensive illusions. No, Malcolm, I don’t think Rain Dancer could take him on.” 
 “Hey, you don’t have to be grumpy about it,” said Malcolm. “I was just asking.” 


 




CHAPTER 4

   
 Savior’s arrival was a little anticlimactic. A small contrail slowly cut through the clouds overhead before trailing off.  A few minutes later the tiny dot slowly became discernable as a man. As he descended the last few hundred feet toward the airport’s runway, the crowd exploded into chants. 
 “Savior, not a saint!” they shouted. “Murderer, full of hate!” 
 Malcolm glanced at Tapestry, feeling a little awkward standing so close to the protesters. She waved a hand at him dismissively. 
 “We should wait here for now,” she said. “For their sake, more than Savior’s. We don’t want anyone trying to rush him as soon as he comes in.” 
 Savior took his time walking through the gate. He was wearing a dress shirt tucked into jeans, with a navy blazer that looked rumpled from the wind. His hair was a salt and pepper black and grey, and he had a handsome face with a strong jaw. He looked about fifty, but still very well put together. 
 “Savior, not a saint!” roared the crowd. “Murderer, full of hate!” 
 Savior grinned and appeared to let out a genuine laugh. He gestured to Malcolm and Tapestry, apparently recognizing them on sight.  
 “Local champions?” asked Savior, as they drew in close. His voice was resonant, with a hint of smoky scratchiness to it. 
 “That’s right,” said Tapestry. “I’m-” 
 “Tapestry, right?” said Savior. “My assistant said you were pretty when he set up the meeting, but wow! And this, here, must be the infamous Wind Cutter I’ve been hearing so much about.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm frowned. “It’s Wind Runner.” 
 “Right, right,” said Savior. “Cutter, you’re in charge of security. I should say something to the crowd. It seems a shame for so many of them to come out to see me and not get a speech.” 
 Savior plastered a phony grin on his face and turned toward the angry, chanting crowd. He waved at the protesters and then held his hands out wide, as though he was the one welcoming them. 
 “Greetings!” called Savior. The crowd went silent. 

Protesters stopping to hear what their target has to say? I am thoroughly amazed.

 “If you’re interested in getting a selfie or an autograph with me, please return at the time of my departure,” said Savior. “I’ll inform the local news ahead of time, so it can be announced. I usually try to get to the airport about an hour early, and will be open to your requests then.” 
 The protesters glanced at each other. One of them started chanting again. Savior laughed and gestured for him to stop. 
 “Holy smokes,” he said. “You folks are impatient. I just thought I’d leave you with a few parting words of inspiration.” 
 He cleared his throat. 
 “It doesn’t matter the color of your skin,” said Savior. “Or whether you have superpowers, or where you live, how much money you make, who your parents were, what school you went to, whether you’re alive, uh, or dead. None of it… really matters. Hmm. Think about that one, that’s pretty deep.” 
 Savior lowered his arms and nodded to Malcolm and Tapestry. The two of them hurried over, falling into step next to him. 
 A gunshot cut through the moment, loud and tasteless. Malcolm lowered his head out of reflex. He glanced over at Tapestry, and then at Savior. 
 The head of the Champion Authority had a bullet stuck to the center of his forehead. He almost seemed not to notice, squinting around just like Malcolm was to discern where the damage had been done. Finally, he reached up, plucking the mostly flattened chunk of metal loose from his head. There was no mark underneath it. 
 “Hmm… a bullet,” said Savior. “One of the many things of which I’m invulnerable to. How ironic.” 

Uh… That’s barely a coincidence.

 The shooter was already retreating, crouching low as he ran past a luggage carousel. Savior lifted up one of his hands, as if considering whether to blast the man with energy. He sighed, and then stepped into the air, effortlessly taking flight. 
 Savior sped across the floor, only a few feet above the ground, and seized the man by the back of the shirt. He knocked loose the gun, an expensive looking rifle, and carried the offender back into range of the crowd. 
 “It gives me pause to think that a man’s heart can be so full of hate,” said Savior. “You should take up a hobby. Perhaps clay sculpting.” 
 “Fuck you!” shouted the man. “Fascist.” 
 Savior chuckled. He took the man by the face and locked eyes with him. The man blinked a couple of times in quick succession, and then let out a horrible, panicked scream. Savior stepped back from him. Malcolm watched as the man rolled and patted at his clothes. 
 “It’s whatever his worst fear is,” whispered Savior. 
 “That seems a little… intense,” said Malcolm. 
 The man was clawing at his clothing, ripping both the fabric and the skin underneath. 
 “It’ll wear off in a couple of hours,” said Savior. “Now. Shall we make our grand departure?” 
 The police were already hurrying over to take the assassin into custody. Malcolm wasn’t sure whether what Savior had done to the man was merciful, or cruel and unusual. He had to force himself to take his attention off the screaming and fall back into step with his fellow champions. 
 “Weren’t you on security detail, Cutter?” asked Savior. 
 “Should I bother correcting you, or is that my new nickname?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry glared at him. 
 “He’s right, you know,” she said. “You completely missed the shooter. If it wasn’t for Savior’s invulnerability, how would that situation have played out?” 
 Malcolm grimaced, feeling his cheeks flush slightly. She had a point. Tapestry had shown him what to do in a situation like this in training. He’d been distracted, both by the crowd and by his own thoughts. 
 “I guess you could say that… he had his head stuck in the clouds?” said Savior. Tapestry laughed. Malcolm didn’t. 
 “Get it, Cutter?” Savior elbowed him in the ribs. “Like, you have wind powers? Wind powers… that you could fly with? Head stuck up in the–” 
 “I get it,” said Malcolm. “Funny.” 


 




CHAPTER 5

   
 Malcolm trailed behind Tapestry and Savior as they walked. They seemed to be getting along quite well, with Savior regaling Tapestry with stories of battles he’d been in, and famous people he’d met. 
 “He didn’t correct me,” said Savior. “I spent almost an hour treating him like he was Prime Minister of Australia! New Zealand, though, totally different place.” 
 “Oh, that’s an easy mistake,” said Tapestry. “Anyone could have made it.” 
 “Yeah,” said Malcolm. “I’m sure you’re not the only US Senator to completely confuse two sovereign nations, thousands of miles apart.” 
 “Right?” said Savior. Tapestry glared at Malcolm. 
 The protesters followed them, at least to the entrance of the airport. Two police officers were on duty there, apparently assigned to be Savior’s official escort on behalf of Halter City. He sent them off with a smile and a wave, and then set a hand on Malcolm and Tapestry’s shoulders. 
 “Now listen,” said Savior. “It’s probably better if I don’t travel with you directly to our destination. I’m a little bit too famous for that.” 
 “Of course,” said Tapestry. “Here, I already wrote down my address.” 
 She pulled out a slip of paper and passed it to Savior. 
 “My number’s also on the back,” she quickly added. Malcolm struggled to keep his reaction controlled. 
 “I’ll meet you there in a lickety split,” said Savior. “Fear not, fellow champions. Your Savior has arrived, and soon the situation will be handled!” 
 He lowered himself into a squat, and then took off into the air. Malcolm watched him disappear into the distance, and then glanced over at Tapestry. 
 “You gave him your number?” he asked. 
 Tapestry blushed. 
 “He might need to call for something,” she said. 
 “Something… like a date?” 
 Her cheeks reddened further. 
 “Why does it matter to you, anyway?” asked Tapestry. 
 “What do you mean, why does it matter to me?” asked Malcolm. “We…” 
 “Are not a couple,” she said, finishing his sentence. 

I can’t argue with that. We’re just friends… who occasionally hook up. 

 “Beyond that,” he said, still unwilling to give up the argument. “He’s like, crazy old.” 
 Tapestry made an offended noise and glared at Malcolm. 
 “I cannot believe you just said that,” she said. “Are you forgetting my real age? Compared to me, Savior is still a young man.” 
 “Oh, come on.” Malcolm rolled his eyes. “That’s a technicality, and you know it.” 
 “Do you think he’d like chicken for dinner?” asked Tapestry. “I also have some breaded fish, but it’s frozen.” 
 Malcolm sighed and massaged his temples. 
 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get moving.” 
 He listened to his music on the bus ride back, letting the guitar solos and easy lyrics of 90s alt rock massage his powers into a better state of efficiency. Malcolm found himself wondering what Savior’s focus activity was, and then about his weakness. 

I’d be surprised if anyone knows that. I can’t imagine the most powerful man alive lets it slip very often.

 There was a bus stop close to their destination, and it only took them a couple of minutes from there. Tapestry’s house was clean and cozy, with a coordinated color scheme from another era.  
 “I’m going to get started on dinner,” said Tapestry. “Do you mind entertaining Savior when he gets here? I want to concentrate on dinner.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes, taking off his shoes off as he came inside. 
 “Sure,” he said. “But I think all the fuss is a little unwarranted.” 
 “It’s not a fuss,” said Tapestry. “I just… like to cook.” 
 Malcolm shrugged, walking through the foyer and into the living room. He grinned when he saw Melanie, Tapestry’s great granddaughter, sitting on the couch across from the TV with a controller in her hand. 
 “So you did get a PS4,” he said. 
 “Yeah,” said Melanie. 
 “I didn’t realize you played video games,” said Malcolm. 
 “Yeah,” said Melanie. 
 Malcolm blinked. Melanie was one of the chattiest people he’d ever met. All of her attention, currently, was focused on the game, her pale, freckled face and brown hair illuminated by the glow of the TV. 
 “Will you be my slave for a month?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” said Melanie. 

Is this what I’m like when I’m gaming?

 Malcolm found a second controller, nestled in the entertainment center near the console. He plugged it in, sat down on the couch next to her, and snapped his fingers in front of her face. 
 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go. One on one, something we both can play.” 
 Melanie frowned, as though coming out of a trance. 
 “Uh, right,” she said. “Sorry. I never played video games much when I was younger. I always thought they were for boys, but I tried out one of the kiosks at the mall and just got sucked in. It cost me almost all my savings, but I think it was worth it. I’m not a big competitive player though. I prefer games with a good story.” 
 “Well then,” said Malcolm. “Why don’t we ease into something simple?” 
 They played a couple of matches in a fighting game. Malcolm went easy on her, but Melanie learned the controls quickly enough to give him a run for his money. He actually started to get a little irritated, and in the deciding round of their second match, had to resort to the ancient technique of pressing random buttons on Melanie’s controller to mess her up. 
 “Hey!” she cried, pushing him away. “No fair.” 
 “The first rule of video games is that anything goes,” said Malcolm.  
 “What about this, then?” Melanie reached her hand down and set it on his thigh. Malcolm dropped his controller in surprise. 
 “You’re playing dirty!” he said. 
 “You started it.” 
 “Children, please,” called Tapestry, from the kitchen. “Savior just called, asking which house it was. Can one of you go outside and wait on the lawn for him.” 
 “Children?” asked Malcolm, incredulous. “Really, Tapestry? Do you really want to go there?” 


 




CHAPTER 6

   
 Malcolm paused the game and headed outside onto the lawn. Melanie followed him. It was still cloudy overhead, but the rain seemed content to hold off, at least until the sun had finished setting. 
 “So what’s Savior like in person, anyway?” asked Melanie. “Aubrey seemed really thrilled to have him coming to our area. I think it goes beyond just the help he can offer.” 

Unfortunately, so do I.

 “He’s… a character,” said Malcolm. 
 A pedestrian was approaching from down the street. It took Malcolm a minute to recognize the man as Wax, one of the other local champions. He was dressed in dirty clothes, with his head shaved and a slightly ragged red beard. He was a short man, a little pudgy, but very intelligent. 
 Wax was a clone of Malcolm’s former boss, Multi. During the attack on their headquarters, Multi had been kidnapped, and most of his copies had been killed. Wax was the only one to make it out alive. He had helped keep tabs on the pulse of the area during the time afterward by disguising himself as a homeless person. 

It’s a dirty job, but someone has got to do it.

 “Wax,” said Malcolm. “Good timing. Savior just got into town.” 
 “I know,” said Wax. “He called me already. He said he was already inside the house, though.” 
 “No, we’re still waiting for him,” said Malcolm. He frowned, and a second later, a high pitched female scream came from the house across the street. 
 Malcolm watched in disbelief as a woman with wet hair, wearing nothing but a towel, ran out onto the street. She was followed shortly after by a very apologetic looking Savior. 
 “Sincerely, sorry, madam,” said Savior. “The window was open, and I was trying to make a stealthy entrance. Mistakes were made, clearly. The Champion Authority will send you a formal apology.” 
 Melanie frowned and crossed her arms. 
 “He should be more careful,” she said. 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm, chuckling. “It happens to the best of us.” 
 The woman seemed to relax a little after Savior’s explanation, and unsurprisingly, insisted on getting a photo with him before heading back inside. Savior grinned when he saw Wax, walking over and clapping him solidly on the back. 
 “Waxie!” said Savior, voice booming. “I’ve missed you so! Good to see that you’re still in fine form.” 
 “I’m not sure I would describe it with those words, exactly,” said Wax. “I’ve got a lot to fill you in on.” 
 “In due time,” said Savior, leading the group back inside. “But first, I need a shower.” 
 Tapestry had finished with the food and was waiting in the living room. She immediately headed to the linen closet, returning with a towel and offering it to Savior. He shook his head, gesturing to Wax. 
 “Wax will hold onto that for me,” said Savior. “We’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm raised an eyebrow. “Is he taking a shower… with you?” 
 “Don’t be ridiculous!” said Savior. “He’s my attendant. He’ll stand directly outside the shower and pass me what I need.” 
 Wax looked like an employee about to do his least favorite job. 
 “He insists,” said Wax. “He claims that his most brilliant ideas come to him in the bath. It’s my responsibility… to record them.” 
 “Exactly!” said Savior. “Tapestry, might you have any mouthwash? I took a couple of bugs to the teeth on the flight over.” 
 Tapestry blinked, looking a little bewildered. 
 “Sure…” she said. “It’s… in the bathroom.” 
 Savior nodded to her and headed off in the direction she’d indicated, Wax following close behind. The door to the bathroom shut, and Malcolm burst out laughing. 
 “He’s just eccentric,” said Tapestry. 
 “Of course,” said Malcolm. “And there’s nothing wrong with that. He can shower however, or with whomever, he wants.” 
 Malcolm heard the shower turn on, followed by the sound of Savior singing as he bathed. He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face as he sat down on the couch next to Melanie for another round of video games. 
 An hour later, all five of them were gathered around the kitchen table. Tapestry had decided on grilled chicken for dinner, with mashed potatoes, green beans, and salad. She served everyone and said grace, settling down in her seat and watching the guest of honor intently. 
 “It’s delicious!” announced Savior. “You are an excellent cook, Tapestry.” 
 She beamed at the praise. 
 “Thank you,” she said. “It’s really just what I had on hand. Next time, I’ll buy special ingredients.” 
 Malcolm cleared his throat. 
 “As much fun as it is to talk about cooking, and food, I think we have bigger problems on our hands,” he said. “We should talk strategy, and figure out how we’re going to reorganize the local Champion Authority.” 
 “But of course!” Savior took a bite of chicken, making pleased noises as he chewed, and then continued speaking with his mouth full. “As soon as… I inspect the damage of your destroyed headquarters… I can send the information to Architect, our resident head of construction at the Champion Authority.” 
 “That’s helpful,” said Malcolm. “But it’s really only part of the problem.” 
 “He’s right, Savior,” said Wax. “I’ve had my ear to the ground for the past week. We aren’t just under threat from the demons and sprytes in the city. Public opinion is shifting fast, especially online.” 
 “The monster rights movement,” said Melanie. “People are even talking about it at my school. There’s a new student union set up that’s organizing a relief effort for at risk monsters in the area.” 
 “Monster rights…” said Savior. “Or monster wrongs? Think on that one, it’s deep.” 

Far too deep for me, man.

 “I’m not sure that attacking Rain Dancer and his allies directly would be the best idea,” said Malcolm. “Killing them would only embolden the monster rights movement. It would turn him into a martyr.” 
 Savior frowned. 
 “What do you think, Tapestry?” he asked. “Do you agree with your sister on how widespread this movement is?” 
 “My… sister?” Tapestry stumbled. “Uh… Actually, yeah, I do!” 
 She smiled at Savior, her eyes fluttering. Malcolm briefly considered revealing the truth, and then decided against it. It would only infuriate Tapestry, and it wasn’t his place to disclose her secrets, anyway. 
 “The one thing I’ve learned in my time as a champion is how to be tactical and clean,” said Savior. “Like a quiet fart in a crowded elevator. We shall take a… silent, but deadly approach.” 
 He was totally serious. Malcolm coughed into his hand, trying to contain himself. 
 “What do you suggest, then?” asked Wax. 
 “I’m familiar with one of the local monster watering holes,” said Savior. “A little establishment called Terri’s Tavern.” 
 Malcolm furrowed his brow. He glanced around the table, but if anyone else recognized the place, they didn’t let it show in their expression. 

I went there with Rose, right after I first met her. I wonder if she ever goes there on her own?

 “You don’t think they’ll mind you, the leader of the Champion Authority, just dropping for a visit?” asked Tapestry. 
 Savior laughed. 
 “I have an understanding with the owner,” said Savior. “It shan’t be a problem. So… who is coming with me? Obviously, you and your sister are too young, Tapestry.” 
 Tapestry let out a small, guilty cough. 
 “And Wax…” Savior frowned as he considered his balding attendant. “You’re a stick in the mud, when you drink.” 
 “That’s because I don’t like to drink the way you do,” said Wax. “Your idea of fun is straight vodka shots.” 
 “A holdover from my college days,” mused Savior. “Cutter, you’re also a bit on the young side, aren’t you?” 
 “That doesn’t matter,” said Malcolm. “If you help me get in, I’ll go shot for shot with you.” 
 “Deal!” Savior laughed triumphantly and turned his attention to his food. 
 Malcolm slowly cut into the chicken. He thought about Terri’s Tavern, and heading back there. He wasn’t sure whether he was hoping she’d be there, or hoping that she wouldn’t. 


 




CHAPTER 7

   
 It was dark when they left Tapestry’s. Savior didn’t seem to mind walking, which Malcolm appreciated. He wasn’t confident enough with his own flight ability to have any hope of keeping up with Savior. 
 “Have you been a champion for long, Cutter?” 
 Malcolm had already corrected him twice more that evening. The nickname was permanent, as far as he could tell. 
 “Only a couple of weeks,” said Malcolm. “It’s been… eventful, to say the least. What about you?” 
 “Since Day One of the Phenomenon,” said Savior. “It was really quite something. I was already a United States Senator, popular, moderately well known. They were speculating about me making a run for the White House, some day.” 
 “Is that still something you’re considering?” asked Malcolm. “I’d think you’d already be busy enough running the Champion Authority and passing laws.” 
 “Oh, I have assistants for all that,” said Savior. “In reality, this is my job.” 
 He gestured to himself, to Malcolm, and to the surrounding town. 
 “Hunting down monsters?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Problem solving!” said Savior. “Helping people! Living by my ideals and being thanked by the world for doing it!” 

This guy is too much.

 “Well, it’s good to know that you’re staying grounded,” said Malcolm. 
 Savior laughed. 
 “Ha! Because I spend so much time flying!” He slapped Malcolm on the back. “Cutter, you are a card!” 
 Malcolm recognized the bouncer outside Terri’s Tavern. It was a muscular black man, relatively unassuming in appearance. If it wasn’t for the fact that he knew what to look for, Malcolm might have missed the fact that he was a demon. 
 The dark sunglasses hiding his discolored eyes gave him away as a monster, along with the telltale skull lumps along the crown of the man’s head. Malcolm made a mental note to avoid calling anyone inside a “monster”, as the word was considered to be a somewhat derogatory manner of addressing sprytes and demons. 
 “Greetings, good sir,” said Savior, addressing the bouncer. “We’re headed down into the tavern. That’s not going to be a problem, is it?” 
 “Uh…” The bouncer frowned, pulling his sunglasses down to get a better look. His eyes went wide as soon as he recognized Savior. “Jesus… Look, we don’t want any trouble! I’ll send Scribe out, she’ll give you whatever you need.” 
 “That shan’t be necessary,” said Savior. “We’re just here as patrons. To drink, converse, contribute witty anecdotes, and so forth. Say… isn’t it ironic that you’re wearing sunglasses at night?” 

Savior does not know what irony is. Ah, the irony.

 The bouncer just stared at him. 
 “He wants to get a beer,” said Malcolm. “We won’t make trouble, and we’ll leave if asked.” 
 The bouncer slowly nodded. 
 “Let me just… let Scribe know that you’re coming.” 
 The bouncer disappeared down the stairs, returning a minute later and waving the two by. Malcolm went first, feeling an odd thrill of anticipation as he stepped into the rustic, dimly lit cellar. 
 Terri’s Tavern had a very traditional feel to it. Imitation lanterns hung from walls and the ceiling. The tables were all old polished wood, as was the bar and all the stools. It wasn’t especially crowded, with only a half dozen or so monsters present. 
 Malcolm scanned the room, searching for Rose and not finding her. He told himself that it was a good thing that she wasn’t there. If Savior got wind of how Malcolm had become friendly with a spryte, there would be consequences. 
 The fact that there were other monsters in the room, however, and Savior seemed absolutely casual about it, was something Malcolm did not understand. He walked next to the leader of the Champion Authority, the two of them taking seats at the bar. 
 “Beer us, Scribe,” said Savior. “And then we’ll talk. You remember me this time, right?” 
 The bartender and owner of Terri’s Tavern was a spryte by the name of Scribe. The last time Malcolm had spoken with her, she’d explained that her power was related to language, and as such, she kept a detailed journal to keep herself from losing too much of her memory whenever she had an episode. Considering that detail made Malcolm feel uneasy, though he didn’t like to think about why. 

Maybe Rose has had an episode since I last saw her. Maybe she doesn’t remember me anymore.

 “Savior,” said Scribe. She was a short spryte with thick hair and thick glasses. “I… didn’t expect that you’d come in person.” 
 “I’m sure you heard what happened to the local Champion Authority headquarters,” said Savior. “Total bummer, you know? So I’m going to have to pick up the slack in town while the rebuilding takes place.” 
 Malcolm pulled his attention back into the moment, glancing back and forth between Scribe and Savior. The leader of the Champion Authority, an institution dedicated to policing demons and sprytes across the world, was casually conversing with one. It still made no sense to him. Savior noticed the expression on his face and clapped him on his back. 
 “You looked confused,” said Savior. 
 “I’m just not quite sure what to make of this,” said Malcolm. “I don’t mean to sound disrespectful, but… it seems like you’re just flaunting the fact that you don’t have to abide by the very rules that you set.” 
 Savior exhaled through his nostrils. He closed his eyes for a moment, and suddenly looked a decade older. 
 “I didn’t set the rules,” he said. “No… Unfortunately not. But perhaps there is an element of flaunting involved, here. I want you to understand, Cutter.” 
 Savior took a contemplative sip of his beer and then nodded to himself. 
 “It’s been my method of operation to pardon certain monsters and certain places,” he said. “While the Champion Authority’s official policy is to handle all monsters as though they are dangerous and volatile, it’s… convenient, to turn a blind eye here and there.” 
 “Speaking of which,” interrupted Scribe. “I already paid Multi for this month. It was right before the attack on your base.” 
 “No you didn’t!” Savior grinned at the spryte. “Nice try though.” 
 His enthusiasm and good humor seemed to snap back into first gear. Savior drummed his hands on the bar counter and started whistling. Malcolm was barely even aware of it. He turned the implication of Savior’s words over in his head. 

Savior can give out pardons. That means I could save Rose… and maybe even Danny.

 Malcolm grimaced. Rose was one thing, but Danny had killed so many people. He wasn’t sure that Danny deserved a real second chance, even as his brother. 

Then why did I give him that money?

 “Perfect!” laughed Savior, accepting the wad of money Scribe passed to him. “You’re all set for the next month.” 
 “I appreciate that,” said Scribe, dryly. “Now, is that it?” 
 “Of course not,” said Savior. “Vodka shots, on the double.” 
 Malcolm excused himself to the bathroom, standing up slowly and making his way across the bar. A couple sprytes and demons looked in his direction, but most of them kept their eyes averted. He was about to push through the door into the men’s room when a heavy hand clapped on his shoulder and spun him around. 
 “Hey,” said a deep voice. “Remember me?” 
 Malcolm was staring into the face of a demon by the name of Bicep. He’d encountered him on his first visit to Terri’s Tavern with Rose, and the two of them had almost come to blows. Strangely, the demon was smiling this time around. 
 “That depends,” said Malcolm. “Is there a right answer to that question, or will both lead to a fight?” 
 Bicep’s smile widened. 
 “Relax,” he said. “I ain’t gonna punch you.” 
 Bicep was a muscle demon, and every inch of his body was covered with exaggerated, rippling muscle. He wore a thin sleeveless shirt and gym shorts, and had arms as thick around as tree trunks. 
 “Right…” said Malcolm. “That’s good to know. Well, I was on my way to the bathroom, so if you don’t mind…” 
 “Talk to me for a second,” said Bicep. “I got a few questions.” 
 His brow was furrowed, and the tone of his voice seemed sincere. Malcolm sighed, and then gave a small shrug. 
 “Sure,” he said. “Why not?” 
 The two of them sat down at a table in the corner of the room. Malcolm steepled his fingers, letting his eyes run across the bar out of habit. It was nearly empty. 
 “No Fantasy, tonight?” he asked. Fantasy was an attractive, female spryte, and one of Bicep’s friends. Bicep shook his head. 
 “She’s been… busy, lately,” said Bicep. 
 “Nothing to read into there,” said Malcolm. 
 Bicep laughed and waved his hand, as though dismissing the question. 
 “She’s been busy, okay,” said Bicep. “It doesn’t matter. Look, I’m more interested in why the two of you are here, given the state of Vanderbrook right now.” 
 “I can’t speak for Savior, but I’m here because it’s my job,” said Malcolm. “He’s in town. I’m a champion, and that means I’ve been drafted as his bodyguard.” 
 It was close enough to the truth that it didn’t really feel like a lie. Savior had come to Terri’s tavern to gather information, but Malcolm doubted he’d manage to overhear anything interesting. He was there as Savior’s companion, and as backup, not that the invulnerable leader of the champions needed it. 
 “That’s what I wanted to ask you about,” said Bicep. He leaned in closer. “Is this… a crackdown?” 
 “You mean, Savior coming to Vanderbrook?” he asked. “No. At least, I don’t think so. He’s just here to help me and my fellow champions get back on our feet.” 
 Bicep let out a sigh of relief. Malcolm frowned, feeling a bit odd about the conversation. 
 “What happened to make you so friendly?” he asked. “The last time we encountered each other, you seemed… a little territorial.” 
 “That’s cause I thought you were a typical champion,” said Bicep. “After chatting with Rose, it’s pretty clear that you’re something else. She’s in deep for you, ya know. Won’t let anyone drag the name of her precious ‘Wind Runner’ through the mud.” 
 “She’s… been by here?” asked Malcolm. “Like, since last time, when I was here with her?” 
 Bicep frowned. 
 “Of course,” he said. “I thought that’s why you came tonight, at first. She just had to use the restroom… Though it has been a couple of minutes.” 
 Malcolm stood up from his chair sharply enough to knock it over. He glanced over at Savior, making sure that the champion was still distracted, and then hurried toward the restrooms. 


 




CHAPTER 8

   
 Malcolm rounded the corner toward the women’s bathroom in time to see a flash of jet black shadow head down the hallway, toward the emergency exit. He sprinted after it, his heart pounding in his chest. 
 The emergency exit door opened and started to close. Malcolm managed to get a foot in between it and the doorframe, wincing as it crushed against his foot. He threw it the rest of the way open and stumbled up the stairs into the street. 
 “Rose!” He kept his voice low, trying to shout and whisper at the same time. “I know you’re here!” 
 There was no response in words, but the street took on an unusual stillness. No pedestrians were nearby. Malcolm let his eyes scan over the shadows in alleyways and behind parked cars. He couldn’t even guess at where she’d be hiding. 
 “I just…” He spoke in a quiet voice, not really sure what he had to say. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to run away from me.” 
 “Then don’t show up with the king of the champions as your wingman next time,” came a whisper. 
 Malcolm grinned. He tried to pinpoint where her voice had come from, but it was impossible with the ambient noise of the bar behind him. 
 “Stay safe,” he said. “Please.” 
 “That’s what I’m doing,” whispered Rose. 
 “Point taken.” Malcolm took a breath and slowly exhaled. 

I miss her. But would it matter if I told her that?

 “Cutter!” came Savior’s booming voice from inside. “Where’d you run off to?” 
 Malcolm frowned, taking one last look at the darkness outside. 
 “I’m not your enemy,” he said. “I’m your friend. Don’t forget that, okay?” 
 There was no response, but somehow, Malcolm knew that she’d heard him. He reminded himself that she was strong and capable. She knew where to find him, if she wanted to continue the conversation. And she was smart enough to pick a good time. 
 He headed back inside the tavern. Savior had two shots set in front of him at the bar and was grinning like a madman. He pushed one toward Malcolm and slapped a hand on the counter. 
 “Vodka,” said Savior. “It’s good for the soul. Cleanses pesky thoughts from the mind with just a sip.” 
 “I’m pretty sure it does exactly the opposite of that, more often than not,” said Malcolm. 
 “You’re a card, Cutter!” said Savior. “Ready? One, two, and down!” 
 Malcolm drank the shot, the taste of it burning his throat as it went down. As much as he hated to admit it, the slight buzz it gave him was preferable to the mood he’d been in prior. 
 Savior ordered them another round of beers, and then more shots. Somewhere in between really drunk and absolutely sloshing, Malcolm found himself recalling the man’s words from earlier. 
 “Do you ever… give out pardons?” mumbled Malcolm. “On behalf of other people?” 
 “Huh…?” Savior let out a burp and banged his shot glass on the bar counter, signaling for Scribe to bring him another. “Pardons…? You know a monster that deserves one?” 
 Malcolm didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure of how much he was willing to disclose. Savior seemed to be relatively good natured, but he was still the leader of an organization designed to hunt and kill sprytes and demons. For Malcolm to disclose his relationship with one to him, of all people, would be foolhardy. 
 “Let me tell you what,” said Savior, slurring his words. “You do good work for me here while I’m in town, and we’ll talk about it. I like monsters, you know? They aren’t all bad… well, sometimes they are. But…” 
 Savior sighed. Scribe had set a new shot in front of him, and he poured it down his throat. 
 “Cutter, killing doesn’t get easier the more you do it,” said Savior. “That’s just a myth. First few times, maybe. But then… there’s a smell to it. It just gets more unpleasant as time passes. It’s like a smell sealed into your memories, and it never goes away. And so you do what you must.” 
 He laughed and waved to Scribe again, who was starting to look a little annoyed. 
 “No,” said Savior, as she went to refill his shot glass. “Just… give me the bottle.” 
 Malcolm had one arm under Savior’s shoulder as they left Terri’s Tavern. He headed toward his apartment, fearing what Tapestry’s reaction would be if the two of them showed up on her doorstep after midnight, completely plastered. 
 “Let’s just… fly there!” mumbled Savior. 
 “You are tanked,” said Malcolm. “Drinking and flying sounds like…” 
 Savior took a bounding step and leapt in the air. 

Well, I was about to say it sounds like a bad idea. But I guess we’re doing it.

 Steadying his senses and balance, Malcolm reached out, feeling for the wind. His power was a constant, always there, always waiting for him. Using it was less like magic and more like flexing a muscle. 
 He coaxed the wind into a powerful gust behind him, taking a few long strides before springing upward. Malcolm used more force than he needed to, fearing that the alcohol might suppress the strength of his abilities. In fact, it was the opposite. 
 “Whoa!” he shouted. 
 He flew down the street and over the buildings at the end of it. He could just barely make out Savior’s figure ahead of him. The moon was peeking out through the night’s dark cloud cover, and every couple of seconds, the silhouette of a super powered champion would appear in front of it. 
 “Let’s fly to the moon!” shouted Savior. “The ground cannot hold us!” 

I honestly think he’d try to, after a few more shots.

 “We should take it easy, for tonight,” shouted Malcolm. “You’re a little bit wild, right now.” 
 “Onward, Cutter!” screamed Savior. “We’re champions!” 
 Savior flew higher into the air. Malcolm had his own method, slightly less elegant than the champion leader’s effortless, physics defying gliding. He used the wind in bursts, boosting himself upward as though he was bouncing off the air. 
 Malcolm was all too aware of the danger of the seductive, confusing euphoria, part of the body load that came with abusing superpowers. The metal stabilizer around his wrist would help keep his mood significantly more mediated than otherwise, but he could still feel that familiar excited rush, even on top of being drunk. 
 “Savior!” shouted Malcolm. “Hold on!” 
 They were several hundred feet in the air already, high enough up for the wind to take on a harsh chill. Malcolm lost sight of Savior for a moment and hesitated in between upward bursts, spinning in a slow circle to try to catch sight of him. 
 “Surprise!” Savior slammed into him from above, both of them spinning as they hurtled toward the ground.  
 Malcolm screamed, both out of terror and exhilaration. He was twisted around and unable to see the ground beneath them, though he could feel their descent. Savior’s hand was clutching his wrist. Malcolm suddenly felt the strange, tingling sensation that he recognized as the signal that he’d absorbed a superpower using his power mimicry ability. 

Wait… I just copied Savior’s powers?

 The two of them landed in the middle of a grassy park. Savior stumbled and let go of Malcolm on impact, who tumbled head over heels and eventually came to a rest in front of a sleeping homeless man on a park bench. The homeless man blinked open his eyes, grumbled something, and then went back to sleep. 
 Malcolm slowly pulled himself up, standing on drunken feet. He flexed his hand, considering what had just happened, and what it meant. He looked at Savior. The leader of the Champion Authority was huddled next to a bush, vomiting onto the grass behind it. 
 “Time to call it a night,” said Malcolm. 


 




CHAPTER 9

   
 Malcolm woke up with the worst hangover of his life. He sat up in bed, groaning as his body announced its aches. 
 Savior was already awake, sitting on the couch, playing PS4 and muttering at the screen. Malcolm poured himself a glass of water and took stock of the ingredients in his meager kitchen. 

Probably better if we just head to Tapestry’s and beg her to make us breakfast.

 “It keeps telling me to press R1,” said Savior. “Is that the bottom button, or the top?” 
 “Top,” said Malcolm. “How are you feeling?” 
 Savior paused the game and looked over his shoulder at Malcolm, smiling and looking far less ragged than Malcolm felt.  
 “Fresh,” said Savior. “My powers keep me from suffering too much from the effects of alcohol.” 
 Malcolm frowned. His memories of the previous night were a blur, but he distinctly remembered having absorbed Savior’s abilities at some point. He flexed his hand, trying to feel for them. He could sense his wind manipulation, but there wasn’t anything new beyond that in his awareness. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “Tapestry is going to be expecting us. She already called my phone last night, and again this morning. I can’t imagine she’ll be thrilled if we don’t show up soon.” 
 “Indeed,” said Savior. “Lead on, then.” 
 “Do you need a shower?” asked Malcolm. “Change of clothes? I’d like to get myself washed up, at least.” 
 “They’ll be time for that once I’ve explained what your mission is going to be,” said Savior. 
 Malcolm nodded, though he felt a little irritated by Savior’s dismissive tone. 
 “Sure,” he said. “Because what I want to do most after a night of insane drinking is to head into work without a shower or a change of clothes.” 
 “That’s the attitude!” said Savior, enthusiastically. “Come on, let’s get going.” 
 The two of them took the bus to Tapestry’s house. More than a few of the fellow passengers recognized Savior, and Malcolm was a little put off by all the attention they paid them. Savior took it in stride, speaking conversationally to the people closest to him and waving to people as they got on and off. 
 The scene inside Tapestry’s house was like the day before, with Melanie again glued to the PS4, Wax reading a book on the couch, and Tapestry in the kitchen, working on breakfast. She came out into the living room wearing an apron, smiling at Savior, and frowning at an obviously hungover Malcolm. 
 “What exactly did your night involve?” asked Tapestry. “I’m assuming you managed to get something out of it?” 

A throbbing headache and mixed emotions.

 “Of course!” said Savior. He looked at Malcolm and shrugged. “I had plenty of time to speak with the bartender while you were, well… doing whatever you were doing.” 
 “Is this relevant to the city’s current crisis, Savior?” asked Wax. 
 The leader of the champions grinned, flashing two rows of perfect white teeth. 
 “Very much so,” said Savior. “Unfortunately, none of it relates to… finding Multi.” 
 Savior’s expression soured and he closed his eyes. Malcolm sensed that the two had been friends. Wax looked uncomfortable, but his expression didn’t reveal how he felt about the champion that was the original version of himself. 

That’s weird to think about. Does Wax care about Multi, or vice versa, or do they just see each other as extensions of the same self?

 “But, I did discover a few useful things,” continued Savior. “According to Scribe, the owner of the…ah… local monster neutrality zone, Rain Dancer has been recruiting.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “That’s seriously bad news,” he said. “Rain Dancer means business. He hides behind the #monsterrights campaign like he’s all politically correct, but he’s really in it for power.” 
 “Indeed,” said Savior. “He’s set his eyes on a certain individual that the Champion Authority has been aware of for quite some time. A man by the name of Golden Joab.” 
 “I bet there’s a story behind that name,” said Malcolm. 
 “He’s a magician,” said Wax. “Performs in high class venues all around the world. But we know practically nothing about him, beyond the fact that he’s supposedly gifted. He rebuffs all of the Champion Authority’s attempts to make contact.” 
 “He’s not a demon or spryte?” asked Tapestry. “Then what would Rain Dancer want with him?” 
 Malcolm thought back to his time in Rain Dancer’s captivity, specifically how he and another younger champion had been tortured because they refused to join forces with Rain Dancer. The other champion had been tortured to death, murdered as Malcolm helplessly watched on. 
 “Rain Dancer likes to force people with gifts to turn into sprytes and demons,” said Malcolm. “That’s what his plan is here. I’m sure of it.” 
 “And that, my fellow champions, is where we come in,” said Savior. “Golden Joab is going to be performing at the Hawktail Casino this weekend. Malcolm, Tapestry, I’d like the two of you to infiltrate it ahead of time and force contact.” 
 “Force contact?” asked Malcolm. “That sounds kind of… rapey.” 
 Everyone in the room turned to stare at him, including Melanie, who had paused her game to turn and raise an eyebrow. 
 “What?” asked Malcolm. “It’s just an observation. Say it out loud again and tell me I’m wrong.” 
 “Moving on,” said Savior. “Your cover story will be two newlyweds enjoying their honeymoon.” 
 Tapestry let out an audible gasp. 
 “That seems unnecessary,” she said. “We can just be interested gamblers, stopping by to watch his show.” 
 “There’s a reason why we’ve been unable to contact Golden Joab in the past,” said Wax. “He’s paranoid. The two of you need a good cover, and it needs to be convincing. You could pass as newlyweds, but nobody is going to believe that you’re just there to gamble.” 
 “It could be fun…” said Malcolm. He smiled at Tapestry, and was surprised by the irritation in the expression she offered back. 
 “I don’t like it,” she said. “It makes me feel icky.” 
 “Tapestry,” said Savior. “You’re young, and I know this must be a confusing role to be placed into, but you must set your hormones and emotions aside. Be mature about this.” 
 Tapestry’s mouth fell open. She stared at Savior in shock, looking as though she was offended in several different ways. Malcolm couldn’t resist. 
 “Yeah, Tapestry,” he said. “Be mature about this.” 
 She stood up and let out a huff. 
 “Fine,” she said. “If anybody needs me, I’ll be in the kitchen, finishing breakfast.” 
 She stomped off, and Savior gave a shrug. 
 “Cutter, you will be taking on a big responsibility with this mission,” said Savior. “Do it well, and I’ll owe you a favor.” 
 He set a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder and looked at him seriously. The events of the previous night were still a little hazy, but Malcolm remembered at least one important conversation that they’d had. 

I could ask him to pardon Rose. She’d be able to live safely, and we could be together.

 “I’ll handle it,” said Malcolm. “So, after we’ve contacted Golden Joab…?” 
 “Bring him to me,” said Savior. “If he’s willing to go with you, that’s perfect. If he isn’t, well, find a way to do it that doesn’t cause too much harm to him.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Got it,” he said. 
 Conversation shifted to lighter topics for a couple of minutes, with Savior and Wax discussing the merits of smoking cigars vs cigarettes. Malcolm watched Melanie play PS4, teasing her a little each time her character died. 
 Tapestry brought out plates of pancakes and passed them around. They were light, fluffy, and delicious. 
 “Wax,” said Savior. “They’re going to need nicer clothes to pull this mission of.” 
 “I’m on it,” said Wax. “Tapestry, Malcolm, I’ll need to take your measurements.” 
 He pulled a small measuring tape out of his pocket casually, as though everyone carried one around, and began moving around Tapestry with the speed of a practiced tailor. 
 “And grab me some nylon briefs while you’re at it,” said Savior. “I wore cotton ones by mistake today, and you know how badly the area around my loins chafes.” 
 “Sure thing,” said Wax. 


 




CHAPTER 10

   
 Wax took all of Tapestry and Malcolm’s measurements, and then immediately left to do the necessary shopping, with Savior’s credit card in tow. Malcolm finished his breakfast, feeling slightly excited about the mission ahead. 
 “Before the two of you leave,” said Savior. “I’d like you both to check in with the other champions in the area.” 
 “Greenthumb and Morph?” asked Tapestry. “They’ve been lying low, just like we have. Morph was considering coming out to greet you along with us, but she’s been worried about the monsters finding Greenthumb in the hospital.” 
 “Let them both know that if they’re feeling up to it, I could use their help,” said Savior. “And send them my best wishes.” 
 “That seems like the kind of thing that would best be done in person,” said Malcolm. 
 Savior frowned at him. 
 “I’m not going to be around for longer than necessary,” he said. “I want the two of you, and Wax, as well, to get used to operating on your own. Build ties with your fellow champions, and you’ll stand strong. Like a Jenga tower!” 

Like a… Jenga tower?

 “We will,” said Tapestry. “It’s no problem.” 
 “What will you be doing in the mean time?” asked Malcolm. 
 Savior smiled. 
 “Arranging for you to have a new base built,” he said. “It will be in the exact same place as the old one! Sends a strong message to those who would think to attack and destroy the property of the Champion Authority.” 
 “It also means that our enemies will never have trouble finding us,” muttered Malcolm. 
 Tapestry elbowed him in the ribs. 
 “We appreciate everything you’ve done for us, Savior,” she said. “Thank you. We’ll check in with Morph and Greenthumb, and then meet up with Wax.” 
 “How long do you think you’ll be gone for?” asked Melanie. “The whole weekend, or just the first half? I’m only asking because, uh, I’ll miss you so much. But definitely for Friday night and Saturday morning at the least, right? That’s a definite?” 
 “Melanie,” said Tapestry, in a quiet voice. “If I come home and find evidence of there having been a party thrown in my house…” 
 Melanie paused the game and shot a look at her great-grandmother that was actually rather convincing.  
 “I’ll just be… playing video games all weekend,” she said. “Relax.” 
 Malcolm grinned at her. He almost wished he could be around for it. 
 They drove Tapestry’s BMW, unable to avoid the risk of exposing themselves with it any longer, now that they had places to go outside of the bus’s routes. There was an odd tension in the car, and Malcolm could only take a minute of it or so before the silence grew to be unbearable. 
 “What do you think of all this?” he asked. “The plan, Savior, the fact that we’re heading to a casino to, uh, possibly kidnap a magician?” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “I’m not a fan of this plan,” she said. “But Savior knows what he’s doing, even if he is a bit daft sometimes.” 
 “He’s smarter than he seems,” said Malcolm. “He has an… interesting approach to conflict.” 
 Tapestry glanced at him. Malcolm thought back to the previous night, suddenly remembering something important. He briefly debated if it was something he should share. 

Tapestry appreciates it when I’m honest with her.

 “I absorbed his power,” said Malcolm. “Using my power mimicry.” 
 Tapestry stiffened. She looked over at him, her mouth forming a tiny o.  
 “You… what?” 
 “It was an accident,” said Malcolm. “He was sloshing drunk, and we were both flying. He slammed into me and I grabbed his wrist, and it just happened.” 
 “Malcolm.” Tapestry shook her head and tightened her hands on the wheel. “No… That’s not okay. Here, take mine instead.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “What? Why?” 
 “You can’t have Savior’s powers, Malcolm!” she said. “Think about how many different ways this could end horribly. What happens if you accidently use them and… blow up a building with an energy blast, or something? 
 “Tapestry, I can’t even make his powers work,” he said. “It doesn’t feel like it normally does. Like, there’s nothing new, nothing beyond what I could do before.” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” she said, voice firm. “Here, go ahead.” 
 She reached her hand over to him. Malcolm shook his head. 
 “You’re worrying over nothing,” he said. “It will be fine.” 
 Tapestry slowed the car, putting on her blinker and pulling into a spot on the street. She put it in park and turned her full attention onto him. 
 “Malcolm,” she said. “This isn’t me giving you advice. Take my power instead of Savior’s, right now, or I’m telling him everything.” 
 “Tapestry, you’re being ridiculous!” 
 “Maybe so…” she said. “But it’s an issue of trust. The reason I let your power mimicry slide in the first place was because I thought you were going to be a responsible adult with it.” 
 Malcolm scowled and shook his head. 
 “Maybe me keeping Savior’s powers is the responsible thing to do,” he suggested. 
 Tapestry reached her hand out again. 

She’s serious. And she isn’t going to change her mind.

 “Fine.” Malcolm took her hand into his, and was a bit surprised by how soft it felt. He looked into Tapestry’s eyes, feeling the familiar tingle of absorbing a power after a couple of seconds. He kept staring at her afterward, feeling the tension between them build. Tapestry’s cheeks reddened slightly. 
 “Well?” she asked. “Did you do it yet?” 
 “Like thirty seconds ago,” said Malcolm. “You just had a really cute expression on your face.” 
 She rolled her eyes. 
 “Let’s keep moving, then,” she said. “Greenthumb and Morph will be glad to see us.” 


 




CHAPTER 11

   
 Vanderbrook General Hospital was a better equipped facility than the town really deserved. Malcolm and Tapestry walked through a clean, white hallway, past nurses and doctors pushing patients and carrying clipboards. 
 They spotted Anna before they’d made it all the way to Greenthumb’s room. She was sitting in a chair in the hallway outside of it, reading a book with a bare-chested man on the front cover. She didn’t notice them approaching, and Malcolm poked her in the shoulder to say hello. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Anna. “And Tapestry. About time.” 
 “Savior’s arrived safe and sound,” said Tapestry. 
 “I know, I saw on the news,” said Anna. “What’s the plan?” 
 “He just wants you to report in,” said Tapestry. “I’m not sure if he has anything specific.” 
 “I bet he does,” said Malcolm. “Even if it’s just to have Anna provide entertainment in bird form.” 
 “Hey!” snapped Anna. 
 “The joke is on him, not you,” said Malcolm. “He’s a little eccentric.” 

To put it mildly.

 “Anyway, how is Greenthumb holding up?” asked Tapestry. 
 Anna furrowed her brow. She looked worried, but not overly so. 
 “He’s recovering,” she said. “He suffered a pretty severe concussion, along with a punctured lung and some internal bleeding. And he had a seizure after they checked him into the hospital.” 
 “Ouch,” said Malcolm. “Not fun. Hey, why are you out here, and not waiting with him in his room?” 
 Anna cleared her throat, looking a little uncomfortable. 
 “Ben’s girlfriend isn’t overly fond of me,” she said, in a careful tone. “I usually give them privacy whenever she stops by.” 
 “You’ve been guarding him nonstop?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Only during the day,” said Anna. “It’s boring, but necessary. I dip out to fly around the area every hour or so, not that I’d be able to spot monsters approaching unless they were obvious about it.” 
 “You’re pretty dedicated,” said Malcolm. 
 Anna blushed. 
 “I’d… do the same for any injured champion on our team,” she said. “Even though technically Ben worked in the field, and not just in Vanderbrook. Still the same, though.” 
 “Right,” said Malcolm. “Nothing to read into there.” 
 Tapestry rolled her eyes at him. 
 “Morph, you should probably head to my place to report in with Wax and Savior,” she said. “Greenthumb will be alright on his own. If Rain Dancer’s faction was going to make a move against him, they would have already done it.” 
 “You’re probably right,” said Anna. She hesitated for a second. “Just… tell Ben that I’ll be back soon, okay?” 
 “Sure,” said Malcolm, smiling. 
 Anna headed down the hallway, toward the elevator. The door to Greenthumb’s hospital room was closed, and the shades were drawn over the windows on either side. Malcolm knocked, and heard a familiar male voice invite them in. 
 Greenthumb was wearing a hospital gown, and had a clean bandage wrapped around his head. He looked tired and thin, which was a little worrying, given his usually hardy appearance. A woman with brown hair and a baby in her arms sat in a chair next to his bed, frowning. 
 “Wind Runner…” said Greenthumb. “And Tapestry. Good to see the two of you.” 
 “Good to see you, too, Ben,” said Tapestry. “How are you doing?” 
 “Fine,” said Greenthumb. “As far as I’m concerned, I’m ready to get back into the field.” 
 The woman glared at Greenthumb. 
 “No, you aren’t,” she said, her voice sharp. “Ben, we talked about this.” 
 “Carol…” Greenthumb sighed. “I’m not retiring. I know you want me to, but it just isn’t happening.” 
 “You aren’t in your twenties anymore, Ben!” said the woman. “And really… think about what you’re doing? Think about what your job involves. Why would you want to keep doing that?” 
 “Because I’m good at it,” said Greenthumb. “And because I enjoy it.” 
 “You enjoy killing innocent people?” asked Carol.  
 “The monsters aren’t innocent!” snapped Greenthumb. 
 The baby started crying. Greenthumb’s girlfriend shot him a look, and slowly coaxed the child back to silence. 
 “Ben…” she said. “There’s a reason why protests are happening, all around the country. You… might be on the wrong side of history.” 
 She shot Malcolm and Tapestry an apologetic look. 

I feel like now would be a good time for us to leave…

 “We’ve talked about this before, Carol,” said Greenthumb. “You know I’m not going to change my mind. Let’s just let it drop for now.” 
 Greenthumb’s girlfriend sighed and focused her attention down on the child in her arms. 
 “Anyway,” said Greenthumb. “Let Savior know that I’ll check in with him as soon as the doctors clear me for duty. It shouldn’t be more than a few days, if not later this afternoon.” 
 “I will,” said Tapestry. She nodded to both Greenthumb and his girlfriend, and left the hospital room. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Greenthumb. “Hold on a sec.”  
 Malcolm stopped short of the door. Greenthumb looked him in the eyes, his face growing very serious. 
 “Let me know if you hear anything about Melt,” he said.  
 Melt had been Greenthumb’s former partner, a champion who’d turned into a demon during a fight with Rose. Malcolm had been there too, and had in a real sense been at least slightly culpable in Melt’s transformation, having fought to break the battle up instead of fighting against his friend. 
 “I will,” said Malcolm. “I… I’m sorry. For what happened.” 
 “It wasn’t your fault,” said Greenthumb. He held Malcolm’s gaze, and there was something vaguely intrusive about the way his eyes bored into him. “Don’t hesitate, if you go up against him. Fight with everything you have. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’ll kill you or any other champion that tries to show him mercy.” 
 “Ben!” snapped Carol. “That’s your partner that you’re talking about! How can you say that?” 
 Greenthumb cleared his throat. 
 “You should go catch up with Tapestry,” he said, to Malcolm. 
 “Right,” he said. “Take care.” 
 He left the hospital room, feeling a bit shaken. 


 




CHAPTER 12

   
 Tapestry was waiting in the parking lot, leaning against her BMW with her phone. She glanced up at Malcolm as he walked toward her, the wind blowing a few strands of blonde hair across her face. 
 “Wax says we need to drop by the house to pick up the clothes he bought for us,” she said. “We’ll head out to the casino as soon as we do.” 
 “Sounds good.” Malcolm climbed into the passenger seat. “Know anything about our target? Golden Joab… it’s hard to guess at much from his name.” 
 “A couple of news reports, here and there,” said Tapestry, sounding a little discouraged. “I’m surprised Savior is sending us after him. The only reason why there’s buzz around him potentially being gifted is because nobody has figured how he does his tricks.” 
 Malcolm considered it for a moment. 
 “That would probably be the easiest approach for us to take, you know,” he said. “If we could catch him using his powers in action, in the middle of a show, he wouldn’t be able to ignore the Champion Authority’s attention any longer.” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “Maybe,” she said. “It’s funny, the reason why he can still make a living off his magic is because nobody can prove that he’s gifted. People don’t like watching people that have proven superpowers doing that kind of show. It’s as though it ruins the mystery of it.” 
 “People are weird,” said Malcolm. “News at 11.” 
 Tapestry smirked at him. 
 Wax had several bags already packed for them back at Tapestry’s house. Tapestry spoke with Melanie for a couple of minutes, reiterating her message about parties being off limits. 
 “I’m serious, Melanie,” she said. “It isn’t about me not wanting you to have fun. It would draw too much attention to the house, which is currently serving as our temporary headquarters.” 
 “Has anyone ever told you that you’re bad at trusting people?” asked Melanie. 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “We should get moving,” he said. “Wax, is there anything else we should know?” 
 Wax ran a hand over his smooth, bald head.  
 “I suspect that Rain Dancer might also make a move on Golden Joab soon,” said Wax. “Possibly at the same time as the two of you. Be on guard. This could end up being a much more dangerous assignment than it sounds.” 
 “Sure, sure,” said Malcolm. 

We’re staying at a hotel in a casino. Even if it’s dangerous, it’ll still be the most fun I’ve had at work in a very long time.

 “Alright,” said Tapestry. She looked at Melanie. “Remember to lock the doors before heading to bed. We’ll be back soon.” 
 The Hawktail Casino was a couple of hours outside of Vanderbrook, nestled in a small slice of Native American territory in the middle of a wildlife reserve. The area was ill suited for farming, with only scrub grass and weeds growing for miles around. 
 The drive went quickly, with Malcolm taking a turn for the second half. The casino stood out like a sore thumb on the empty grass plains. It was several buildings, more of a small, urban settlement than a single structure. 
 The hotel was a ten-story tower with all the expected extras. There were several pools on one side, a large garden with a couple of greenhouses in the back, and several outdoor eating areas. The casino itself was a long rectangular building attached by a slender hallway. Everything was plastered with neon lights and gaudy decorations. 
 Malcolm drove the car into the main parking area, leaving it to a valet as several bagboys helped them with their luggage. Tapestry looked a little out of her element, which was also exactly how he felt. 
 “I guess… we check in and head up to the room Savior booked for us?” he suggested. 
 “Sounds as good of an idea as any,” said Tapestry. 
 The front entrance doors were automatic, and slid open with a whoosh. The lobby on the other side was playing soft jazz music. A clerk sat behind the counter, smiling and nodding to Malcolm and Tapestry as they approached. 
 “Hello,” said Malcolm. “We have a reservation. It should be under ‘Adams’, I think.” 
 It was the fake last name Savior had instructed him to use. Malcolm watched, a little nervous, as the clerk considered them. 
 “Ah, right,” said the clerk. “The newlyweds. Your father in law was very specific about the two of you getting a romantic room.” 
 “My… father in law,” said Malcolm. “Sure, of course.” 
 “It’s already paid for,” said the clerk. “All I need from the two of you is a signature, and you can head right on up to the Erotic Suite.” 
 “What?” Tapestry frowned and folded her arms. 
 “That’s what it’s called,” said the clerk. “Complete with a jacuzzi, a vibrating bed, a cabinet full of scented oils, various toys, and edible underwear. I’ve hear nothing but praise for it from the other couples who’ve stayed there. The two of you are quite fortunate that it was available.” 
 “You hear that, honey?” said Malcolm, grinning. “It sounds like we’ll have lots of stuff to play around with.” 
 Tapestry’s face turned deep, crimson red. She looked like she was suppressing the urge to glare at Malcolm, and struggling with it. 

She needs to work on her acting skills.

 “The bag boys will bring your luggage up,” said the clerk. “For the Erotic Suite, the general cleaning format is reversed, so our staff will only come into the room if you place the paper signal on the door knob. Keep that in mind, especially if the two of you have an… intense night.” 
 “We… we’re just… it’s not…” Tapestry spoke through gritted teeth, trying and failing to find a way to explain the situation without blowing their cover. 
 “She’s a little reserved when it comes to this kind of thing,” said Malcolm, putting an arm around her. “Come on shnookums, let’s go check out that edible underwear.” 
 “I… am going… to murder you,” whispered Tapestry. 
 They followed the bagboy into the elevator, up to the seventh floor, and then into a large, romance themed suite. The bed was in the shape of a massive heart, and there were several strategically placed mirrors on the walls and ceiling. 
 “Thanks,” Malcolm said to the bagboy. He gave him a small tip before he left, shutting the door and turning to find Tapestry checking for something under the bed. 
 “There must be… some type of smaller sleeping futon here, or something,” she said. 
 There wasn’t, and other than a couple of chairs, it was just the bed and the floor for sleeping options. 
 “We’ll have to share the bed,” said Malcolm. “Will you survive that, or is it too traumatic for you?” 
 “I’m sure they have something,” said Tapestry. “We could get in touch with the front desk.” 
 “We have a cover to keep up, remember?” asked Malcolm. “What’s your deal? It’s not like we haven’t, well, you know…” 
 He and Tapestry had been intimate with each other on a couple of occasions in the past, though it wasn’t a regular thing. Their last encounter had been before their headquarters had been destroyed, and neither of them had spoken of it since. 
 “What’s my deal?” asked Tapestry. “This is insulting. Marriage isn’t something that you just ‘pretend’ for the sake of a cover story.” 
 “Well…” Malcolm walked up behind her and set his hands on her shoulders. “Maybe we should take our pretending to the next level?” 
 Tapestry elbowed him in the stomach, hard. Malcolm doubled over, staring at her in surprise. 

I don’t think I’ve ever seen her like this before…

 “I’m not going to debase the sanctity of real marriage for the sake of a disguise,” she said, bitterly.  
 “You could have just said that!” said Malcolm. “Jeez, has anyone ever told you that you have really sharp elbows?” 
 Tapestry’s expression softened a little. 
 “Sorry,” she said. “It’s just… I was married once. For many years… before I lost my husband.” 
 She sat down on the bed, and Malcolm joined her, after determining that she was no longer in a mood for violence. 
 “My bad,” he said. 
 “I’m going to take a shower,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm stood up when she did. He held his hands up in mock surrender. 
 “Relax,” he said. “I just want to check out the jacuzzi.” 

And okay… maybe I was possibly hoping to jump in the shower with her.



 




CHAPTER 13

   
 Malcolm had seen swimming pools with less water volume than the jacuzzi in their bathroom. It was currently empty, but the massive, auto-filling spigot promised that it wouldn’t take long to ready if they so desired. 
 Tapestry gave him the evil eye until he left the bathroom once she was ready for the shower. Malcolm listened to the sound of her starting the water, suddenly feeling like it had been an eternity since he’d seen her naked. 

Tapestry is so mean.

 He found the remote for the flat screen against the wall across from the bed and turned it on. Surprisingly, it was tuned in to one of the Vanderbrook local news stations. 
 “The #nosavior movement has been gaining in popularity online,” said the female anchor. “Many people in Vanderbrook blame the champions for the recent episodes of unrest.” 
 “It’s easy to understand why, Diane,” said the male anchor. “More often than not, their battles against the demons and sprytes they hunt spill over into the streets, causing property damage and often death.” 
 “The support is not unanimous, however,” said the female anchor. “The counter movement, #savedme, is also gaining in popularity. Joining us live is Brett Larson, with a local woman who says that she has indeed been saved. Brett?” 
 The scene cut to the street, where another anchor stood with a finger to his ear. 
 “Thanks, Diane,” said Brett. “A local bank in Vanderbrook suffered a robbery a week and a half ago. I’m here with Misha Bartwell, who says that a champion showed up and saved the day.” 
 The camera panned to a woman standing next to Brett. Malcolm recognized her immediately. 
 “Not just the day,” said the woman. “Wind Runner saved me. The bank robbers were unloading their guns. There was nowhere for us to run, or hide. If he hadn’t been there, I would be dead.” 
 “You heard it here,” said Brett. 
 “I’m serious!” said the woman. “It’s easy to blame the champions for their failures, because we’ve grown so used to their successes. It’s not about a movement, or a counter movement. It’s about the fact that I’m still alive, because of him.” 
 Malcolm turned the TV off. He couldn’t stop himself from grinning, ear to ear.  
 Tapestry was still in the shower, and Malcolm felt bored and a little antsy. He opened his luggage and looked at the clothes that Wax had prepared for him. 
 It was all high-end stuff, suit jackets, dress shirts and pants, and several clip-on bow ties. Malcolm also found a pair of nerdy looking glasses with a note attached to them. 
 “Wear these so nobody recognizes you as Wind Runner?” Malcolm frowned as he read it out loud. 

Who would be dumb enough to think that a pair of glasses would disguise someone’s identity?

 He kept the glasses nearby, figuring that it was better than nothing, and it was important for him to go unnoticed. He changed into a full suit, surprised by how perfectly it fit him, and then put the glasses on. 
 “Tapestry,” he called. “I’m heading down to the casino.” 
 There was no response. Malcolm made sure that he had one of the electric key cards for the door, and then headed down the hall to the elevator. 
 The casino was down another hallway off the side of the lobby. It was everything Malcolm could have expected, and more. Everyone was dressed in expensive clothing. People were already drinking, even though it was still early in the evening. 
 Beautiful women stood at the sides of pompous looking men as games of cards, dice, and roulette played out. Cocktail waitresses in revealing dresses swirled through the room with platters of exotic looking drinks. 
 “Mr. Adams?” One of the floor managers, a tall, professional looking woman, stepped up next to him. “Would you like to put any more money onto your betting account?” 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 
 “Any… more money?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” said the woman. “You have a current allowance of twenty thousand, but if you were interested, we could leverage that up to twice that amount through the casino’s credit program.” 
 “Twenty thousand… dollars?” said Malcolm. 
 “Yes,” said the woman. 
 He felt his head spinning. That was more money than he could ever imagine gambling with. It made him feel very strange knowing that Savior had put that much onto his account for betting, while Malcolm’s own bank balance was currently in the low double digits. 
 “I…” Malcolm slowly shook his head. “I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 “Perhaps with a drink?” The floor manager nodded to a passing cocktail waitress, and suddenly Malcolm had a tropical looking drink in his hand. 
 “Sure,” he said. 
 “If you’re new to gambling in general, I would suggest you give dice poker a try,” said the woman. “It’s a very simple game, easy to get into and unique to the Hawktail. Stakes are low, and most guests just play for fun.” 
 “Dice poker?” asked Malcolm. “Like Yahtzee?” 
 The floor manager gave him a queer look, as though she had no idea what he was talking about. She set one of her hands on his shoulder and subtly began leading him over to a small, circular table in the corner. Malcolm adjusted his fake glasses and cleared his throat. 
 “Mr. Fleschman,” said the floor manager. “I’ve found you a new player.” 
 A short, fat man stood at one side of the dice poker table, with a bombshell of a brunette on his arm. A uniformed woman who was either a dealer, or a banker was also at the table. Malcolm thanked the floor manager and took his spot across from the fat man. 
 “Uh, nice to meet you,” said Malcolm. “I’m… John Adams.” 
 “Like the President,” said the fat man. “Exquisite. My name is Hans Fleischmann, and this is my wife, Olga.” 
 “It is a pleasure,” said the attractive brunette. She was wearing a sparkling blue dress, low cut enough to reveal the extensive cleavage of her large breasts. She held Malcolm’s gaze for long enough to make him sweat. 
 “It’s fine if I join your game?” he asked. 
 “Of course,” said Hans. “Are you familiar with the rules?” 

Not even close.

 “I am,” said Malcolm. “But why don’t you… go over them once more, in case I’m mistaken about something.” 
 “You just roll five dice,” said Hans. “And try to get pairs. If you roll five numbers in numerical order, you get a straight, which beats all hands other than five of a kind. All dice are visible to all players at all times, so it’s really a game of luck, rather than skill.” 
 “Got it,” said Malcolm. “So it is kind of like Yahtzee.” 
 Hans gave him an odd look, and then went on explaining as though he hadn’t heard him. 

Is that like a dirty word around here, or something?

 “You roll once to start,” said Hans. “Pick which dice to hold. Reroll the others. Really quite simple.”  
 The uniformed woman was already setting out chips, about five thousand dollars’ worth for each of them, onto their respective sides of the table. Malcolm frowned, feeling like he was still in over his head, but also vaguely aware of the fact that it wasn’t his money he’d be losing. 
 “Well then,” said Hans. “Shall we begin?” 


 




CHAPTER 14

   
 Malcolm lost the first hand in short order, getting a pair on his first roll and nothing additional on the second. The pot was only $400, between the two of them, but it was a weird sensation watching that much money slide across the table, out of his hands. 
 “The opposite of beginner’s luck,” said Hans. “I hope that does not scare you away?” 
 “Of course not,” said Malcolm. 
 “You should be careful,” said Olga, Hans’ wife. “Hans is very good at finding his opponent’s weaknesses.” 
 She leaned forward slightly, adjusting her brunette braid and pushing her breasts out. Malcolm tried his best to not ogle.  
 “Where are you from, John?” asked Hans. “International, or here in the states?” 
 It took Malcolm a second to realize that he was John, and react accordingly. 
 “Canada,” he said. “I live in, uh, Toronto. Newly married.” 
 Hans and his wife made a noise of approval. 
 “You must have quite a fun wife to come to a place like this on your honeymoon,” said Hans. 
 The two of them rolled the dice for another hand. Malcolm kept three fives, and picked up the two other dice to reroll. 
 “And yourself?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Vacation,” said Hans. “I operate an exotic animal hunting operation in Tanzania.” 
 Malcolm quirked an eyebrow. Hans looked like he barely did much walking, let alone hunting. 
 “Like… tracking lions and rhinos?” he asked, frowning as he considered how distasteful he personally found that kind of thing. 
 “We have a reservation,” said Hans. “Most of my clients are more interested in the trophy, than the experience.” 
 Malcolm took his second roll, ending up with nothing additional to the three of a kind. Hans won the round with a full house, and almost a thousand dollars of Malcolm’s betting money. 

I can’t keep losing like this. If this game is really luck based, I shouldn’t be losing this much…

 “It sounds like the animals don’t get much of a chance,” said Malcolm.  
 “It’s not good business to give them a chance,” said Hans, chuckling. Next to him, his wife Olga sighed and rolled her eyes. 
 They started another round. Malcolm had a terrible first roll, and Hans took advantage of it, betting heavily and forcing him to fold early. He was already down several thousand dollars. 
 “Would you like another drink, Mr. Adams?” asked a cocktail waitress. 
 “Uh…” 
 She passed him another of whatever he’d been drinking before into his hand, accepting his hesitation as a yes. 
 “So, what do you do, John?” asked Hans. “You must have quite the career to afford to honeymoon in a place like this.” 
 “I… work for a security firm,” said Malcolm. “I’m an executive there.” 
 “Sounds exciting,” said Olga. 
 “It can be, at times,” said Malcolm. “It’s an international operation. The line of work has its perks, but can also be a little stressful.” 

If they only knew the half of it…

 He played a few more hands, continuing to lose money at an alarming rate. Malcolm didn’t feel any real attachment to the chips or the value behind them. He was resigned to losing it, if he had to, for the sake of keeping his cover, as long as he and Tapestry were successful in their mission. 
 “This is an exciting weekend at the Hawktail,” said Hans. “It was my wife’s idea to fly out here. Very spur of the moment.” 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 
 “Is that so?” he asked. “And why’s that?” 
 “Golden Joab,” said Olga. “He is a magician who performs for the public very rarely. I am… a big fan of his.” 
 “A big fan?” Malcolm smiled and raised an eyebrow. “I’d love to ask you some questions, if you have the time to talk.” 
 Both Olga and Hans started laughing. Malcolm took his next roll, not really paying attention and not really caring about whether he won or lost. 
 “John, that’s a new one,” said Hans. “I’ve grown very used to men propositioning my wife over the years. Usually not men so young, and usually not with that much subtly.” 
 “I’m serious,” said Malcolm. “I’ve heard a lot about Golden Joab. I’d love to get some more information, if your wife is a fan.” 
 “You should focus on the game, John!” said Hans. “I feel bad taking all your money.” 
 It wasn’t far from the truth. Malcolm was down to his last five thousand. He licked his lips, considering his options, and decided to try something stupid. 
 He bet a thousand at the start of the next round, before either of them had rolled. Hans made a scoffing noise, but called the bet without hesitation. Malcolm took his time shaking the dice, and threw them hard against the inner wall of the rolling space. 
 Reaching out with the wind, Malcolm gave each of the dice a small directed push as they came to a stop. He kept it from being anything too egregious, giving himself three fours and a six. Hans frowned at the lucky throw, his own leaving him with only a pair. 
 “Interesting…” said Hans. 

It’s cheating, but come on… Nobody is going to know.

 Malcolm did the same thing with his next roll, and then continued with it for the following few rounds. In a span of twenty minutes, he went from having five thousand dollars’ worth of chips to almost thirty thousand. Hans was fuming across the table from him. 
 “Let’s make it a little more interesting,” said Hans, pushing all his remaining chips in. “This next roll decides the game, John.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, keeping his expression cool. 
 “Sure,” he said. He pushed all his chips in, not even bothering to look at what the other man had after his first roll. 
 “You are so confident,” said Hans. “You must know the odds of you winning this round. You have nothing.” 
 “Nothing but luck,” said Malcolm. 

And the power to manipulate the dice.

 He rerolled all five of his dice, giving himself a straight. Hans had two pairs, and made a noise a little like the sound of a dying car engine. He sank to his knees across from the table, Olga dropping down to comfort him. 
 Hans cleared his throat and finally stood up. His face was red, and he took a deep breath to steady himself before speaking. 
 “That… was not technically my money that I just lost,” he said. “It belonged to… my business. Perhaps we can come to an arrangement. You mentioned asking my wife some questions before?” 
 Olga flashed a flirtatious smile at Malcolm from across the table. 
 “I think we can definitely work something out,” said Malcolm. 


 




CHAPTER 15

   
 Malcolm left the table with Hans and Olga, following them back into the hotel and then up to their room. Hans whispered with his wife for most of the way, and stopped in front of the door to his room, letting her go inside ahead of him and Malcolm. 
 “Two hours,” said Hans. “All that I ask is that you be safe and careful. She is not on the pill.” 
 Malcolm’s eyebrows shot up. 
 “I, uh, meant what I said before,” he said. “I just want to ask her some questions.” 
 “Sure, whatever,” said Hans. “Well, it’s been a while for the two of us, so I’m sure she’d be more than willing to answer your ‘questions’, John.” 
 He walked off down the hallway without looking back. Malcolm knocked on the doorframe and then stepped into the couple’s room, closing the door behind him. 
 “Hey, Olga?” called Malcolm. He didn’t see her in the bedroom. “Where’d you disappear to?” 
 The bathroom door opened, and Olga walked. She’d taken her hair out of the braid, but Malcolm almost didn’t notice. All of his attention was on her body, and on the fact that she’d changed into lingerie. 
 Olga’s big breasts were held only by a sheer, white lingerie bra, her pink nipples showing through the thin fabric. The panties were part of a matching set, and she also wore fishnet stockings, held up by a white lace garter belt. 
 Malcolm’s jaw dropped open. She smiled confidently as she walked up to him, letting her hips sway from side to side with each step. 
 “My husband is so careless with his wild betting,” said Olga. “I guess I’ll have to be the one to clean up his mess, yes?” 
 She stepped in close to Malcolm, letting her hand run over his crotch. He already had an erection, and his heart skipped a beat as she began massaging it through his pants. 
 “I… just needed some information,” he said, feeling stupid. 
 “Some information?” Olga smiled wickedly. “Perhaps you’d like to know… what my mouth feels like, on various parts of your body?” 
 “Actually… I, uh… need to know…” Malcolm was finding it suddenly very hard to focus. 
 Olga spun around, pushing her big, soft butt against his hardness. She took his hands and slid them over her stomach, up to her breasts. They felt incredible against Malcolm’s palms. He tried to keep his head clear. It was impossible. 
 “These feel better than boring, plastic chips,” whispered Olga. “Don’t they?” 
 She wiggled her butt against Malcolm’s erection, slowly bending forward to lean against the bed. She looked over her shoulder at him expectantly. 
 “You wouldn’t leave a woman waiting, would you?” she asked. “Or do you not know how to play this game as well as the ones in the casino?” 
 Malcolm had his pants off in record time. He nearly tackled Olga onto the bed, his horniness suddenly overwhelming any sense of logic or reason left in him. He lifted her butt up, finding that she was already wet, and slid into her, taking her from behind. 
 Olga let out a high-pitched squeal as he began to thrust. There was something aggressive and animalistic about the encounter. She was another man’s wife, but for the moment, she was his, to use and play with as he wanted. 

This is stupid… but if feels really good.

 He ripped Olga’s bra slightly in his haste to get it off her. She didn’t seem to mind. Malcolm groped at her naked breasts as he pumped his shaft into her. Olga put her hands over his, as though trying to lock him into place. 
 Her butt, though not overly large, felt amazing as padding against his crotch. Malcolm pushed her down against the bed, each of his forward movements sliding them a little further until the only thing between her head and the wall was a single pillow. 
 “Mr. Adams!” cried Olga. “Oh… is this how you… treat a married woman?” 
 Malcolm responded by giving her butt a soft slap, which elicited a squeal of delight. Olga shifted, rolling to face him. Malcolm kissed her, sliding back into place and taking her in the missionary position. 
 He didn’t last long. Olga was a stunning specimen of a woman, and Malcolm was a young, hot blooded male. He kissed her breasts, slamming into her with all the strength his muscles could muster, and found his release… without pulling out. 

Whoops…

 Malcolm felt pleasure wash over him, followed by a wave of regret. He was an idiot, and had done something to serve no purpose other than those of his hormones. He scowled and reached for his boxers. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “This is… just a big misunderstanding. I really came up here to ask you questions about the magician. Honestly!” 
 He pulled his boxers on and turned around to face Olga. She had a small camera in her hand, one of the hidden varieties designed for secret recording. 
 “Unfortunately,” said Olga. “I have a recording of this misunderstanding. Unless you wish for your newlywed wife to find out about what just happened, you will be paying my husband and I our money back, along with all of yours.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t stop himself from laughing. He took a few breaths, calming himself down enough to speak as he pulled the rest of his clothing back on. 
 “Oh no,” he said, mockingly. “Please, don’t tell my wife. Anything but that.” 
 “We are not bluffing, Mr. Adams,” said Olga. 
 “Was the thing about you not being on the pill that your husband told me part of it, too?” 
 Olga smiled and nodded. 
 “We are not that foolish,” she said. 
 “Clearly,” said Malcolm. “Well, it’s been fun. I’ll be taking my leave.” 
 He clipped on his bow tie, donned his fake glasses, and made for the door. 
 “Hey!” shouted Olga. “We are serious!” 
 “Of course you are,” said Malcolm. “Tell your husband that I had fun!” 
 He headed down the hallway and stepped into the elevator, pressing the button for his floor. It was in the middle of closing when two beefy men wearing black sunglasses slipped in. They stepped into position on either side of Malcolm, both of them dwarfing him by several inches and at least a hundred pounds. 
 “Uh…” He scratched his head, unsure of what to say. 
 “We work for the casino,” said the man to his right. “Mike Redhawk would like to speak with you about your amazing winning streak, Mr. Adams.” 

Ah, man. Just when I thought I’d gotten away with it.

 The men pressed the button for the basement, and the three of them began descending. Malcolm considered whether he could take both using his wind manipulation. It seemed like a bad idea. Even if he managed to render them unconscious, there would be footage of it from the elevator’s camera, and it would blow his cover. 
 He played it cool, waiting until the elevator came to a stop. The door opened and the two men pushed him forward by the shoulder. Malcolm scowled at them, but walked out into a hallway, and then into a dimly lit room that smelled slightly of cigarette smoke.  
 A Native American man with a pony tail and a nice suit sat behind a desk. He gestured for Malcolm to sit, which his two escorts were all too happy to help him do. 
 “My name is Mike Redhawk,” said the man. “My tribe owns this casino.” 
 “Under any other circumstances, it would be nice to meet you,” said Malcolm. “John Adams.” 
 Mike smiled, and closed his eyes for a moment. 
 “Well, John,” he said. “Do you know what the odds are of some of the winning rolls you had for dice poker?”  
 “Never tell me the odds,” said Malcolm. 
 Mike Redhawk tapped his fingers on his desk. There was a computer monitor on his desk, and he took it and swiveled it around. 
 “The jig is up, you piece of shit,” said Mike. “We know who you are. My computer guy was able to reverse engineer an image of your face with advanced recognition software, rebuilding with a ninety-nine percent probability of what it would look like… without the glasses.” 
 “You could have just asked me to take them off,” said Malcolm. 
 “So, Wind Runner,” said Mike. “You think you can come into my casino and use your damn powers to cheat at the games?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. One of the guards cuffed him across the head. Malcolm reacted without thinking, pushing out with the wind and slamming the man into a wall across the room. 
 The other guard pulled a gun. Malcolm knocked it out of his hand before he could take aim, leaping out of chair and punching the man hard in the stomach. 
 “Enough!” shouted Mike. “Don’t antagonize him. Wind Runner, I brought you here to talk. I’m a man who likes to work out his problems with words, rather than violence. 

I wonder what that’s like?

 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “If you want to talk… How about you tell me about Golden Joab?” 
 Mike’s brow furrowed slightly. 
 “Give me your word that you won’t steal any money from the casino by abusing your powers,” said Mike. 
 Malcolm sighed. He’d had a lot of fun with the dice poker, and had already started working out a strategy for roulette. 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm. “Now, tell me what I want to know.” 


 




CHAPTER 16

   
 “Golden Joab is eccentric,” said Mike. “But he is still a man.” 
 “What do you mean by that?” asked Malcolm. 
 Mike shook his head. 
 “He’s not gifted,” he said. “And he’s definitely not a spryte or demon. I’m assuming that’s why you’re here, Mr. Wind Runner.” 
 “Can you be certain?” asked Malcolm. 
 Mike shrugged. 
 “Not certain,” he said. “But, he’s never done much, outside of his shows, that seems superhuman.” 
 “What’s the best way of getting a private meeting with him?” asked Malcolm. 
 “He’ll be at the masquerade ball tomorrow night, and his show is on Saturday,” said Mike. “As far as a private meeting goes, I have no idea. The man is very secretive.” 
 Malcolm considered the information for a moment, and then nodded. 
 “Alright,” he said. “That’s helpful.” 
 One of the guards had recovered and was back on his feet. Mike nodded to him, and the guard led Malcolm out of the room and back down the hallway. The two of them shared one of the most uncomfortable elevator rides ever, and then Malcolm stepped out onto his floor. 
 “Sorry about the punch to the ribs,” said Malcolm. “Don’t know my own strength sometimes. You know how it is.” 
 The guard said nothing. 
 Tapestry was still awake when Malcolm got back to the room. She was wearing a nightgown, and tucked most of the way into bed, reading a novel. She frowned at Malcolm as he came through the door. 
 “Where did you go?” she asked. 
 “Down to the casino.” Malcolm kicked off his shoes, sighing as he sat own on the bed. 
 “You smell like perfume,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm turned and looked at her, feeling caught between annoyance and amusement. 
 “What happened to the whole us not being married thing?” he asked. “You seemed pretty dead set on forcing some space in between us earlier tonight.” 
 “I’m just pointing it out,” said Tapestry. “It’s a statement of fact. You smell like something, and that something is perfume.” 

It’s like I’m getting the nagging part of a marriage without any perks.

 “I was just doing my job, Tapestry,” said Malcolm. “And I happen to have some new information on Golden Joab.” 
 Tapestry set the book aside, her interest piqued. 
 “Anything we can act on?” she asked. 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “There’s a masquerade ball tomorrow night,” he said. “Joab’s going to be there. We can use it as a chance to get close to him, or at least get a sense of what he’s like as a person.” 
 “That’s perfect!” she said. “Good work, Wind Runner.” 
 “Good enough work for me to get a spot in the bed tonight?” asked Malcolm. “I’m not really looking forward to sleeping on the floor.” 
 Tapestry considered his request for a moment before slowly nodding. Her hair was loose about her shoulders, and it made her look relaxed compared to the pony tail she usually sported for work. 
 “Cool,” said Malcolm. He started pulling off his suit jacket and dress clothes. 
 “You’re… undressing?” asked Tapestry. 
 “I usually sleep in my boxers,” he said. “That’s okay, right?” 
 She hesitated, her mouth turning down into a small frown. 
 “I guess,” she said. 
 Malcolm turned off the room’s overhead lights and joined Tapestry in bed, leaving ample room between them. Tapestry still had on her reading light, but she turned that off, too, and the two settled into bed in a silent, dark room. 
 A couple of minutes went by. Malcolm found it unusually hard to sleep. He could feel the motion of Tapestry’s breathing through the blanket, and smell the scent of whatever shampoo she’d used earlier in the shower. 
 Tapestry rolled over, either accidentally or intentionally putting herself into contact with him. Malcolm couldn’t tell if she was asleep or not. He stayed where he was for a couple of seconds, and then shifted, putting an arm around her. 
 He expected Tapestry to stop him, or at least say something, but she didn’t. It felt natural to spoon with her, and shockingly intimate. It felt as though, for once, Tapestry had her guard down, and Malcolm had managed to respond in the correct way. 

She’s really soft. And she has a great body. Uh-oh…

 It only took another minute for Malcolm to realize the hard predicament he’d put himself into. He considered disengaging from Tapestry and giving himself the space needed to cool down, but it felt too nice cuddling with her to make himself do it. He closed his eyes, and forced himself to sleep. 
 Malcolm woke at some point during the night to Tapestry nuzzling his neck. She’d shifted, turning so that she was facing Malcolm directly. He couldn’t tell if she was awake or not, but he could feel her against him, her thin night gown doing practically nothing to disguise the fact that she was naked underneath it. 
 He was still hard. Tapestry let out a soft sigh and shifted her head against his neck. Malcolm’s lips found hers, and as he kissed her, he felt her respond in kind. Malcolm ran a hand down her back, finding the bottom hem of her nightgown and sliding it up until he could grope her soft, naked butt. 
 Tapestry sighed again, and her hand went to Malcolm’s face. She let her crotch push forward against his and Malcolm kissed her neck. 
 “Allen…” she whispered, dreamily. “It’s been… so long.” 

Allen… That’s her late husband’s name.

 Malcolm stopped himself. He disengaged, though it took all the willpower he had. Knowing that Tapestry was still mostly asleep, thinking he was someone else, made him feel a little dirty.  
 He rolled over in bed. Tapestry cuddled against his back, and he tried to ignore the sensation of her nipples softly pressing in between his shoulder blades. 
 He didn’t get much sleep. 


 




CHAPTER 17

   
 A free breakfast was delivered to their room the next morning. Malcolm shared waffles and bacon with Tapestry, not daring to bring up their sleeping arrangement from the night before. Tapestry had found an activity brochure, and was slowly flipping through it. 
 “Here’s the masquerade ball you mentioned,” she said. “It looks like we need to call ahead to reserve ourselves masks, given that we didn’t bring any. I’ll take care of that.” 
 Malcolm nodded, his thoughts elsewhere. 
 “It also says that there’s a mediation retreat happening this afternoon in the Hawktail Spa,” said Tapestry. “Interested?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Sure,” he said. 
 “I figured you would have rather stayed at the casino and done some more gambling,” said Tapestry. “Surprising…” 

I would if I wasn’t banned…

 “Nah, this seems like it could be a good bonding activity for us,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry raised an eyebrow at him. 
 “A bonding activity?” she asked. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “For us to get closer as, uh, partners. That makes sense, doesn’t it?” 
 “Did you get enough sleep last night, Malcolm?” 
 “No, actually, I didn’t,” he said. “But you know what I mean. We haven’t exactly been on the same page all that consistently, lately.” 
 Tapestry sighed. 
 “I guess you’re right,” she said. “No promises, though. I don’t think the friction between us is of the variety that can be bonded out.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “We’ll see,” he said. 
 The meditation retreat was held in a building adjacent to the hotel. As soon as the other participants began to file in, Malcolm began regret his decision to tag along. The crowd was mostly female, and mostly young. He stood out like a sore thumb. 
 It began with a yoga class. Malcolm stumbled through it, not having a good sense of what the moves were or how to go into them. He had to rely on his wind manipulation to hold his body in place for a few of the movements, which was actually good practice. 
 A massage came next, and Malcolm enjoyed it far more. Tapestry was in the same room as him for hers, and he listened with a bit of ironic delight as her masseuse complimented her on her flawless skin and bemoaned the fact that youth was wasted on the young. 
 Feeling much, much more relaxed than he’d expected to, Malcolm headed with Tapestry toward the last activity. The brochure in their hotel room had listed it as a spirit sauna. Malcolm had only a vague idea of what that meant. 
 “I guess we both wear towels for it?” said Tapestry, as she examined the area outside their assigned sauna. 
 “Well thank god for that,” he said. “Otherwise I’d have to see you naked.” 
 She punched him playfully on the arm and scooped up one of the massive towels. The saunas were small, only large enough for two or three people each, and after ditching their clothes and donning their towels, Malcolm and Tapestry walked into theirs. 
 It was dimly lit inside, and the illumination that did come through came from lights that gave off the effect of a constellation in the night sky. Ambient music played softly in the background. The air was hot and dry, and smelled slightly of sweet smoke. 
 “Now what?” asked Malcolm. “Do we just… sit, chill out here, or something?” 
 “You’re so impatient,” said Tapestry. “It’s a spirit sauna. You just focus on your breathing, and try to find a place of peace.” 
 “You sound like you’ve done this before,” said Malcolm. 
 “A couple of things kind of like it,” said Tapestry. “Not this specifically.” 
 He went quiet. A minute or two passed by, and Malcolm saw what she meant. The heat made him sweat relentlessly, but there was something calming and cleansing about it. It was easy to lose track of his own thoughts and fall through to a deeper state of being. 
 “What was your life like before you became a champion?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Uh…” Malcolm frowned. “Is it question time, or something?” 
 “It can be, if you want,” she replied. “I just realized that you haven’t told me all that much about it. Now seemed as good a time as any to ask.” 

What was my life like before I became a champion? Where do I even start…

 “It was boring,” said Malcolm. “And really pointless.” 
 “Give me more than that,” said Tapestry. “I’m really asking. Boring and pointless can describe anyone’s life, at some point.” 
 “I guess that’s what I was getting at.” 
 “You mean…” Tapestry hesitated. “Because of your family?” 
 “Partially,” said Malcolm. “That was the seed. Losing mom and Danny… threw me off balance.” 

Losing mom. But Danny is still out there, still a loose end looking to be tied up.

 “Elaborate,” said Tapestry. “Threw you off balance? What does that mean?” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “I was fifteen when they died,” he said. “Think about that for a second. I didn’t have any real coping skills other than to keep my mouth shut about it and try not cry in front of people.” 
 “I’m sorry,” said Tapestry. 
 “When I say that I was lonely, I mean that I was alone,” said Malcolm. “It was just me. With all the usual teenage stuff going on, along with emotional trauma and a hole in my heart where my family used to be.” 
 Tapestry didn’t say anything. 
 “I think that’s why I… push so hard, now,” said Malcolm. “To try to lock in the people I do know. You look at the world a little differently when you’ve lost so much before. I feel like I’m in a race to get to know people, to care about them, before… I lose them.” 
 Malcolm took a breath. 
 “Alright, time for me to shut up,” he said, quickly. “Your turn.” 
 “No, I want to hear more from you,” protested Tapestry. 
 “Tell me about your husband,” said Malcolm. 
 “My… husband?” Tapestry sounded stunned. “Why would you want to know about my husband?” 
 “You said his name in your sleep last night,” Malcolm admitted. “If he’s on your mind anyway, you might as well open up to me.” 
 A couple of silent moments went by, and Malcolm started to think that Tapestry had closed herself off. 
 “Allen…” she said. “He was a good man in so many ways.” 
 “Like what?” 
 Tapestry made a pleased, nostalgic sounding noise. 
 “He used to volunteer at the local animal shelter,” she said. “He’d bring home animals every now and then that we’d keep at our house for a couple of days.” 
 Tapestry paused, taking a breath. 
 “He never missed a day of work,” said Tapestry. “Only ever let himself get sick on weekends. Until, well… the cancer.” 
 “Sorry,” said Malcolm. “You don’t have to keep going, if it’s painful.” 
 “No, it’s alright,” said Tapestry. “I want to get this out. I… loved Allen. We were together for almost forty years, long enough to love and hate each other. I was sick of him while simultaneously being unable to imagine anyone else.” 
 “Sounds complicated,” said Malcolm. 
 “Believe me, it was,” said Tapestry. “He was very old fashioned. That’s a polite way of saying boring. There’s so much I feel like I missed out on, so many things I wanted to try and experiment with…” 
 “And now, you have a second chance,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry sighed. 
 “I’m not sure if I want it,” she said. “I feel guilty… like I don’t deserve it. I don’t know, sometimes I think… maybe I’d trade it in for just another boring year with Allen.” 
 “That’s ridiculous,” said Malcolm. 
 “Hey!” said Tapestry. “I was a good listener for you. The least you can do is try for me.” 
 “Sorry,” said Malcolm. 
 A couple of seconds went by. 
 “I have the opposite kind of trust issue, I think,” said Tapestry. “I know that I’ll never get to lock anybody in for the long haul again. Not like I did with Allen.” 
 “That’s not true,” said Malcolm. 
 “I’m… relatively sure I can’t die from old age, Malcolm.” Tapestry’s voice took on an odd, almost nervous quality. “What’s the point of falling in love with somebody if I know that their life will just be a blip, compared to mine?” 

Should I bring up the fact that if I held onto her power, I could live just as long as she could?

 He didn’t. Instead, he reached over to her in the sauna and squeezed her hand. 
 “Just do what the rest of us do,” said Malcolm. “Try not to think about it.” 
 Tapestry laughed. 


 




CHAPTER 18

   
 They enjoyed the sauna for a while longer before heading back to their room. The meditation retreat had burned through most of the day, while also making the two of them quite hungry. Tapestry ordered room service on Savior’s dime, and they ate prime rib with roasted potatoes and fancy baby carrots with their stems still on. 
 “Somebody dropped off the masks for us,” said Tapestry, holding up their disguises for the masquerade ball. They were fanciful looking eye masks, with enough glitter and sequins on them to push into gaudy territory. Malcolm’s was dark blue, while Tapestry’s was pink. 
 “It starts in less than an hour,” said Malcolm. “We should get dressed and get moving. This could be a good chance for us to grab Golden Joab.” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “Sure,” she said. “I can’t help but think that this whole thing just feels like a wild goose chase.” 
 “It’s what Savior sent us to do,” said Malcolm. 

And if we manage to do it… I might be able to earn a pardon for Rose.

 The thought felt odd, almost foreign. He hadn’t thought much about Rose since coming to the hotel, and outside of their brief exchange near Terri’s Tavern, it had been a week since they’d really spoken. Was he wasting his time on something that she didn’t need, or even want? 
 He thought about the question while he pulled on his formal suit and bow tie. Tapestry came out of the bathroom, wearing a stunning red dress. It had a plunging v-line that exposed the edges of her breasts, and clung to every curve of her body as though it had been painted on. 
 “Wow,” said Malcolm. “I guess Wax knows his dresses.” 
 “Apparently so.” Tapestry frowned. “I’m not sure that I like it. I feel exposed, and it will be a pain to move around in during a fight.” 
 Malcolm shook his head slowly. 
 “You look amazing,” he said. “In that dress… A better strategy would be for you to just ask Golden Joab to leave with you.” 
 “Oh, stop!” she protested. 
 “Seriously,” said Malcolm. “You’re smoking hot, Tapestry.” 
 He grinned at her and took a step closer. Tapestry didn’t look away, but she did lift her finger and press it against Malcolm’s chest as he came within reach. 
 “Cool it, mister,” she said. “We’ve already had this conversation.” 
 “Sorry,” said Malcolm. “Sometimes my hormones prevent me from thinking straight. That’s not a joke, I’m being serious.” 
 Tapestry rolled her eyes. The two of them spent another few minutes in the hotel room gathering what they’d need for an evening out, and then headed off to the masquerade ball. 
 The Hawktail Hotel had several rooms designed for events and parties located just off the main entrance. One of them was a massive ballroom, with an enormous chandelier hanging overhead. People were already queuing at glass double doors, only being allowed in if they’d showed up with a mask, as instructed. 
 Malcolm and Tapestry were waved through the entrance. They meandered toward one of the corners of the ballroom, where they could see the entire floor easily. Malcolm felt more than a little out of place. He waved down one of the cocktail waitresses as she hurried past, grabbing a drink off her tray and thanking her. 

I’ve done more drinking over the past few days than I have in most of the rest of my life put together.

 “Alright,” said Tapestry. “This could be fun, even if Golden Joab doesn’t show up.” 
 Malcolm surveyed the room, feeling an odd thrill at how many beautiful, mask wearing women were in attendance. His own mask felt itchy strapped over his eyes, but it didn’t limit his vision, which was all he really cared about. 
 “I guess,” said Malcolm. “This isn’t really my sort of crowd, though.” 
 “Really?” asked Tapestry, in a teasing voice. “I had no idea.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes at her. 
 “I’m going to take a drink every time a guy looks down your dress,” he said. “Shouldn’t take more then, oh, ten minutes or so to get plastered.” 
 Tapestry flushed. 
 “Who did you see looking down my dress?” she demanded. 
 Soft piano music started playing from the overhead speakers. A few couples moved onto the dance floor, spinning and swirling with relaxed ease to the rhythm of the song. Malcolm raised an eyebrow at Tapestry expectantly. 
 “Well?” he asked. “We’re newlyweds, after all. It’s no good if we don’t at least try to do some dancing.” 
 “You know how to ballroom dance?” asked Tapestry, skeptically. 
 “It can’t be that hard, can it?” 
 As Malcolm soon discovered, it was that hard. Within the first few minutes of dancing, he gained a better understanding of where the phrase “two left feet” originated from. Tapestry was patient, slowing her pace until Malcolm was leading by default. 
 “Alright, you win,” he said. 
 “It’s not a contest.” Tapestry had a radiant smile on her face. “You know… I always wanted to go dancing like this.” 
 “I figured you did?” asked Malcolm. “How did you learn, otherwise?” 
 “Through lessons,” said Tapestry. “Lessons I went to alone. Allen wasn’t even willing to try, but I can’t blame him for it.” 
 She drew in closer to Malcolm, resting her head on his shoulder for a second. It was nice, and he let himself enjoy it. When the song ended, he walked over to a table with her, pulling out Tapestry’s chair for her so she could sit down first. 
 “Why don’t I go find us some more drinks?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry grinned at him. 
 “That would be lovely,” she said. 
 Malcolm returned a couple of minutes later to see Tapestry being led onto the dance floor by another man. She had her back turned to him, and he just stared at her for a couple seconds, unsure of how to react. 

Someone else asked her to dance. It’s not something to make a big deal out of, right?

 He set the drinks down and tapped his fingers on the table. Sitting down and just waiting for Tapestry to get back felt a bit defeatist. He let his gaze scan the room, looking for an available woman who’d be interested in putting up with a clumsy dance partner. 
 “Can I have the next dance?” asked a woman, from behind him.  
 Malcolm flinched in surprise. He turned around and saw a beautiful black-haired woman wearing a purple sequined mask. She was attractive, at least a couple of years older than him, and very familiar looking. 

Wait a second… That’s Rose!

 His jaw dropped open when made the connection. Her skin was pale white, not its normal shade of purple, and her eyes were a soft brown instead of black, but it was her. She smirked at him, and he knew it without any doubt. 
 “What… are you doing here?” asked Malcolm. “How…?” 
 “I’m not sure what you mean?” said the woman. “Are you interested in dancing, mysterious masked stranger? Or should I move on to the next table?” 
 She extended her hand. Malcolm took it and led her onto the dance floor, his heart threatening to pound its way loose out of his chest. 


 




CHAPTER 19

   
 “You’re here for Golden Joab,” said Malcolm. After his initial shock had worn off, it had been easy to guess her motivation. He swirled Rose in a circle, letting her spin out along his arm before grabbing her hand and pulling her back in. 
 “Very perceptive,” said Rose. “Though I was hoping that you’d assume that I was just here to see you.” 
 “Rain Dancer sent you, then?” asked Malcolm. “You’re at his beck and call, now, running errands for him?” 
 “You say that as though you weren’t set by someone, yourself,” said Rose. 
 “How did you manage the disguise?” asked Malcolm. 
 “One of our new recruits,” said Rose. “A spryte by the name of Fantasy. I believe the two of you have met before.” 
 Malcolm frowned, remembering his first foray into Terri’s Tavern, and the hidden world of sprytes and demons in Vanderbrook. Fantasy had made a spirited attempt at seducing him, using her illusion power to create a vivid, and rather motivating, fantastical scene. 

She’s using it to make Rose and herself look like normal humans. Clever.

 “You should give up,” said Malcolm. “Go back to Rain Dancer. Tell him that you failed.” 
 “Why in the world would I do that?” Rose whispered the question into Malcolm’s ear, letting her lips brush across his neck. 
 “Because you can’t win,” said Malcolm. “I have backup, too.” 
 “Your champion girlfriend?” asked Rose. “She looks pretty distracted, at the moment.” 
 Malcolm glanced over his shoulder to see Tapestry dancing with the man from before, who was rather good at the ballroom style. It made Malcolm feel a little annoyed to see the look on her face, and how much fun she was having, but he pushed the emotion aside. 
 “Don’t play games with me, Rose,” said Malcolm. “I care about you… But I’ll fight against you, if I have to.” 
 “Oh, you sound so confident,” she said. “Haven’t we done this dance before, Malcolm? What makes you think you could handle me this time?” 
 “I absorbed Savior’s powers,” said Malcolm. 
 It wasn’t technically a lie. He had absorbed Savior’s powers, at one point. The fact that he hadn’t figured out how to use them and had since replaced them with Tapestry’s wasn’t something Rose needed to know. Her eyes widened slightly at his revelation. 
 “Wow,” she said. “I forgot how ambitious you could be, when you want to be.” 
 She spun along Malcolm’s arms, pressing herself tight against him. 
 “I think we have more fun when we’re friends, rather than enemies,” she whispered. 
 Malcolm couldn’t keep a small grin from spreading across his face. 
 “I know we do.” He let his hand slide across her soft butt for an instant. “But I’m here to do a job.” 
 “I guess the question is…” Rose breathed against the sensitive skin of his neck, planting a quick kiss there. “…Can you get the job done?” 
 Something was about to happen, but whether it was to be violence or passion, Malcolm had no idea. He took a strong, aggressive grip around Rose’s waist and brought his face in close to hers, his lips searching for hers. 
 In the same instant, the lights suddenly flicked off. Only a single spotlight in the center of the dance floor was left on. A man stood within its light, dressed in tight black leather pants and a garish white shirt that exposed a significant amount of chest hair. His head was topped with a blond, loosely twisted man bun, and the expression on his face was overly serious. 
 The music from the speakers overhead shifted from a soft, ambient piano track, to something halfway between techno and dubstep. The man lifted his arms up into the air and began shaking his hands back in forth. 
 Rose had pulled away from Malcolm as soon as the lights had gone out. He swore under his breath, realizing that the man holding the attention of the room was, in all likelihood, Golden Joab. 
 Golden Joab spun around in a circle, bobbing his head forward and back to the rhythm of the music. He shook his shoulders up and down, doing a ridiculous looking dance and occasionally gesturing to the audience members closest to him. 
 “Behold!” he shouted. “Magic… of the likes you’ve never seen before!”  
 He ripped his shirt further open and stomped a foot down on the ground. Smoke began to rise from the floor. Golden Joab sank down into it, waving his hands in front of his eyes and head theatrically. 
 The smoke thickened for a moment, and then began to clear. Golden Joab was gone. Malcolm frowned, unsure of whether to be impressed or not. He tried to spot Tapestry in the crowd, but the dim lighting made it into an impossible task. 
 “Disappear!” shouted Golden Joab’s voice. “And… reappear!” 
 The spotlight bobbed up to the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. Golden Joab stood atop it, his chest puffed out and his hands on his waist. He grinned and blew a kiss down to the ground, almost losing his balance in the process. 
 “I will show you the true meaning of the word… magic!” he shouted over the music. The tempo of the beat began to build, and Golden Joab began swaying back forth, the chandelier groaning under his weight. 
 The chain connecting it to the ceiling gave a high-pitched whine as it fell. It hit the floor hard, glass from the fake fire bulbs on its tips shattering and spraying a few nearby women with glass. One of them cried out and dabbed at a small, bloody scratch on her cheek. 
 “Magic!” Golden Joab’s voice came from the ballroom’s entrance this time. “I am unharmed… through the power of magic.” 
 The spotlight panned over to him. He slowly lifted his hands into the air, wiggling his fingers and staring out into the crowd. A hesitant, awkward applause broke out. Joab started laughing and pointing at people with finger guns. 
 “Come check out my show tomorrow night!” he said. “It’s certainly more interesting than this little shindig. Too bad about the chandelier.” 
 Malcolm saw a figure move in the shadows behind Golden Joab. 

Rose!

 He pushed through a group of people ahead of him, trying to get to the magician before Rose did. He stopped in mid step when he realized that the man was already gone. It was as though he’d vanished into thin air. 
 On first examination, Golden Joab had not looked like either a spryte or a demon. Malcolm knew that it was possible that the man could be gifted, and only avoiding the overtures of the Champion Authority out of a need for independence or a disapproval of their methods. It seemed unlikely, but so did the other possibility. 

He could just be good at magic. No superpowers involved…

 Malcolm did a quick scan of the ballroom, just to make sure. There was a back exit, and sure enough, a shadowed figure was hurrying out through it. The lights slowly came back on, and Malcolm saw another woman he recognized hurrying toward the back exit with her skirt hiked up for mobility. 

That’s Fantasy, illusion spryte and seductress supreme.

 He moved to the side of the ballroom before calling the wind and using it to speed his steps toward the back exit. Fantasy made it through a few seconds before he did. Malcolm charged through the door, and ran right into her. 
 “Ow!” she cried, as they both tumbled to the ground. 
 “What’s the hurry?” asked Malcolm, pulling himself to his feet. “You wouldn’t have somewhere to be, would you?” 
 Fantasy was blonde bombshell, though Malcolm suspected it was a result of her powers, rather than natural looks. Her hair was reminiscent of a mythical princess, worked into a long braid that fell all the way down to her waist. 
 She appeared to have, large, full breasts, and a butt that was eye catching even in the fluffy, frilly dress she had on. She stared at Malcolm for a moment, her eyes perking up as she recognized him. 
 “Wind Runner…” she said, bringing a hand to her mouth. “Oh, my. Rose will be thrilled to know that you’re here… even if it makes for an obstacle to our task.” 
 She extended her hand as though to shake Malcolm’s. He shook his head slowly, confused by how casually she was greeting him. 
 “Uh… Aren’t we supposed to fight now?” he asked. “Isn’t that usually how this goes?”  
 Fantasy smiled. She had a small mole just underneath one of her eyes, and it brought out the smooth lines of her cheek bones. 
 “A fight! How dazzling would that be?” She let out a high pitched, exaggerated laugh. “Well then, let’s have it.” 
 She turned around and ran off. Malcolm hesitated only for a moment before giving pursuit. She continued down the hallway they were in and through another door. Malcolm followed her, finding that it led to another, currently unused ballroom. 
 The door slammed shut behind him. Malcolm whirled around and saw Fantasy standing in front of it, working the locking mechanism. 
 “What do you expect that to do?” he asked. 
 “Keep you in here,” she said. “Or should I say… in here?” 
 She waved her hand in his direction. The ballroom was gone in an instant, and Malcolm’s jaw dropped at what he saw in its place. 


 




CHAPTER 20

   
 Malcolm was outside, or at least appeared to be. The sun was shining overhead, and he was surrounded by a forest, not of trees, but of flowers. The colors were dazzling, but Malcolm forced his attention away from them and back onto his opponent. 

She could be anywhere. It’s up to her if she shows herself.

 An insect whizzed by Malcolm’s face. It glowed blue, and on closer inspection, it wasn’t an insect at all, but a tiny, naked faerie. There were dozens of them, spanning the spectrum of a rainbow, twisting and twirling, and distracting him from what he needed to be doing. 
 “This won’t work, Fantasy!” shouted Malcolm. “I’m not just going to fall for a, well, uh… a fantasy.” 
 Malcolm slowly began walking forward. He could hear music, and after a few more steps, he spotted a small, green haired elf girl playing a flute and dancing around the grass. There was a tall woman dressed in chainmail standing nearby, too, massaging the hilt of her sword provocatively. 
 “Greetings, traveler,” said the tall woman. “Have ye seen sign of the nefarious black dragon?” 
 Malcolm tapped a finger against his cheek, considering her. 
 “No,” he said. “I don’t mean this as an insult, but Fantasy would have made herself more attractive in her own illusionary world.” 
 The tall woman looked offended. 
 “Draw steel, fiend!” she shouted. “I will not stand idle by your insults!” 
 The elf girl’s flute tune took on a dramatic quality. Malcolm stepped past both of the illusions, moving forward swiftly, but also keeping in mind that he was still in the empty ballroom. 

Don’t want to run too fast. It would be very easy to accidentally slam into a wall.

 “Fantasy, come on,” said Malcolm. “Show yourself. Let’s settle this like adults.” 
 “And how, exactly, would adults settle this?” 
 Fantasy cartwheeled into view, completely naked, with regular sized flowers woven into her long, blonde braid. Malcolm blinked, unable to keep himself from staring at her. She had quite the body, and seemed eager to have him see it unclothed. 
 “We… should talk it out,” said Malcolm. “You can’t recruit Golden Joab over to Rain Dancer’s faction. My partner and I won’t allow it.” 
 Fantasy laughed. 
 “You’re so boring, Wind Runner,” she said. “I know that’s not what you really want to talk about.” 
 She drew in closer to him, covering her breasts with one arm for a second, and then letting it fall away. Her nipples were large and proportional, and far too easy to stare at. 
 “So, what?” said Malcolm. “You think you can seduce me?” 
 “I know I can seduce you,” said Fantasy. “It’s one of the easiest things for me to do with my powers.” 
 Malcolm saw movement out of the corner of his eye and flinched back. The tall, female knight from before had discarded most of her clothing, leaving only the chainmail vest over her chest. She was lying on the grass, her legs spread apart, using the hilt of her sword to pleasure herself. 
 Fantasy took advantage of the moment, sliding to press her body against Malcolm’s. He made a halfhearted attempt to push her back instead, stepping loose of her warm, soft embrace.  
 “I have a healthy appetite for men,” whispered Fantasy. “I used to be afraid of them, once upon a time. But now… I just can’t get enough. And I’d love to have you, Wind Runner.” 
 Malcolm glanced around. The knight woman was now letting out slow, seductive moans. The elf girl who’d been playing her flute was now a fully grown, elf woman, wearing thin shreds of leaf clothing and slowly dancing through the flowers with sensual movements. 
 “Let me out of this illusion, and then we’ll talk,” said Malcolm. 
 Fantasy laughed. She made as though to step toward him, before tripping in an exaggerated style and landing on her knees in front of him. 
 “Oh, how clumsy of me!” she cried. “Well… since I’m down here anyway…” 
 Her hands ran over Malcolm’s zipper. He was excited, though he didn’t want to be. He frowned down at her and pulled out of her reach. 
 “What’s… wrong with you?” asked Malcolm. “And why did you join up with Rain Dancer, anyway? You seemed more mild mannered when I first met you.” 
 Fantasy stood up and met his gaze, looking very amused and very naked. 
 “I’m not interested in being a loser, and anyone with eyes can see the way the tide is turning,” she said. “You champions were never able to control me, but other sprytes and demons, working together… perhaps they could. I don’t want to find out.” 
 “You don’t seem like the type to be easily controlled,” said Malcolm. 
 Fantasy smiled. 
 “I’m not,” she said. “At least, not anymore. But I was… I remember that much about the time before I got my powers.” 

I guess stalling her is the next best thing to beating her, right?

 “Tell me about it,” said Malcolm. 
 Fantasy blinked a couple of times. She was beautiful enough to make it easy to forget that she was the enemy. She turned around, and Malcolm admired the way her long, blonde braid stopped right at the outward curve of her buttocks. 
 “I was a result of emotionally fucked up girl bingo,” said Fantasy. “Rape. Abuse. Codependent. You name it, I was it. Just a pretty face, controlled and used by men.” 
 She was smiling when she spun around to look at him again, and it was genuine. 
 “Now…” she said. “With my abilities… I’m the one in control. Always.” 
 “So… I don’t really like the sound of that,” said Malcolm. “Maybe we should cut the illusion off here?” 
 Malcolm tried to step away from Fantasy. She waved a hand, and a half dozen of the tiny faeries floating through the air became full size, each of them turning into a beautiful, naked, winged woman. 
 “Blame Rose, not me,” said Fantasy, pressing into him. “She wouldn’t tell me about what you were like in bed. I knew right then and there… that I’d have to find out for myself.” 
 Fantasy undid the button and zipper of Malcolm’s dress pants. He tried to pull away from her again, but the tree flowers were penning them in. The naked faeries were dancing for him, and Fantasy’s hand slowly stroked up and down his hard girth. 
 “There we go…” whispered Fantasy. “Just lie down and let the sweet fantasy play out before your eyes.” 
 “You can’t fool me that easily,” said Malcolm. He grabbed onto Fantasy’s arm and gave it a squeeze. 
 A dragon was suddenly standing over both of them, thrusting its car sized head within fire breathing range of Malcolm’s face. 
 “Just lie down…” said the dragon. “And let the fantasy play out.” 
 Malcolm trembled. Knowing that it wasn’t real and believing that it wasn’t real were two different things. He couldn’t align his emotions with the fact that he knew that his senses were being fooled. Malcolm wasn’t sure when exactly he decided to lie down and play along, but the next thing he knew, Fantasy was straddling him, slowly lowering herself down onto his hard tool. 
 “See?” asked Fantasy. “Doesn’t that feel good?” 
 She dropped a little lower, impaling herself on Malcolm’s shaft. She felt hot and wet and soft, but he would never admit that to her. 
 “Yeah, I’m not sure this is working for me,” he said, rolling his eyes. 
 Fantasy grinned at him. She waved a hand through the air. 
 They were in a classroom, still engaged in coitus, but with a totally different theme. Malcolm was lying on top of the teacher’s desk. Fantasy was the blonde bombshell of a teacher, wearing a white blouse and a tight, black skirt as she rode him. 
 “Oh, young man!” moaned Fantasy. “You’ve gotten such good grades in my class! I hope this serves as a good reward…” 
 Malcolm let out a tiny moan. His hands slid across Fantasy’s buttocks, and he gave one of them a gentle grope. He was starting to enjoy it, even though he didn’t want to. 

This brings a whole new dimension to the concept of role playing.

 “I saw you staring at me in class,” said Fantasy, as she bounced up and down on his shaft. “All of the boys were… but especially you.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything. Fantasy pulled his hands up to her breasts, and he almost gasped when he felt how big and soft they were. He knew that there was at least one part of her body that was still impressive under the illusion. 
 Fantasy waved her hand again, and they were in the back of a police cruiser. Fantasy wore a police uniform, and Malcolm had an orange jumpsuit, unzipped down the middle. 
 “You have the right… to remain… silent,” moaned Fantasy. “Anything you say… or do… Oh…!” 
 The scene shifted again. They were in a strip club, and Malcolm was in the middle of getting a lap dance that had gone too far. This time, he couldn’t resist. He took Fantasy by the hips and began adding his strength to her movements, pulling her down on his shaft with raw, sexual aggression. 
 “Oh!” cried Fantasy. “Yes!” 
 Malcolm kissed one of her breasts, feeling its softness press against his face and cheek. Fantasy bounced faster and faster, both of them falling deep into the heat of the moment. He let out a groan as he reached his limit and unloaded. The pleasure hit him in a wave, followed by the question of how he’d gotten himself into the situation, and how the hell he was going to get himself out of it. 


 




CHAPTER 21

   
 Fantasy let her illusions drop as soon as they were finished. They were in the middle of the empty ballroom. The lighting was dim, and the air was a little musky. Malcolm carefully lifted her off him and set her aside. As he did it, he felt a familiar tingling sensation run up his hand. 

I just absorbed her powers. That might come in handy.

 Malcolm made sure he was decent and immediately started putting distance between himself and the spryte. Fantasy was lying on the ground, apparently contented by her after glow. She smiled at him and stood to her feet. 
 “I guess now I should probably kill you,” she said. “It’s a shame. Rose is clearly obsessed with you, and I can see why. She won’t be happy with me.” 
 “Hold on,” said Malcolm. He could hear something in the hallway outside, the sound of a scuffle. 
 “Sorry, but we’re past the point of you being able to buy yourself more time,” said Fantasy. “It’s been fun, Wind Runner, but now–” 
 The entrance doors slammed open, and Tapestry and Rose fell through it, the two of them engaged in a fierce fight. Tapestry had a hold on Rose’s arm, and was trying to wrestle her to the floor while dodging her shadow tendrils. Rose was twisting, kicking, and elbowing in an attempt to break free. They rolled together across the floor as a single unit. Malcolm hesitated. 

Golden Joab is nowhere to be seen. There’s no reason for this fight to be taking place.

 Calling the wind, he slammed down into both of the brawling women, disentangling them from each other. Rose was on her feet first, but Malcolm dropped down next to Tapestry, standing over her protectively. He frowned at Rose and gave his head a small shake. 
 “Enough,” he said. “The fight is over. Neither of us is going to get what we want.” 
 “Wind Runner!” snapped Tapestry. “We can take them!” 
 “And in the process of doing so, we’ll be waiting around for Hawktail security guards to show up and take control of the situation,” he said. “Now is not the time.” 
 “I don’t know…” said Fantasy. She looked at Rose and furrowed her brow. “Letting them go would be foolish.” 
 Rose was still clad in Fantasy’s illusion, her skin and eyes appearing like a regular human’s. Malcolm silently thanked Fantasy for that. Tapestry had seen Rose once before, in his apartment, and if she recognized her as the same spryte now, she would have another dot to connect to the rest of her suspicions about him. 
 “Golden Joab might still be nearby,” said Rose. “Our time would be better spent looking for him, rather than fighting with these two.” 
 She winked at Malcolm subtly, and he breathed a sigh of relief. If she’d felt like it, she could have brought up how she knew him, and easily turned Tapestry against him for good. Malcolm wasn’t sure why she hadn’t, and as thankful as he was, he couldn’t help but wonder about her motivations. 

Now is not the time. Tapestry is liable to blow a gasket if we stay in their presence for much longer.

 “Time to go,” he said. He took Tapestry by the arm and, using his powers, began wind running out of the ballroom. Tapestry struggled a little, not letting up until they were in the elevator and headed back up to their hotel room. 
 “What the heck is wrong with you?” she snapped. 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I guess I don’t want to die?” he suggested. “I know, it’s truly a horrible character flaw.” 
 Tapestry sniffed a couple of times and literally turned up her nose. 
 “You smell like perfume again,” she said. 
 “You keep bringing that up like it should matter,” said Malcolm. “Our marriage is a ruse, Tapestry, why do you care?” 
 Tapestry rolled her eyes. The elevator stopped at their floor, and she took off down the hallway, leaving him to trail behind. 
 Malcolm entered their room to find her digging through her suitcase, pulling out her pistol along with several clips of ammo. He cautiously closed the door and crouched down next to her. 
 “You aren’t doing this,” he said. “They know we’re here now, Tapestry. They’ll see us coming.” 
 “This is an opportunity,” said Tapestry. “I don’t care that much about Golden Joab, Malcolm, but if we can take out two of Rain Dancer’s allies and deny him from recruiting one more, we can put serious pressure on him.” 
 She started to stand up. Malcolm grabbed her by the wrist. 
 “No,” he said, firmly. 
 Tapestry glared at him. 
 “Just whose side are you on, anyway?” 
 She shook his grip loose and stomped toward the door. Lacking any better options, Malcolm reached out with Fantasy’s power, trying to use an illusion in the same way she had. 

This is… harder than she made it seem.

 Tapestry stopped a foot from the door. Malcolm grimaced in concentration, using all his focus to will the room’s exit out of existence, replacing it with a smooth wall. 
 “What did you just do?” snapped Tapestry. 
 “I stole… the illusion spryte’s power,” he said. “And on top of that… I have an idea.” 
 Tapestry walked back over to him. She set the gun down on the night stand and crossed her arms. 
 “I’ll hear you out,” she said. “But if it’s no good, we go after those sprytes. Tonight, without any more waiting.” 
 “Why are you so blood thirsty?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry’s scowl deepened. 
 “I think a better question is why you’re so insistent on us not fighting them,” she said. “How is this any different from us going after Rain Dancer? Or your brother?” 
 Malcolm tensed up at the mention of Danny. He looked at Tapestry, and could tell from her reaction that she already knew she’d made a mistake by bringing him up. 

The only reason I fought against Danny was because he was hurting innocent people. And that’s also why I gave him that money…

 “Maybe,” said Malcolm. “Just maybe… There’s a better approach than searching through a hotel, guns out, and starting a fight that could get innocent people hurt? Do you think that might be a possibility, Tapestry?” 
 She didn’t say anything. Malcolm picked up her pistol and made sure the safety was on. 
 “Golden Joab will be doing his performance tomorrow,” said Malcolm. “He still, in all likelihood, doesn’t know that we’re here. Or that the sprytes are here.” 
 “That’s an assumption,” said Tapestry. 
 “It’s a reasonably fair assumption,” said Malcolm. “If he knows, then he’s already fled from the hotel, probably. I think he’ll be there, tomorrow night, and we’ll have a chance to make contact with him.” 
 “You mean a chance to capture him,” said Tapestry. “That’s essentially what Savior sent us here to do.” 
 “Golden Joab only matters if he’s actually gifted,” said Malcolm. “If he’s just a regular magician, he’s no good to the Champion Authority or Rain Dancer.” 
 Tapestry nodded. 
 “So… how do we know for sure?” she asked. 
 “We’ll be in the audience,” said Malcolm. “And we’ll find out how he really does his tricks.” 
 “You think it’s going to be that simple?” asked Tapestry. “A world famous magician, and we’ll be able to just… figure out how he does his tricks.” 
 “He’ll pick a volunteer from the crowd at some point,” said Malcolm. “And we need to make sure that volunteer is you.” 
 Tapestry nodded slowly. 
 “The thing is,” continued Malcolm. “There’s going to be loads of attractive women in the audience. And plenty of them will probably, well, you know...” 
 “I know what?” asked Tapestry, in a sharp voice. 
 “They’ll have certain impressive assets...” Malcolm cupped his hands in front of his chest suggestively. He saw the look on Tapestry’s face and winced, knowing that he was digging his own grave. “Or, uh, I just mean you won’t be able to hold attention the same way they can…” 

I think I just made it worse, if that was possible.

 “You’d better be going somewhere with this,” said Tapestry, teeth gritted. 
 “Golden Joab, from what little I’ve seen of him, seems like the kind of guy who’d pick an attractive woman to be his volunteer,” said Malcolm, quickly. “Unless… there’s someone who took priority over even the hottest woman there. Someone who would immediately melt the hearts of the crowd and Golden Joab.” 
 Tapestry was clearly at the end of her patience. Malcolm held up a finger for her to hold on for just a little longer. 
 “So, this is where Fantasy’s power comes into play,” said Malcolm. “I’ll use it to disguise you as… a cancer patient.” 


 




CHAPTER 22

   
 “That is the stupidest thing I think I’ve ever heard,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm frowned. 

I was sure that she’d go for it…

 “What’s the issue?” asked Malcolm. “Sure, I’d have to make you look bald, from the chemo, but it would only be a temporary illusion.” 
 “Stop talking,” said Tapestry. “God, I forget how young you are, sometimes.” 
 Malcolm felt a little offended by that, but tried to play it off with a shrug. 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm. “And I suppose you have a better idea?” 
 Tapestry nodded.  
 “The simplest is usually the best plan,” she said. “All we need to do is show up, watch Golden Joab’s show, and wait.” 
 “That’s your plan?” asked Malcolm. “That’s… not even a plan!” 
 “Rain Dancer’s sprytes are probably working on their own convoluted scheme,” said Tapestry. “All we need to do is wait for them to make a move, and take advantage of whatever mistake they end up making.” 
 “You’re assuming they’ll be obvious about it.” 
 “They aren’t here to have a conversation with the man,” said Tapestry. “Based off what you’ve told me about Rain Dancer’s methods, they’ll be interested in trying to turn him into a monster.” 
 “Probably,” said Malcolm. 
 “So unless he’s onboard with that, he’s going to struggle,” said Tapestry. “We watch, we wait, and we swoop in and save the day.” 
 “That… actually sounds like it might work,” he admitted. 
 Tapestry smiled. 
 “I’ve learned a thing or two over the years,” she said. 
 Shortly after, the two of them turned in to bed. The night was uneventful, and Malcolm woke up the next morning feeling alert and ready for action. He took a shower, and spent most of the day working over the fine details of the streamlined plan with Tapestry. 
 They still needed Fantasy’s power, though only to disguise themselves enough to avoid being recognized by the sprytes. Malcolm made himself look older, adding wrinkles to his face and turning his hair grey. 
 He took his time with Tapestry, transforming her into a gorgeous redhead, and enhancing both the size of her bust and butt. 
 “This isn’t necessary, is it?” she asked him, eyeing her newly expanded cleavage with obvious skepticism. 
 “We have to make sure that we look different enough to slide under the radar,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry shook her chest from side to side, getting a sense of how her new boobs jiggled. Malcolm watched with wide eyes, unable to hide the glee in his eyes over his handiwork. 
 “Really?” asked Tapestry. “Big breasts have that much of an effect on you?” 
 “…Sorry, did you say something?”  
 Tapestry punched him on the arm. 
 “I couldn’t imagine trying to move and fight with this much extra weight on my chest,” she said. 

Rose has pretty big breasts, and seems to make it work alright.

 He almost said it out loud, only stopping himself at the last second. Thinking about Rose made him anxious, given what was to come that night. Tapestry would have her gun on her this time. What would Malcolm do if she took aim at Rose? Would he stop her from firing, even if it meant abandoning their mission? 
 He put the questions on the back burner, focusing his concentration on finishing the illusions, instead. It wasn’t hard to keep them active, though he could sense that his level of sophistication would be limited compared to what he’d seen of Fantasy’s work.  
 In fact, Malcolm doubted he could use the illusions for anything other than disguise, and possibly making a door or hallway disappear, if he put all his energy into it. 
 “We should get going,” said Tapestry. It was already late in the afternoon. They’d spent the entire day in their hotel room, taking both breakfast and lunch in their room. 
 “There’s still half an hour until the show starts,” said Malcolm. 
 “We want to get good seats,” said Tapestry. “Ones that will let us keep an eye on anyone suspicious, while still giving us mobility.” 
 The two of them took the elevator down to the lobby. Malcolm was a little struck by the looks Tapestry received from people on the way by, and from the look on her face, so was she. 
 “Did you really make me that much more attractive?” she whispered. 
 “I think it’s your… red hair,” said Malcolm. 

Definitely the boobs.

 Golden Joab’s show was being held in the Hawktail Theater. It was free admission, and people were already being let inside. Malcolm and Tapestry found their seats over on the right hand side of the aisle, close enough to get up on stage quickly, and angled so they could see most of the audience without much trouble. 
 “I think this is the first evening date I’ve taken you on,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry frowned at him. 
 “I know you’re joking, but just so you know, this definitely isn’t a date,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm made a show of shaking his head and rolling his eyes. 
 “You’re just with me for my money,” he said. “What’s a poor old man like me to do?” 
 The crowd filed into the theater slowly, until almost all the seats were packed with people. It was impossible to even guess at who Rose and Fantasy might have disguised themselves as, but Malcolm tried to, anyway. 
 He went based off height, ruling out children and the unusually tall. He couldn’t just assume that the two sprytes were disguised as women, though it was tempting. There were so many potential suspects that he had to give up after only a couple of minutes. 
 “We’ll just have to watch Golden Joab,” said Malcolm. “And hope that they make the first move.” 
 “Trust me,” said Tapestry. “They will. We just have to wait and be patient.” 
 The audience finished taking their seats, and music began playing over the theater’s speakers as the lights dimmed. It was the same over the top techno song from the night before, only this time, accompanied by clouds of off smelling fake smoke coming from the stage. 
 “He’s been called many things over the course of his life,” boomed a voice. “Leader. Visionary. Role Model. Satanist. Suspect. Daddy… But tonight, you’ll be calling him WOW!” 
 The song reached the drop. Golden Joab appeared onstage, down on one knee in the smoke, slowly standing to his feet like a hero in an action movie. He held his arms out to the side, slowly dancing to the music with nebulous, uncoordinated movements. 
 The music stopped, and a spotlight snapped on over Golden Joab. 
 “Are you all ready to see some… magic?” 
 Cheers came from the crowd. Malcolm watched, amused and apprehensive. 


 




CHAPTER 23

   
 “Folks, I’ve been all over the country,” said Golden Joab. “I’ve learned the secrets of the best and boastiest magicians out there. But it wasn’t until I found myself… found the courage in my own big, bleeding, bloody, tortured heart… That I really started doing magic.” 
 He was wearing a black suit with a black bowtie, and took a moment to press his hand into his heart theatrically. When he pulled it back, his hand was covered in blood. 
 “Oh no,” said Golden Joab. “It looks as though you’ve caught me red handed, pouring my heart out. Or… have you?” 
 He spun in a circle. Smoke erupted from his feet. Malcolm could see him rushing to pull something out of his jacket as he turned. 
 When the smoke cleared, he showed the crowd his hand again. Most of the red was gone, but there were still a few dots of it near his wrist. The audience broke out into tepid applause. 
 “Thank you, thank you,” said Golden Joab, grinning. “But really, we’re just getting started. All you need to do is sit back, relax, and let my magic rock… your… world.” 
 He accentuated each of the last three syllables with a thrust of his crotch. Malcolm wasn’t sure what to make of it. 
 “This seems like the kind of magic show you’d put on, if you had the talent,” whispered Tapestry. 
 “That’s not even funny,” he replied. 
 “When were you born?” Golden Joab had moved onto his next joke, and was calling out into the crowd. “1986? How about you? 1997? Jesus you’re young! Let’s try one more… 1982, you said? Oh, well… if only we had a birthday cake for you!” 
 A quiet voice from the crowd responded with something about how they weren’t actually born on the current day in 1982, but Golden Joab was already back in flow. He slapped his hands together, grunted, and then revealed a mostly crumpled cupcake with a barely legible “1982” written on it with frosting. 
 “There you go,” said Golden Joab, throwing the cupcake into the crowd. “Magic!” 
 He moved through several other tricks, which went only slightly more smoothly than the first few. He made a deck of cards explode into flames, singeing the sleeve of his jacket in the process. He made a five-dollar bill appear out of thin air, followed by “making it rain” with more money from overhead, along with a wristwatch, for whatever reason. 
 “Now,” said Golden Joab. “Time to get into the… real magic.” 
 From the suitcase onstage next to him, he pulled out an oversized top hat. He turned it toward the crowd, making a show of it being empty, and then set it upside down on the ground, so he could reach into it. 
 “It’s totally empty, right?” asked Golden Joab. “Wrong! There’s something in this hat. Something that will make you question your sanity, and perhaps reality itself.” 
 He reached into the top hat, swirled his hand around momentarily, and pulled out a small, white rabbit. 
 “Where did the rabbit come from, is probably the question you’re asking yourself right now,” said Golden Joab. “A better question would be…” 
 He reached into the hat. 
 “…Where did the other rabbit come from?”  
 He pulled out another rabbit and lifted his eyebrows in triumph. 

10 for the trick. 0 for originality.

 “There must be something special about this hat, huh?” asked Golden Joab. “Perhaps I should… take a look inside, and see what it is?” 
 He grinned at the crowd and then leaned forward, lowering his head and most of his shoulders into the oversized hat. Malcolm expected him to pull something else out, but instead, he sank deeper into it, his feet disappearing past the brim as he moved fully out of sight of the crowd. 
 A couple of seconds went by. People started muttering in the audience. The door in the back of the theater opened, and the spotlight panned to illuminate the new arrival. Golden Joab pumped his fist in the air in triumph, and then bowed to the crowd. 
 “That was quite the trick,” whispered Tapestry. 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “I can’t help but feel that something seems off about this,” he said. “If he was really gifted, all of his tricks would have that same level of mystery to them.” 
 Golden Joab made his way back to the stage amid thunderous applause. He basked in it, grinning at the crowd and nodding. Finally, the theater quieted and the show continued. 
 “I know what you’re thinking,” said Golden Joab. “You’re thinking, Joab, you just have an identical twin who also has a passion for magic! Well… that’s where you’re wrong. And to prove it, I’m going to make one of you… disappear!” 
 He gestured, throwing both hands to the side. 
 “I’ll need a volunteer, of course.” 
 At least a hundred hands shot up into the air instantly. Malcolm elbowed Tapestry until she sighed and put her hand up. 

It’s worth a shot. If he does pick her, we might be able to do this easily.

 “How about… you?” Golden Joab pointed to someone on the side of the crowd. “No, no, not you. Her.” 
 He pointed again, gesturing to a specific woman who stood up and looked around in surprise. The crowd cheered as the woman walked down the aisle. She was pretty, with Asiatic features and a surprisingly heavy amount of makeup. Malcolm frowned, a sudden thought taking hold in his head. 
 “If Golden Joab isn’t gifted,” he whispered. “Then he might have someone helping him, either backstage, or in the crowd.” 
 Tapestry raised an eyebrow. 
 “And you think that woman…?” 
 Malcolm examined her more closely. 
 “She’s wearing long sleeves, and a lot of makeup,” he said. “Contacts to change her eye color to go with it. It wouldn’t be that hard to make a spryte appear human.” 
 “How sure are you?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Not at all,” he said. “But it’s a… possibility.” 
 His mouth fell open as he looked back up at the stage. Golden Joab was in the middle of explaining the details of the trick, and the woman was standing next to him, looking attentive. Behind him, however, two familiar faces were walking out from backstage. 
 “Behind you!” shouted Malcolm. Golden Joab didn’t react in time, and Fantasy, clad in a pink t-shirt and yoga pants, managed to get an arm around his neck.  
 Rose pointed at the other woman and said something. The crowd burst into murmured conversation, nobody having any real sense of what was going on. Tapestry and Malcolm were already moving, pushing past the people seated next to them and then charging up the main aisle. Malcolm let his illusionary disguises drop, not needing them anymore. 
 “Show’s over, folks,” said Fantasy. “You can all go home now.” 
 When nobody moved, she sighed and waved a hand through the air. A massive dragon burst into existence in the auditorium, scaring the wits out of the crowd, which retreated in a massive wave of people.  
 Malcolm and Tapestry pulled themselves up on stage. Fantasy whirled to face them, still holding Golden Joab around the neck, now with a gun in one hand. 


 




CHAPTER 24

   
 For a few moments, nobody on stage did anything. The crowd was still in the process of filing out of the auditorium, and all six participants in the standoff were content to eye each other warily. As soon as most of the audience was gone, Malcolm made the first move, stepping forward and jabbing a finger at Fantasy. 
 “Let him go,” he said. “This is ridiculous. He’s just a magician.” 
 “He might be,” said Fantasy. “But… we’re acting on information related to her. The anonymous crowd member, more commonly known in the monster scene as Jade Portal.” 
 “Jade…” said Golden Joab, clearing his throat nervously. “Do you mind… getting me out of here?” 
 The woman, who was apparently a spryte, looked from person to person, trying to judge if she was about to be attacked. She closed her eyes for a split second and a green portal appeared in front of her.  
 It looked like someone had taken a bright green light and used it to illuminate water from underneath. The surface of the portal wavered, making a slight, humming noise. It had no thickness, and as Malcolm took a step to observe it from the side, it disappeared from his point of view. 
 “Jade!” shouted Golden Joab. Jade dove through her portal, disappearing from the stage. Rose tried to follow after her, but the portal disappeared a second after Jade had gone through it. She frowned, bringing her hand to her mouth and looking thoughtful. 
 “Well,” said Rose. “This could be interesting.” 
 “We have her boyfriend,” said Fantasy. “We can just threaten him until he cooperates.” 
 “Have you forgotten about us already?” asked Malcolm. “We aren’t going to let you touch a hair on that man’s head.” 
 Fantasy made a show of plucking one of Golden Joab’s hairs free from his man bun. 
 “I don’t think he… meant that literally,” said Golden Joab. “Just that, you know… you probably shouldn’t kill me. Please?” 
 Tapestry had her gun pointed at Fantasy’s head. Malcolm was reasonably sure that she would have taken the shot, if not for Fantasy having a gun herself. 
 “We’re just here to speak with the spryte,” said Rose. “Jade Portal, just come out and talk with us for a bit? We have an offer to make, and we’d like you to hear us out.” 
 “The two of you certainly have an interesting way of presenting your offer,” said Malcolm. “Remind me to never open my door if you show up selling something.” 
 Rose’s lips turned up into a small smile, which she quickly suppressed. She was in jeans and a brown leather jacket. Malcolm wasn’t sure if she had a gun on her, like Fantasy, but then again, she didn’t really need one, with her powers. 
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “I’ll keep an eye on Golden Joab and the kidnapper. You go after that one.” 
 “Uh…” He shrugged. “Sure thing.” 
 Rose had an amused expression on her face as Malcolm turned to face her. There was enough room on the stage for them to circle around each other without getting in the way of the hostage situation. Rose licked her lips and waved a hand at him. 
 “Well,” she said. “Are you going to attack me?” 
 “Ladies first,” said Malcolm. “Come on. Show me what you got.” 
 The smile on Rose’s face wasn’t exactly reassuring, but Malcolm still found himself getting a little excited as he watched her. They’d fought before, and she’d made it clear that she could beat him in a battle if it came down to the pure strength of her powers. 

But this is a different situation. And I don’t have to win, just distract her for long enough for Tapestry to get Golden Joab free.

 Malcolm summoned the wind, swirling it around himself and waiting for Rose to make her move. The theater was still sparsely illuminated outside of the stage, and she summoned her shadow tendrils from several different directions.  
 Malcolm managed to dodge the first one, using the wind to throw himself forward into a dive roll. He came up within striking range of Rose. His gaze met hers, and instead of attacking… he hesitated. 
 He realized that he had no interest in hurting her. She was on the other side, but she wasn’t his enemy. Rose seemed to be having a similar dilemma, pulling back one of her shadow tendrils just as it came with inches of him. 
 A gunshot rang out. Malcolm glanced over at the others. Fantasy had her gun pointed at Tapestry, and Tapestry was holding her shoulder with one hand, still managing to keep her own weapon trained on the spryte. 
 “Stay back!” shouted Fantasy. 
 Rose seemed to come to a decision. She threw herself forward, tackling Malcolm off the stage. Malcolm reflexively cushioned their fall with the wind. He dodged a shadow tendril as they landed in the space in front of the first row of seats, rolling and trying to pin Rose underneath him. 
 “She’s not going to join up with you!” he hissed, keeping his voice low. “Not if it requires you to take a hostage to get her to cooperate.” 
 “It wasn’t exactly my idea!” replied Rose. “But don’t think for a second that I’m going to let you and your blonde girlfriend kill a spryte, just for existing.” 
 Malcolm managed to pin one of her arms. A shadow tendril cuffed him across the shoulder as he struggled to get a hold on the other. He pushed Rose flat against the ground with the wind. She wrapped her legs around him, the two of them coming into even closer contact as they writhed for supremacy. Rose let out a high-pitched groan, and Malcolm grunted as he tried to physically dominate her. 

Uh-oh. This… could get weird.

 Rose kissed him. It caught Malcolm so off guard that he did the only thing that seemed logical, and kissed her back. They were out of view of Fantasy and Tapestry on stage, and for a couple of heated, passionate seconds, their struggle turned sexual. 
 Malcolm felt Rose bite his lip as he pulled back. He had hold of both of her wrists now, and gave them a small squeeze. Rose glared at him, wrapping a shadow tendril around his neck, but making no move to tighten it and suffocate him. 
 “You’re an idiot, Malcolm,” whispered Rose. “The only reason you’re siding with the champions is because they found you first. You’re a stubborn idiot.” 
 “And you’re following the orders of a killer,” said Malcolm. “Does he just send you to recruit for him, Rose? Or did he finally break down your resolve and get you to be one of his leg spreading sycophants?” 
 He was surprised by his own sudden anger and jealousy. Rain Dancer had been obvious with his leering and flirtation toward Rose back when Malcolm had been imprisoned in their underground base. But she’d rebuffed him. Of course, that was before he’d left. 
 “You’re an idiot,” said Rose. “You really think that little of me, that I’d just… hop into bed with anyone?” 
 She twisted, managing to get her hand free and elbow him in the side of the face. Malcolm tried to get her pinned again, but she slid out from under him, pushing him back with her shadows. 
 “Rose…” said Malcolm, taking a step toward her. 
 “Malcolm…” said Rose. “You’re making a choice right now. You’re choosing to be my enemy.” 
 “Right back at you.” He smiled, though on the inside, his heart was hurting. “It doesn’t have to be this way, you know…” 
 “Malcolm!” shouted Tapestry. “Get up here! Now!” 
 “Yeah,” said Rose. “It does.” 
 She shot her shadow tendrils out at him. Malcolm moved fast, jumping into the air and using his wind manipulation to maneuver up and around them. He landed back on stage in time to see Jade Portal rushing toward Fantasy and Golden Joab. 
 Fantasy aimed her pistol at Jade, but didn’t fire. Jade slammed her shoulder into Fantasy and her hostage, knocking them loose. She closed her eyes for an instant and created a portal, which she immediately started pulling Golden Joab toward. 
 “No!” shouted Tapestry. Malcolm fell into step alongside her, using the wind to push both of them in a mad dash toward Jade and Golden Joab. 
 Tapestry tackled Golden Joab. Malcolm slammed into Jade. All four of them went through the new portal she’d created. 


 




CHAPTER 25

   
 Malcolm landed on top of Jade in the shadow of a massive sand dune. She tried to slap him, but he caught her hand. In the instant that he held it, he felt a tingle, and knew that he’d just absorbed her power.  
 The portal was still open. Golden Joab had broken loose from Tapestry and was backing toward it. Several shadow tendrils slipped out through the portal, like weighted fishing lines slipping underwater. Malcolm gave a wordless shout, but not in time to stop Golden Joab from being pulled back through by Rose. 
 “Damn it!” he shouted. Tapestry was slowly pulling herself to her feet. Malcolm looked around, seeing nothing but sun heated dunes and desert in all directions. 

If the sun is out here, we must be on the other side of the world. Seriously?

 He stood up, pulling himself off Jade. Immediately, he realized his mistake. She created another portal and rolled through it faster than Malcolm could grab her. The portal disappeared behind her, and the first one was gone, too. 
 “What… just happened?” asked Tapestry. 
 Malcolm sat down in the sand. He let his hand rest on it for a second, pulling it back almost instantly. The sand was ridiculously hot, as was the air, hot enough to make the air shimmer in the distance. 
 “I think we lost that round,” said Malcolm. Tapestry scowled and made a frustrated noise. 
 “How the heck are we going to get out of here?” she asked. 
 Malcolm wiped sweat from his forehead. He took off his heavy suit coat, still feeling ridiculously hot even with it off. 
 “We can get back,” he said. “I absorbed Jade Portal’s power. I just need to figure out how to use it.” 
 “Can you please hurry?” Tapestry let out a groan. “I can’t take this heat.” 
 “I’ll try,” he said. 
 It was harder than Jade Portal had made it look. Malcolm spent a couple of minutes trying to feel for the new power, but it just wasn’t there. It reminded him of when he’d copied Savior’s power, the mechanism of how to make it work hidden from his own awareness. 
 “Malcolm…” Tapestry was suffering in the heat. There was nothing around them other than dunes, and it only took a couple of minutes for both of them to realize that they would die within a few hours if they didn’t get out of there. 
 “I’m trying,” he said. “I don’t understand it. I know I absorbed her power, but I just… can’t feel it in me.” 
 “I can’t take this heat,” said Tapestry. “That’s it. I’m taking my dress off.” 
 “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Malcolm glanced up at the sun. “The only thing worse than being hot in this kind of weather is getting a sunburn.” 
 “Are you trying to convince me to keep my clothes on, for once?” 

She makes a good point…

 Malcolm watched as she slipped out of her dress, keeping her high heels on and looking a little silly in just them and her underwear. She walked over to him, spread it out on the sand, and sat on top of it, her body glistening with sweat. 
 “Focus, Malcolm,” she said. 
 “Sorry.” He took a deep breath, and tried again to conjure a portal into existence. Nothing happened. 
 “We’ll be lucky if we even survive, at this point,” muttered Tapestry. “Jade Portal and Golden Joab will be long gone by the time we get back.” 
 “Not necessarily,” said Malcolm. “Rose and Fantasy grabbed Joab as their hostage again. If they manage to hold out for long enough, the fight might still be ongoing when we get back.” 
 Tapestry frowned at him. 
 “How do you know their names?” she asked. 
 “Uh…” He shrugged. “That’s what they were calling each other. I just overheard them.” 
 She let it drop, probably for the sake of letting him concentrate. Malcolm sighed. He closed his eyes and tried one more time. Tapestry made a surprised noise. 
 “You did it!” she said. “Alright! Phew, I was starting panic, to tell you the truth.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm shrugged. “I guess I did? It seems like I just… have to have my eyes closed for it work.” 
 Tapestry stepped toward the portal. Malcolm reached out and grabbed her arm. 
 “I’m not… positive where this portal leads,” he said.  
 “Probably to wherever you were just picturing,” said Tapestry. “The casino, right?” 
 “Yeah, but…” He stepped forward, stepping up to the edge of the portal. The surface of it was shimmering, wavering green, and showing nothing of what lay beyond it. He pushed his head through. 
 The portal had appeared several hundred feet in the air, giving them a view of the casino from half a mile or so away. Malcolm had been picturing the casino, as portrayed on the tourism pamphlet. 
 “Hold on,” he said. “Let me–” 
 “Whoops!” Tapestry took a wrong step in her high heels crashing into Malcolm from behind and knocking them both through the portal.  

Why does something always have to go wrong?

 Tapestry screamed as she fell, still clad only in her bra and panties. Malcolm called for the wind as soon as he had the mind to, pushing himself toward her with all the speed he could. He grabbed onto her, feeling her legs wrap around him as he held her tight. 
 “Hold on!” he shouted. 
 His manipulation wasn’t quite strong enough to let him fly easily, even on his own. With Tapestry in tow, it was barely enough to slow their fall. They hurtled toward the ground at too fast of a speed for a safe landing. Tapestry fingernails dug into his back in terror. 
 “Why are we still falling?” she shouted. 
 “I don’t know,” said Malcolm. “How much to do you weigh?” 
 “Malcolm!” 
 He gritted his teeth and put more focus into using his power. A part of him was thrilled by the need to push his wind manipulation to its limit. Malcolm felt a rush of excited glee at the sensation, which was only amplified by Tapestry’s mostly naked body clinging to the front of him. 
 “Think we have time to join the mile-high club?” Malcolm laughed. “Or… two hundred feet high club?” 
 Slowly, their speed of descent leveled off, until they were falling like two tangled feathers. Malcolm rolled so Tapestry was on top of him. He met her eyes for a moment, seeing both her fear and excitement. He cupped her cheek and gave her a deep, passionate kiss. 
 Tapestry pulled back at the end of it, shaking her head. 
 “I’ll let that slide,” she said, sternly. “You need to calm down as soon as we hit the ground.” 
 “I can think of a few things that would help me.” Malcolm reached his hand up to her cheek again, but she gently slapped it away. 
 They touched down alongside the road to the casino. Malcolm didn’t have his suit jacket to offer, but did have his dress shirt. He took it off, feeling slightly trashy in his sleeveless undershirt and dress pants. Tapestry pulled on the shirt he offered her, looking a bit like a half-naked secretary after a session of afternoon delight. 
 “We don’t have any time to waste,” she said. “Can you use a portal to get us back into the theater?” 
 “You’re barely even dressed,” he said. “Maybe we should regroup?” 
 “We don’t have time!” snapped Tapestry. “Can you, or can’t you?” 
 “I think so,” said Malcolm. “But that’s assuming that Golden Joab and the sprytes are still there.” 
 “It’s worth a shot,” said Tapestry.  
 Malcolm nodded. He closed his eyes, pictured where they’d been sitting in the theater, and created another portal. 


 




CHAPTER 26

   
 The two of them stepped out into the theater, and into a scene that was almost unchanged from when they’d left it before. Fantasy and Rose had Golden Joab under guard on stage. From the wariness in their expressions, they were still in the middle of a fight, though Jade Portal was nowhere to be seen. 
 Fantasy immediately opened fire on Malcolm and Tapestry. The two ducked behind the row of seats in front of them, staying low and out of the path of the bullets. 
 “I’ll distract these two,” said Tapestry. “See if you can get behind them.” 
 “It’s too dangerous,” said Malcolm. 
 “Not for you!” she hissed. “Use a portal, stupid.” 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. “Easy with the name calling, you big meanie.” 
 He pictured what he’d seen of the backstage area and made a portal on the floor. Malcolm rolled through it, immediately coming out on stage, just behind Rose and Fantasy. 
 He was about to tackle Fantasy and get the gun out of her hand when something hit him hard from the side. Malcolm had just enough time to get a glimpse of Jade Portal before being knocked through, unsurprisingly, another portal. 
 Water immediately soaked his clothes, and only a split second of hesitation kept him from reflexively trying to take a breath. He was underwater, deep enough under for only hints of light to be making it down to him.  

Is this how she’s going to try to fight me?

 Malcolm closed his eyes, knowing that he only had one shot at making a portal to get back. His lungs were burning by the time he’d pictured the scene of the theater and conjured it up. He swam forward and a little down to go through it. 
 He fell back onto the stage in a wet heap, feeling like a nearly drowned rat. Jade Portal fell upon him in an instant, fumbling to get an arm around his neck. Malcolm rolled, letting her hold onto him and getting a grip of his own. Another portal burst into existence, and both of them tumbled through it… into the freezing cold. 
 They were in a polar climate this time. Malcolm screamed the instant he felt the biting touch of the cold against his soaking wet skin. Jade Portal tried to draw back from him, and discovered that she couldn’t. The water drenching Malcolm’s clothes was enough to freeze the two of them together at the points where they’d been in contact. 
 “Brilliant move!” coughed Malcolm. He made a portal of his own and tipped the two of them through it. 
 They came out on the other side in the park across the street from Malcolm’s apartment, still frozen together. Malcolm slammed his knee up into Jade Portal’s hip, wincing at the feminine sound of pain she let out. 
 “Sorry, but until you get up, I’m authorized to attack you,” he muttered. “Even if you’re a woman.” 
 Jade Portal responded with an elbow of her own, finally managing to twist loose of the ice bond between them. She took a step back and charged at Malcolm. He realized, too late, that she’d created another portal behind them. 
 They fell through it, and into the open air. Malcolm, twisted, seeing skyscrapers on either side of him and pedestrians the relative size of ants walking below. He frowned, realizing that Jade Portal hadn’t thought through her attack very well. 

She thinks this is an easy way to kill me. Teleport in, drop me off, teleport away.

 Malcolm called the wind to him, pushing himself toward Jade Portal. He managed to close the distance between them just as she made her escape portal, and tumbled through it with her, back into the Hawktail Theater. He realized that he knew what her weakness was, and smiled to himself. 
 “Consider that a warning!” yelled Tapestry.  
 She’d wrested Golden Joab away from Fantasy and apparently shot her in the arm, in the process. Malcolm frowned, not wishing for violence on either side of the fight. Rose was at Fantasy’s side, whispering something into her ear. After a moment, both of them retreated, disappearing through one of the theater’s side doors. 
 “Wind Runner!” shouted Tapestry. “Go after them!” 
 “And give up the spryte we came here for?” asked Malcolm, gesturing to Jade Portal’s arm and the hold he had on it. “No, we can let them go for now.” 
 Tapestry scowled, but didn’t object. She had her gun pointed at Golden Joab. Jade Portal seemed to be thinking about something. Malcolm glared at her. 
 “Tapestry,” he said. “If Jade Portal blinks, or closes her eyes, shoot the magician.” 
 Jade Portal tensed up. She nervously looked over at Golden Joab, hope draining from her expression. 
 “That’s her weakness?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Functional weakness,” said Malcolm. “But yes.” 
 Tapestry grinned at him.  
 “We’ve got her,” she said. “Good work, Wind Runner. Let’s call Savior and give him a full–” 
 “I’ll give you what you want!” cried Golden Joab. “Please… We can get money for you. Or help in other ways? I’m a licensed magician in most countries in the world.” 
 “It’s not happening, man,” said Malcolm. 
 “I don’t care about myself!” cried Golden Joab. “Just please… don’t hurt my family.” 
 “She’s a spryte,” said Malcolm. “And she clearly has a power that could be dangerous.” 
 “But you don’t know if the child will be!” Golden Joab’s voice took on an angry tone. “You don’t know anything!” 
 “The… child?” 
 “She’s pregnant,” said Joab. “Jade is pregnant… with my child.” 

A pregnant spryte. Can I justify turning her over to the Champion Authority, knowing that?

 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “I don’t like the look of your eyes right now.” 
 “Please,” said Joab. “You’ll never hear from us again. We’ll live a quiet life. You can say you killed her, through the portal! Somewhere where people would never check, in the desert.” 
 “Damn it,” muttered Malcolm. “Man…” 
 “Malcolm!” Tapestry walked over to him, her expression hard. “You’d better not be thinking about doing what I think you’re thinking about doing.” 
 He shrugged. 
 “They would never be able to hold her, anyway, Tapestry,” he said. “She can make portals. What sort of holding cell would they be able to build for her?” 
 “The Champion Authority could keep her asleep, or drugged,” she suggested. 
 “And that’s what we’re going to inflict on a pregnant woman?” asked Malcolm. “No. Sorry, I can’t do it.” 
 Tapestry’s eyes narrowed into a glare full of anger, resentment, and a keen sense of betrayal. Malcolm couldn’t blame her, but he also knew that he was making the right choice. 
 “Every time I give you a chance to earn my trust…” whispered Tapestry. “You throw it in my face. I don’t even know why I try with you anymore, Malcolm.” 
 “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 He let go of Jade Portal’s arm and waved his hand toward Golden Joab. 
 “Go,” said Malcolm. “I don’t want to see either of you again. You’ll have to start new lives.” 
 “Thank you!” cried Golden Joab. “God bless you, kind sir! We’ll never forget this!” 
 He gave Jade Portal a tight hug, and then the two of them disappeared through a portal. Malcolm looked over at Tapestry, but she said nothing to him, her mouth tight with disapproval. 


 




CHAPTER 27

   
 Malcolm continued to use his portal power liberally, for the next few minutes. He teleported them back to their hotel room, selling it to Tapestry as being better than making her walk through the lobby with no pants. 
 The two of them gathered their luggage, and Tapestry changed into fresh clothes. Malcolm insisted on bringing them back to Vanderbrook through a portal, under the pretense that it would be faster and that Savior needed to hear the news of their failure immediately. 
 “And what about my car?” asked Tapestry. “Am I just supposed to leave it here?” 
 “We’ll send Wax to pick it up,” said Malcolm. 
 He made another portal, linking their hotel room with his apartment. Tapestry was looking at him disapprovingly as they stepped out into his living room. He realized that he had a maniacal grin on his face. 
 “You aren’t keeping her powers,” she said. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 “What?” Malcolm shook his head vigorously. “You can’t be serious! This is the coolest power I’ve ever borrowed from someone.” 
 “You’re already using it too much,” said Tapestry. “You’ll start making portals everywhere if you have the ability.” 
 “That’s… not necessarily true.” 

Probably better not to tell her that I was considering trying to make a portal from my bed to the toilet, for the purposes of late night peeing.

 “Take my power instead.” Tapestry held out her hand. 
 “Come on, don’t do this again,” said Malcolm. “Tapestry, you’re being–” 
 She slapped him, hard and directly across the face. Malcolm fell back a step, stunned by her sudden intensity. Her face was set into an icy expression, and she slowly shook her head. 
 “Malcolm,” she said, softly. “You’re on the verge of losing my trust, and my friendship, completely. For both our sakes… quit pushing it.” 
 Malcolm hesitated, pushing down his first response instead of starting an argument with her. 
 “I’m sorry,” he finally said. “You’re right.” 
 He took her hand into his, feeling the tingle of taking a power after only a second. He kept holding Tapestry’s hand for a few moments longer, giving it a small squeeze before finally letting go.  
 He had a question to ask her, but wasn’t sure how to put it into words. Tapestry was looking right at him, staring into his face intently. 
 “Have you ever thought about retiring?” he asked. 
 Tapestry let out a small chuckle. Malcolm felt grateful that if nothing else, he’d broken through the tension. 
 “I’ve already lived what most people would consider to be an entire life,” said Tapestry. “I thought that I was retired, or at least the housewife equivalent of it, for a good twenty years.” 
 “You know what I mean,” said Malcolm. “The Champion Authority, this life of chasing and fighting people. Having to… make hard decisions.” 
 “Not everyone is like you, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “I wouldn’t have let Jade Portal go, if I’d been the only one there. And I probably would have finished the job with those two sprytes. They are Rain Dancer’s lackeys, after all.” 
 She checked the safety on her gun and then slipped it into the holster underneath the sweatshirt she had on. 
 “I just can’t see it like that,” said Malcolm. “It’s not black and white to me.” 
 “Maybe you’re the one who needs to consider retiring, then,” said Tapestry. “You could always ask Savior to give you a desk job somewhere.” 
 “And leave you to defend Vanderbrook on your own?” Malcolm shook his head. “Not happening.” 
 “If that’s the case,” said Tapestry. “Then you need to make a choice. Having resolve in this line of work doesn’t mean cultivating some secret kernel of moral wisdom that nobody else does. It’s just about doing what you’re told.” 

Maybe it can be that simple for her, but that’s not enough for me.

 “Anyway,” continued Tapestry. “We should get moving. Savior’s going to want us to check in with him as soon as possible.” 
 “Right.” Malcolm glanced out the window at the empty street outside his apartment. “We’re going to have to walk, given that the buses aren’t running this late. Still think it was a good idea to make me give up the portals?” 
 She rolled her eyes at him on her way to the door. 
 The walk took a little over an hour, but the weather was fair, and the moon was out. Tapestry let out a sigh of relief as they walked up her porch steps. She opened the door and froze suddenly enough to cause Malcolm to walk into her back. 
 “What… the hell?” she said, her voice tight with shock. 
 “Oh, hey Tapestry,” said Savior. “How goes the mission?” 
 Tapestry’s living room looked different. The couch and TV had been moved to one corner. Melanie was, unsurprisingly, currently curled up on it with a controller in hand. In the center of the room now sat a ping pong table. Savior and Wax were engaged in a casual game, knocking the white ball back and forth with measured strikes. 
 “He bought a ping pong table,” offered Wax. 
 “No need to state the obvious,” said Malcolm. He put an arm around Tapestry’s shoulder. “You want to be my double’s partner?” 
 “This… isn’t staying,” said Tapestry. 
 “I think it adds to the Feng Shui of the space,” said Savior. “Besides, ping pong is very good for hand-eye coordination, a critical skill for a champion.” 
 He brought his paddle down in a hard smash, punishing Wax for playing a shot that bounced too high. 
 “Melanie,” said Tapestry. “Why did you let them do this?” 
 “Uh…” Melanie shrugged, her focus entirely on the TV and PS4. “I dunno.” 

Her personality has taken a complete 180 since she started gaming…

 “But truly, it is good to see the two of you!” said Savior. “Here, let us sit and talk for a bit. I want to hear all about your honeymoon.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. He looked to Tapestry and saw her face redden and her hands clench into fists. 
 “We have to tell you what happened with Golden Joab,” he said, deciding it was best to ignore Savior’s question. 
 Savior’s smile turned frosty. 
 “No need,” he said. “Melanie, might we turn the news back on, for just a minute.” 
 Melanie didn’t respond. Wax walked over to the TV and switched the input, which seemed to de-zombify her. She blinked her eyes, only then seeming to notice and understand that Tapestry and Malcolm had returned. 
 “Hey,” she said. “How was the trip? I’m so glad the two of you are back safe and sound! It was so weird around here without you, Aubrey. Savior is a total lunatic, and Wax can only do so much to keep his crazy ideas in check. We have a ping pong table here now, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 “I noticed,” said Tapestry. “What exactly did you want us to see, Savior?” 
 He pointed to the TV, which was just coming back to news after a commercial break. Malcolm stared at it in disbelief. The voice of a female news anchor spoke over an aerial shot of the Hawktail Casino. 
 “The robbery is currently estimated at just short of ten million dollars,” said the anchor. “The casino management say that it was first noticed after a disturbance in the theater during a show by the magician, Golden Joab. Police have yet to release any information pertaining to potential suspects.” 
 “According to an internal source within the department, security footage of the incident has proven to be inconclusive,” said the voice of a male anchor. “Authorities are still unsure of how the perpetrator infiltrated the vault without setting off any of the many alarm systems on the door.” 
 Savior crossed his arms and looked squarely at Malcolm and Tapestry. 
 “So,” he said. “How did the mission turn out? I’m assuming you can fill in a few more pieces of this jigsaw puzzle, can you not?” 
 Tapestry glared at Malcolm with the intensity of a dying sun. He shook his head slowly and shrugged. 
 “He was working with a spryte who called herself Jade Portal. She can, well, create portals.” Malcom could feel all of the eyes on him narrowing.  “She was pregnant. There was no way for us to capture her, with her power, and I couldn’t justify killing a pregnant woman, just for the sake of convenience.” 
 “You know, we’ve done studies at the Champion Authority,” said Savior in a suddenly deathly serious tone. “Close to ninety five percent of all monsters are infertile.” 
 Malcolm ran a hand through his hair, feeling incredibly stupid. 

I just took his word on it. He would have said anything to get away. And with all that money…

 “I am not happy, Cutter,” said Savior. “In fact, I’m the opposite of happy. You are gullible with a capital G. Taking a monster at their word… No, that’s gullible in all caps!” 
 “I messed up,” said Malcolm. “I don’t know what else to say.” 
 Tapestry walked out of the living room and into the kitchen, probably to vent her frustration on a batch of cookies. Malcolm stepped over to the wall and leaned against it. Savior followed him, drawing in close, and speaking in a low voice. 
 “You asked me about something the other night, at the tavern,” said Savior. “Something that you wanted, as a favor from me.” 

The pardon. That’s off the table now, given how badly I’ve messed up.

 “The next time I give you an order,” Savior said, carefully. “Will you follow it through?” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Of course,” he said. “I botched the job this time. I wasn’t… thinking clearly, I guess.” 
 Malcolm expected anger, or at least a stern rebuke. Instead, Savior just clapped him on the shoulder and smiled. 
 “That’s good enough.” Savior took a breath, looking suddenly much older, and very tired. “It’s hard job, Cutter. I know. I’ve been doing it for a lot longer than you have.” 
 He held Malcolm’s gaze for a couple of seconds. Malcolm felt a sudden, fierce sense of loyalty, both to the Champion Authority, and to Savior. Savior pulled away after a couple of seconds and picked up his ping pong paddle. 
 “Come on, Wax,” he said. “One more round.” 


 




CHAPTER 28

   
 Malcolm returned to his own apartment to sleep that night, using his wind manipulation to get there in a series of gliding leaps. He woke up early, showered, dressed, and immediately headed back to Tapestry’s to report in. 
 The ping pong table had been moved outside onto the grass. Savior was engaged in a heated, super powered match against Wax, and at least a few of the normal rules had been thrown out. Wax slammed the tiny white ball over the table and Savior’s head. Savior took flight, soaring up and around it for his return shot. 
 Wax missed, and Savior pumped his fist in the air in celebration. He turned and gave Malcolm a wave as he saw him walking over. 
 “Cutter,” he said. “Finally, a worthy opponent. Wax, give him your paddle. This could get interesting.” 
 “Uh, actually, I just came to see what was on the agenda for today,” said Malcolm. “If there isn’t anything related to Champion Authority work, I should probably check in with Tapestry.” 
 “She’s at the market with Melanie,” said Savior. “Practically dragged her out of the house. Not a big fan of how often her little sister has been playing those darn video games, I don’t think.” 

Little sister… I guess nobody has corrected him yet.

 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “Well, in that case…” 
 “I do have something for you.” Savior set his paddle down, and grew serious. “It’s a chance for you to redeem yourself after what happened at the casino.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “A chance to redeem myself,” he said. “Alright. What does it entail?” 
 “Killing the monster that used to be Bradley Rogers,” said Savior. “I believe you knew him by the name Melt?” 
 Malcolm felt a chill run down his spine. Melt had been a field champion, more of a coworker than a friend, but someone Malcolm had known personally. He’d been there when Melt had turned into a demon. 

It was at least partially my fault. I stopped him from fighting Rose, and pushed him over the edge.

 “You want me… to kill Melt?” Malcolm asked, slowly. 
 Savior nodded, his expression unchanged. 
 “Yes.” He held out his hand, palm up. “If you can’t, then I’m afraid we’re going to have to find a different role for you, going forward. Something more… behind the scenes.” 
 Malcolm winced. The idea of having to kill someone he’d known, regardless of whether they were a monster, made his stomach feel queasy. He didn’t feel like he had it in him, like it was something he’d be able to pull the trigger on. But was there any other choice? 
 “I’ll do it,” he said. The words came out less confident than he’d intended, but there was nothing he could do about that. 
 “Good,” said Savior. “He’s been spotted in the abandoned campground south of Vanderbrook. One of the reasons why I’m asking you is your ability to get there quickly with your powers.” 
 “You could get there just as quickly as I could,” said Malcolm. 
 “The other reason…” said Savior. “Is so you can prove to me that you’re still trustworthy.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “I figured as much,” he said. 
 Savior eyed him for a moment, as though considering whether Malcolm would be up to the task. 
 “I like you, Cutter,” said Savior. “I think… You have a similar outlook to mine, in a lot of ways. If you succeed here, you could go far in the Champion Authority. You could have the power, perhaps, to one day influence policy in our organization.” 
 The words were exactly what Malcolm needed to hear. He suspected that Savior was exaggerating his potential slightly, but it didn’t matter. It was the big picture that mattered to him, the idea of one day being able to free himself and other champions from the burden of having to kill sprytes and demons for no good reason. 

One day… But obviously, not today.

 “I’ll do it,” he said, this time with confidence. 
 “Good,” said Savior. He passed Malcolm a slip of paper. “Here’s the address, though it shouldn’t be too hard to find if you just keep heading south.” 


 




CHAPTER 29

   
 Malcolm left immediately. He used his wind manipulation to travel, launching himself upward with a few brief, powerful bursts of air, and then gliding forward, starting the process over again once he’d lost enough height. He tried to limit his usage of his powers as much as he could, more aware than ever of how easily he could end up in the same position as Melt.  
 His doubts stayed with him, even as he made it past the southern edge of Vanderbrook and into the more rural areas outside of town. What was he supposed to say to Melt before killing him? Would it be better to stay silent? To press on with the attack, and just get it over with as fast as he could? 

I’m thinking about killing someone as though I’m cleaning a dirty bathroom. Can I really do this?

 He wondered if Savior was expecting him to fail. Perhaps it wasn’t about Malcolm proving to him that he was capable and committed, but rather, confirming that he actually wasn’t. If he let Melt escape, or worse, died fighting him, Savior wouldn’t have to spend time wondering if one of his new champions was worth trusting. 
 Malcolm landed about a mile out from the summer camp, not wanting to give away his presence by making a grand entrance. It was on the shores of a small lake that the brook from which Vanderbrook took its name fed into. The surrounding forest gave him plenty of cover as he approached, and Malcolm used the wind to cushion his steps and keep from making too much noise on the leaves and fallen branches. 
 Fifteen minutes later, he approached the first of the summer camp’s buildings, a small, open faced wooden shelter. He leaned up against the side of it, closing his eyes and listening to the wind. 
 By focusing hard enough, Malcolm could use his wind manipulation to extend the range of his hearing. It was a simple enough thing to do, but only when he could get himself in the right state of mind for it to work. Wind listening was a little like mediation, and at times, he found it frustratingly elusive to achieve.  
 He had trouble with it this time, finding it hard to clear his head of thoughts about what would happen once he found Melt. It wasn’t just about having the nerve required to kill him. Malcolm would have to defeat a demon in a fight, one with powers that would probably be more effective against him than his were against Melt’s. 

I should have brought a gun…

 A sound came from further into the summer camp, just beyond another building to the south. Malcolm crouched low, taking careful steps up to the corner of the building and crouched down just beyond the edge of the building. He peered around the corner, scanning the area for any sign of Melt. 
 He risked sneaking to the next structure, again cushioning his steps as he went. It was a lean-to, and a few dozen beer cans were scattered around the inside of it. 
 Malcolm heard the sound again. He was sure of where it was, now. He waited, wondering if the best move would be to stay hidden and hope to get the drop on Melt as soon as he revealed himself. A few minutes went by, long enough for the tension and pressure of the moment to start to get to him. 
 The sound came again, almost at the exact same pitch and volume, and then again, a few seconds later. Malcolm made a decision and started pressing forward, relying on his wind manipulation to move silently.  
 He took long, bounding steps, carefully landing in between dried leaves and grass. The summer camp looked like it had been abandoned for at least a decade, long enough for paint to begin to chip off the lean-tos, and small animals to take up residence. 
 His heart pounded nervously in his chest as he rounded the corner of a rickety cabin with a screen door barely hanging from its hinges. The sound was coming from a small clearing on the far side of the cabin. 
 Melt stood several dozen paces away from an old, wooden target. He held a bow in one hand, and there were a couple of arrows scattered around the ground near his feet. Slowly, he pulled the bow back and released, planting another arrow into the wooden target. 
 He didn’t look angry, or volatile. Aside from the small, misshapen bumps in his skull around the crown of his head, and the pinkish hue his skin had taken on, there was little else demonic about him. He wore jeans and black hooded sweatshirt. He was smiling. 
 Malcolm turned his attention back to the arrows on the ground. With the wind, if he was quick enough about it, he could get one of them into the air, and possibly through Melt’s skull before he even knew anybody else was there. He could kill Melt without having to say a word to him, or look him in the eye. 

Would I be able to live with myself, if I did that?

 He knew the answer before he’d even finished thinking the question. Malcolm took a deep breath and started down the slope, forgoing any further attempt at stealth. 
 “Melt,” he called. 
 Melt stiffened. He slowly turned to look at Malcolm, as though he’d forgotten that anything could be a threat to him. The bow fell from his hands and to the ground. Melt met Malcolm’s gaze, and a spark of recognition kindled in his eyes. 
 “They sent you?” asked Melt. “Savior thinks that fucking little of me? To send a champion barely past the point of wiping his own fucking ass?” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm couldn’t help but smile. “Nice to see you, too. I’m surprised you remember me.” 
 Melt scratched at his scraggly, overgrown beard. 
 “It’s not how I thought it would be,” he said. “It’s like … a jigsaw puzzle, with all the important pieces missing. I remember a lot, though. Fuck… I wish I didn’t.”  
 Malcolm looked at him, trying to think of something he could say that would affect the outcome of their encounter. It felt like weakness. He was there to kill Melt, and that was what he needed to do, even if he didn’t want to. 
 “You little fucker,” said Melt. “I respect you now.” 
 “You didn’t before?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Fuck no,” said Melt. “You were a bleeding heart. Didn’t think you had the guts to actually face off against a monster without buckling…” 
 Malcolm almost brought up the fact that it was that exact trait that had led to Melt becoming a demon. He’d been unable to fight Rose alongside him, and Melt, pushing his powers too far, had turned. 

If he doesn’t remember that, I’m not going to remind him.

 Melt eyes narrowed, sharpening the silence. Malcolm felt himself tensing up, the anticipation building for what was to come. 
 “I’m sorry, Melt,” he said. “This time… I have to do it.” 
 “Then come and fucking do it,” said Melt. 
 Despite himself, Malcolm found it hard to attack first. Melt didn’t have his guard up. He was capable of fighting back, but seemed like he was already defeated in spirit. 
 “Don’t have the fucking guts?” asked Melt. “Do you need motivation, kid? Maybe I should tell you about the people I killed on the way here.” 
 Malcolm clenched his hands into fists. 
 “That’s the real scary thing about being a demon,” said Melt. “Killing… is fucking automatic. I don’t know if it’s innate, or maybe, just cause we don’t remember enough to know any better. It’s easy using my powers, I just melt and go down people’s throats. Expand once I’m in their stomachs… Messy, but efficient.” 
 Malcolm forced himself into an attack. He rushed toward Melt, wind running with long strides. Melt watched him approach, dodging his first punch and countering with a knee to the stomach that completely winded him.  
 Malcolm fell to the ground, rolling to avoid Melt’s follow up kick. He grabbed at a couple of stray arrows at the wind and blasted them toward Melt’s chest with an intense burst of wind. Melt dissolved into red goo right before they struck him, dodging the attack easily enough to make Malcolm question whether it was worth trying the same tactic again. 
 He saw Melt, still in melted form, go for his mouth and throat. Malcolm had the wind on his side, and used it to create a powerful air current shield around his head, knocking back the red goo as it came within inches of his mouth. 
 He summoned as much of the wind as he could control and used it to blast Melt back completely. Melt reformed and assumed a combat stance. Malcolm lifted his own fists, drawing upon crumbs of martial arts advice from Tapestry, as the demon advanced on him. 
 Wind manipulation gave him enough speed to dodge Melt’s first barrage of punches. When Melt attacked with a roundhouse kick, Malcolm managed to knock him off balance with a blast of air from behind. He then rushed forward and managed to land a quick, grazing jab to Melt’s jaw.  
 “You’re out of your fucking league, kid,” said Melt. He dropped his guard, daring Malcolm to hit him. 
 Malcolm leapt, feet first, toward Melt. He went right through him. Melt dissolved just as Malcom should have made contact and reformed behind him, instantly grabbing Malcom and throwing him to the ground. Malcom cushioned his fall reflexively, but in his panic, he over compensated. Instead of catching his balance, Malcom launched himself ten feet into the air. 
 His head pounded with adrenaline and euphoria, from both the fight and using his powers so much. Melt was smiling, though the gleam in his eyes made his expression seem sad.  
 “You can feel it,” he called. “I know you can. Fuck, it’s the same thing that drew me in. It would fuck every champion over, if not for the stabilizers… and people like me and you. Well, now just you, I guess.” 
 Malcolm was circling around Melt through the air, trying to find an angle of advantage from which to attack. Melt suddenly changed form and surged up toward him as a red, gelatinous blob. Malcolm was too focused on shielding his nose and mouth to notice that Melt was aiming to get around him. 
 Melt reformed behind Malcolm, with one arm already in position for a chokehold. Malcolm was still airborne, and he struggled to stay aloft as Melt’s arms tightened around his neck. They began to plummet toward the ground as Malcom’s head throbbed from lack of oxygen. And then, the world turned off. 


 




CHAPTER 30

   
 When Malcolm woke up, it was with a pounding headache and a musky scent on his nose. He blinked his eyes, taking in the dim conditions of a small, dusty shack. There was a window on one wall, reinforced with metal lattice to make it virtually shatterproof. 
 He was sitting with both wrists handcuffed behind his back and the frame of a metal chair underneath him. Malcolm tried leaning forward, but the chair didn’t tip. 
 “It’s bolted to the ground,” said Melt. He stepped out of a shadow and into a beam of orange light. The sun was setting, telling Malcolm that he had been unconscious for at least a couple of hours. 
 “I’m still alive,” said Malcolm. “I feel like I’ve won a prize, or something.” 
 Melt didn’t say anything. A sinking feeling took hold in Malcolm’s stomach. 
 “Are you going to try to turn me?” he asked. “Force me to use my powers until I lose control, and become a monster.” 
 Melt slowly shook his head. 
 “I’m not like Rain Dancer, or Multi,” said Melt. “Those fuckers are just looking for excuses to kill.” 
 “Wait…” Malcolm frowned. “Multi… You’ve seen him since he was captured by Rain Dancer.” 
 Melt chuckled. 
 “They gave me the whole song and dance,” he said. “There’s a genocide against monsters, and we need to take a fucking stand. As though I’d sign up with them in an instant, throw away everything I believed in, just because I’ve got bumps on my skull now.” 
 “You met with them,” said Malcolm. “And they just let you leave, when you said no?” 
 Melt chuckled. 
 “Nobody stops me from leaving,” he said. 
 A couple of silent seconds passed. Malcolm’s concern over what Melt would do next was outweighed by his curiosity.  
 “Did he still seem like himself?” asked Malcolm. “I can’t imagine Multi… working with Rain Dancer.” 
 “Didn’t recognize me, not that we were best friends, or anything,” said Melt. “If I had to guess… The memory loss… I think it’s like trauma. Like a head injury. It depends on how hard you get hit emotionally when you turn.” 
 “Is that just a theory, or do you have proof?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Yeah, I got fucking proof,” said Melt, sarcastically. “I’ve just been doing science and taking notes these past few fucking days. Fuck you, Wind Runner.” 
 “Jesus, Melt,” said Malcolm. “I hope you don’t kiss your mother with that mouth.” 
 “I don’t remember my mother,” said Melt. “That’s one thing that’s definitely gone. But even if I did… I wouldn’t want her to see me. Not like this.” 

I meant that as a joke. Now I feel bad.

 Melt took a deep breath, and let out a shaky sigh. He pulled up another chair and sat down across from Malcolm. He produced a flask from somewhere and tipped it back, taking a long swig. 
 “It’s hard for me to understand,” said Melt. “Why would anyone want to keep living… like this?” 
 Malcolm was torn, unsure of whether Melt’s question needed an answer, and if so, what he could say. 
 “You could try to be better,” he said. “Just because there are a lot of monsters out there who have abandoned their morals doesn’t mean that you have to.” 
 “You’re so fucking naïve.” Melt shook the flask, and then finished off whatever was left in it. “And that’s not even what I meant.” 
 Melt gestured to the cabin they were in, and then to the window. 
 “I used to work here,” he said. “Surprised I remember that. I was… a summer camp counselor.” 
 “That’s… kind of hard for me to picture,” said Malcolm. 
 “It was a long time ago,” said Melt. “But… I enjoyed it. I honestly fucking did. It wasn’t fun, though, not exactly. It was mostly just boring.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything. 
 “That’s what I never got,” said Melt. “It was boring, predictable, and routine. Probably the happiest time of my life, if I’d stopped to really think about it. You’re lucky when you’re bored, especially if you’re around other people, who are bored too. You just never stop to fucking think about that, until you’re not bored. Until you’re scared, or angry at the world. Or you hate yourself.” 

He’s venting to me. I don’t think that’s a good sign.

 Melt flicked his empty flask across the room. It sounded like a tin can as it bounced across the floor. He reached a hand around to the back of his belt, and pulled out a pistol. Malcolm tensed up and immediately tried to knock it away with his wind manipulation, but Melt had a good grip. 
 “Easy, now,” said Melt. “Wind Runner, I’m going to tell you something. You gotta learn that you can’t always win. The most important thing you can learn in life is that you have to know how and when to lose. Cause sometimes… it’s too fucking pointless.” 
 “Melt!” shouted Malcolm. He pulled at the handcuffs as hard as he could, his wrists chafing as he desperately tried to slip them loose. 
 “Key is taped under the chair,” said Melt. “Along with a note. Give it to Greenthumb.” 
 Melt brought the barrel of the pistol into his mouth and pulled the trigger. The crack of the gunshot was deafening, and red and white bits blasted out the back of what was left of Melt’s head. He fell forward, blood still pumping out of his mouth and shattered skull, spreading across the wood floor, staining the edges of Malcolm’s feet. 
 “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Jesus fucking Christ, Melt.” 


 




CHAPTER 31

   
 It only took Malcolm a minute or two to find the key on the underside of his chair. Part of him was frustrated that he hadn’t thought to feel around there earlier, though he knew that it was just his regret manifesting as guilt. He couldn’t have stopped Melt from doing what he’d done. 

He was waiting for a champion to show up. I bet he was glad it was someone like me, someone with at least a little empathy for monsters.

 Malcolm stood outside the cabin, feeling an odd mixture of uncertainty over what he should do next. Was he supposed just leave Melt’s body where it was, dripping blood onto the floor of a cabin in an abandoned summer camp? It seemed so cavalier, so empty and heartless. But what else could he do? He reported to Savior, not to the normal authorities. 
 He took a minute to wipe the soles of his shoes through the grass, trying to get rid of the blood staining them. It didn’t really come off, and Malcolm decided it wasn’t that big of a deal. Melt was dead, his shoes had a bit of blood on them. The world would keep on turning. 
 Malcolm looked around and eventually found a dirty tarp to cover Melt’s body. He resolved to come back, sooner rather than later, and give Melt the burial he deserved. He’d been a good man, and even as a demon, he’d kept a strong grip on his conscience. Thinking about it made Malcolm think of Danny, and the struggle his brother had been through, trying to transition back to living a life that didn’t involve killing and destruction. 
 “You weren’t such a bad guy, Melt,” he said, looking back through the cabin’s door. “No. You did the best you could.” 
 The night air had a chill to it that found its way under his clothes, and it made him feel restless as he headed back toward Vanderbrook. The note Melt had entrusted to him felt like it was burning a hole in Malcolm’s pocket, so he headed to the hospital before returning to Tapestry’s house. The sun had set completely by the time he’d arrived, and he was certain that it would be past visiting hours. 
 Luckily, Malcolm remembered the floor and number of Greenthumb’s room. He spent a minute staring up at the hospital’s windows until he found the right one, and then carefully maneuvered up to it using wind manipulation.  
 Greenthumb was still awake, and immediately turned to stare at him when he started tapping on the window. The bedridden champion smiled as he recognized him and gestured for him to come in. The window was unlocked, though sliding it open while simultaneously keeping himself in place with the wind was more challenging than expected. 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm, as he slipped inside. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Greenthumb. “What an unexpected surprise.” 
 Malcolm nodded, suddenly feeling unsure of what to say. 
 “Savior sent me after Melt,” he finally said. 
 Greenthumb nodded. He was looking better, but he had lost weight and his usual ruddy complexion was pale. 
 “I assumed as much,” said Greenthumb. “It was past time for Melt to be put down. I hope he wasn’t too much trouble for you.” 
 Malcolm shook his head slowly. 
 “Don’t worry,” Greenthumb added quickly. “I would have done the same thing, and so would have Melt, if the tables were turned. Monsters can’t be allowed to roam free.” 
 “He did it himself,” Malcolm said. “He… shot himself.” 
 Greenthumb looked puzzled. He tapped a finger on a gaunt cheekbone. 
 “Strange,” he said. “If that was what he intended, I’m surprised he waited as long as he did.” 
 Malcolm drew the note out of his pocket and passed it over to him. Greenthumb examined it as though it were evidence from a crime scene. 
 “Interesting…” he said. “Melt was always the sentimental type, despite his less than charming disposition. What a shame.” 
 Greenthumb set the note on his bed table. It was as though Malcolm had handed him a flyer in the street, or a piece of junk mail.  

He’ll read it eventually. I can’t imagine that he wouldn’t…

 “You look like you have a question for me,” said Greenthumb. “Please. Tell me what’s on your mind, Wind Runner.” 
 “How do you do it?” asked Malcolm. “I mean, I know that’s an open ended question. But you’re… unaffected by this. How the hell can you be so… casual?” 
 The word Malcolm wanted to use was detached, or perhaps even cold. Greenthumb wasn’t emotionless, Malcolm knew that from watching him interact with his girlfriend, and occasionally Anna. But when it came to his job, he was an unflinching machine. 
 “I wish there was an easy answer that I could give you.” Greenthumb smiled ruefully. “The world… doesn’t make sense. Especially when viewed through the eyes of a champion. You have to learn to adapt to that senselessness.” 
 Malcolm folded his arms. He wanted a better answer than that. 
 “How did you manage it?” he asked. 
 “I found things to hold onto,” said Greenthumb. “People to hold onto. People that need me to be… strong, for them.” 
 His smile took on a sudden vulnerable quality. 
 “I was not a strong man before I became a champion,” said Greenthumb. “Sometimes, what we are is just what’s needed at the time.” 
 Malcolm considered his words. 
 “Are you going to read the note Melt left you?” he asked. 
 Greenthumb shrugged. 
 “Would you, in my position?” 
 “He was your partner,” said Malcolm. 
 “I might read it…” said Greenthumb. “But understand that if I don’t, it’s because I need to be able to choose not to. Sometimes strength is about making the choice that lets you stay strong.” 
 Malcolm let the silence hang for a moment. He licked his lips and started to turn back to the window. 
 “Wind Runner,” said Greenthumb. “I’m going to be leaving the hospital in the next few days and returning to work. I’ll need a new partner.” 
 He looked Malcolm pointedly and raised his eyebrows slightly. 
 “You think I could do the work of a Field Champion?” asked Malcolm. 
 “You already have,” said Greenthumb. “Melt’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 Malcolm wanted to scream. 

Melt killed himself. Even as a demon, with a patchy memory and marginal self-restraint, he could do his duty.

 “I don’t think so,” he said. 
 “Just give it some thought,” said Greenthumb. “I’d rather have someone I know than someone Savior picks for me. I wanted to ask Anna, but my girlfriend vetoed her as an option.” 
 Malcolm smiled. 
 “Gee, I wonder why,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 32

   
 Malcolm knew that he needed to report in with Savior that night, but the temptation to take a quick rest was too enticing for him to ignore. He made a detour toward his apartment, deciding that it wouldn’t cost him more than twenty minutes to steal a shower and grab some food. 
 He wearily dragged himself up the stairs and unlocked his apartment, feeling a bit of his tension melt away just from being home. His apartment was dark, and it took him a second to realize that he wasn’t alone. He turned the living room light on and readied himself for a fight. 
 Rose was sitting on his couch. She wore a white halter top and black leggings with a pair of knee high brown boots. Her skin color was back to its normal pale purple hue, now that she was no longer undercover with Fantasy. Shadows swirled around her body, and her dark hair fell loose across her shoulders. 
 “What are you doing here?” asked Malcolm. 
 It was the only question that made sense to ask first, but also the one he felt like he needed the answer to the least. Emotions surged in his chest as he looked at the curves of her body. She wasn’t wearing a bra under her top, and it was apparently on the chilly side in his apartment. 
 “I came to see you.” Rose stood up and walked toward him. 
 “Okay,” said Malcolm, with a bit of venom in his tone. Rose frowned and raised an eyebrow at him. 
 “You’re moody,” she observed. “Don’t tell me that this is about our little fight at the casino. That was work, for both of us.” 
 “Work…” said Malcolm. “Do you always do your job, Rose? If Rain Dancer told you to kill somebody… would you do that, too?” 
 “You think I’m here to kill you?” Rose smiled. “Really…?” 
 She stepped in closer to him, pushing her chest out slightly. Malcolm felt a little annoyed, though he couldn’t pinpoint why. She was right. He was feeling moody, angry, even. He grabbed Rose by the arms roughly, pulling her so her face was close to his. 
 “You’re a spryte,” said Malcolm. “And I’m a champion. How do you know that one of these days I won’t decide to start toeing the company line?” 
 “You could try it,” whispered Rose. “If you think you could take me. See what happens.” 
 Malcolm pushed her down on the couch, climbing onto her and pinning her arms. Rose’s expression flickered with playfulness, but also aggression, and a slight edge of fear. She wrapped his arms in her shadow tendrils, though they were limited in effectiveness by the light. 
 He tore off her halter top, ignoring the annoyed look Rose gave him as one of the straps ripped. Her large breasts bounced loose, well-formed and glorious. She leaned her face up to his, lacing her fingers through his hair and pulling him into a passionate kiss. 

Melt kills himself, and I fool around with the enemy. How is that fair?

 Malcolm’s anger surged, fueling his horniness in an odd mishmash of emotions. He pulled his shirt off and rushed to undo the zipper of his jeans. Rose bit her bottom lip and put a hand on his chest, playfully trying to hold him back as he pressed into her. 
 He dispensed with her boots and leggings with the same aggression he’d used on her top. Rose glared at him, but said nothing. He kissed her and felt her dig her fingernails into his bare back in revenge. 
 Malcolm was hard, and manhandled Rose into position to enter her. She was wet and he slid in easy, almost immediately building to a fast thrusting pace. It was angry sex, cathartic, a way of blowing off steam after a day that didn’t make sense. 
 Rose gave responded to his need in kind, wrestling Malcolm for control with her shadow tendrils. It was though she was goading him into pushing it further. Malcolm maintained control, grabbing her arms, pressing her into the couch. His angry thrusts seemed to reflect their deferring allegiances outside of the bedroom. 
 “Oh!” Rose cried. “Mmm!” 
 “This is what you wanted, Rose,” he whispered into her ear. “This is what you get.” 
 He groped one of her breasts roughly, slapping one of her shadow tendrils away as it tried to run up his arm. He kissed her again, their tongues intertwining. He grabbed her buttocks in his hands and pumped into her like a machine stuck in overdrive. 
 Rose’s moans grew louder, until she was screaming out in the ecstasy of the moment. She ran a hand through his hair gently, shivered, and melted against him, her forehead leaning against his chest in submission. Malcolm pumped her a few more times, pulling out as he reached his limit and releasing all over her stomach and chest. 
 Rose was breathing hard and reeling from her orgasm, but she still had the presence of mind to glare at him and the mess he’d made. 
 “Sorry,” said Malcolm. “I’ll get you a towel.” 
 “Thank you,” she said. “You could have… picked a better place than that for it, you know.” 
 Malcolm considered for a moment. He thought about the lie that Golden Joab had told about Jade Portal being pregnant. Savior had revealed to him that most sprytes were infertile. 

Most sprytes. Better safe than sorry.

 He frowned as he pulled on his boxers and walked to the bathroom. If he wanted to play it safe, what he should really do was push Rose as far away from him as possible. It seemed as though so many of the complications in his life all stemmed from that one decision to bring her back to his apartment on that fateful night. 
 “You’ve got a look on your face,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “It’s nothing,” he said. “I’m just… thinking.” 
 He passed Rose the towel, and she cleaned herself up. 
 “You can think out loud, you know,” she said. “It’s this thing called talking.” 
 Malcolm smiled, but felt a little sad on the inside. 
 “How much can we really talk, anymore?” he asked. “When it comes to anything serious… it’s just going to lead us back to an argument.” 
 “Maybe it’s an argument we’re supposed to have.” 
 “Yeah, because we’re both just so open minded when it comes to the one another’s point of view,” said Malcolm, rolling his eyes. 
 Rose looked like she had more to say about that, but she wisely let it drop. She was still naked, and pulled her knees up to her chest. 
 “Come warm me up,” she said. 
 “I have to go soon.” 
 “Stay?” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “I wish I could,” he said. “I have to report in to Savior.” 
 “You don’t think you could put that off until the morning?” Rose shifted, letting one of her breasts slide back into view. Malcolm walked over and sat down next to her, feeling extremely tempted to do as she suggested.  
 His jeans vibrated on the floor. Malcolm reached over to them and took his phone out. 
 “Don’t answer that,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm frowned at her. It was Tapestry. He slid his thumb across the screen to answer. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 “Where are you?” Tapestry demanded. 
 “I’m… at my place,” said Malcolm. “Why?” 
 “There’s a protest,” she said, quickly. “Right outside Savior’s hotel. A bunch of instigators stirred up fake outrage on social media, and hundreds came out for it. Most from Halter City.” 
 “Alright.” Malcolm frowned. “You sound really worried?” 
 “I have a bad feeling about this, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “Get over to my place as soon as you can. Please… hurry.” 
 She hung up. Malcolm set his phone on the couch and started pulling on his jeans. 
 “Stay here,” said Rose. “Please.” 
 Malcolm’s frowned deepened. He looked at her carefully. 
 “You know something,” he said. “You’re trying to keep me here tonight for more than just fun.” 
 Rose hesitated, and then nodded. 
 “He’s going to kill you, Malcolm,” she said, softly. 
 “Rain Dancer?” Malcolm shook his head. “He can try, if he wants. I don’t think he’ll have an easy time of it.” 
 “Malcolm!” She stood up, grabbing his arm, naked and desperate. “I’m serious. He won’t hold back against you this time.” 
 Malcolm licked his lips. 
 “Is it really for my own safety that you’re trying to keep me here?” he asked. “Or to keep me from helping my friends?” 
 “You’ll notice that I’m not helping my friends, either,” pointed out Rose. “I couldn’t care less about Rain Dancer, but Shield Maiden, and Fantasy. They aren’t bad people.” 
 “Rose…” Malcolm sighed. 
 “Just listen to me,” said Rose. “If you’re here with me, you’ll be safer. I can convince Shield Maiden to talk to him. Trust me, Rain Dancer will listen to her. We can work something out.” 
 “I’m not afraid of him, Rose,” he said. 
 She looked at him as though he were a complete idiot. 
 “He only has one eye because of you,” she said. “He will kill you, if you’re on your own. I could even help hide you, Malcolm. Like you did for me. Once this is over, you’ll need that kind of protection.” 
 A cold chill ran down the back of Malcolm’s neck. 
 “Once what is over?” he asked. 
 Rose didn’t say anything. Malcolm pulled his arm back from her. She didn’t stop him. 
 “I’m going, Rose,” he said. “I’m not backing down.” 
 Rose nodded slowly. 
 “I won’t fight you,” she whispered. “Not this time. Please… stay safe.” 


 




CHAPTER 33

   
 Malcolm dressed quickly and headed out. He pushed his wind manipulation hard to get to Tapestry’s as quickly as he could, taking massive leaps that were as close to flying as he could get while still occasionally touching down. 
 Tapestry was at the door, in jeans and a leather jacket, the bulge of her gun visible under one arm. She was arguing with Melanie on the doorstep. Malcolm dropped down next to them, surprising them both. 
 “Malcolm!” cried Melanie. “Tell her she’s being crazy. This could turn into a riot! There’s nothing she can do. She isn’t like Savior, neither of you are. You won’t be safe there. You’ll just make yourselves into targets. This is stupid and ridiculous and, and…” 
 “Melanie,” said Malcolm. “This is part of our job. Savior is here in our city, helping us reorganize. We can’t leave him at the mercy of a mob.” 
 Tapestry nodded, looking pleased that Malcolm shared her point of view. 
 “We’ll be careful, Melanie,” she said. “This isn’t as dangerous as it might seem. Most of the protesters are peaceful, and the ones that aren’t are still wary of what champions can do.” 
 She gave Melanie a quick kiss on the forehead and nodded to Malcolm. The two of them climbed into her black BMW and Tapestry pulled onto the street. 
 “Morph is already there,” said Tapestry. “There isn’t much she can do to help, though. She’s flying overhead, watching the crowd.” 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “Give me the full details.” 
 “There was a shooting downtown,” said Tapestry. “Two people injured, one dead. All of the witnesses claim that they identified Savior as the gunman.” 
 Malcolm scowled. 
 “That makes no sense,” he said. “First off, Savior wouldn’t do something like that. But even if he was in the mood to be psychopathic… he can shoot energy blasts and tear people in half with his super strength.” 
 “Exactly,” said Tapestry. “I gave it some thought. Remember the illusion spryte from the casino?” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Of course,” he said. “And let me guess: there was no video of the incident.” 
 “None,” said Tapestry. “It’s one of Rain Dancer’s plots to stir people up.” 
 “It looks like it worked.” 
 Tapestry had just turned the corner onto the block where Savior’s hotel was located. A crowd of people cut the street off completely, some waving signs, others chanting, a few trashing cars. Tapestry quickly turned around, parking the car in the street for a quick getaway, if needed. 
 A couple of police officers were in attendance, and had set up a small strip of yellow tape along the border of the hotel and the public sidewalk. Savior was standing just outside the hotel’s entrance, apparently attempting to calm the protesters down. Wax was at his side, with a deeply concerned expression on his face. 
 “Everybody, relax!” shouted Savior. “Please, just listen!” 
 His voice was drowned out by the crowd’s booing as he went on to make his next point. Malcolm could already tell that he and Tapestry would have no hope of pushing through the dense crowd. 
 “Here,” he said, putting an arm around her waist. “Hang onto me. I’m going to get us in next to him.” 
 Tapestry furrowed her brow at him for a moment, and then took hold of him, entwining one of her legs with his and pushing her chest against his shoulder. 
 It took a strong burst of wind to get them into the air. Malcolm felt Tapestry tense up against him as they flew over the crowd. He cushioned them as they came down, blowing a bit of dust and dirt into the faces of the nearest protesters. He offered a shrug of his shoulders as an apology, but it was returned by a number of glares from the crowd. 
 “Cutter,” said Savior. “Good timing. I’m just trying to have a civil conversation, here. It’s much more difficult than–” 
 An egg hit Savior in the side of his head. He frowned, keeping his reaction in check as he wiped bits of shell and a yolk out of his hair. 
 “Oh, come now!” shouted Savior. “That is just uncalled for. I’m a very important person. You don’t throw eggs at very important people!” 
 “Savior,” said Tapestry. “They aren’t going to leave. We should head into the hotel and wait this out.” 
 Somebody threw a rock, not at Savior, but at one of the hotel’s windows, smashing through it. Savior set his hands on his hips and glowered at the crowd. A woman stepped in a little closer, beyond the boundary the police had set up, holding her phone and either recording or livestreaming. 
 “Do you understand what the world would look like, if it wasn’t for me?” screamed Savior. He jabbed a finger at the woman, stepping in closer to her. “Go ahead and film! You all can film! Why don’t I give you something worth filming?” 
 “Savior!” Malcolm ran up behind, grabbing his shoulder and trying to pull him back toward the hotel. Savior knocked him aside as easily as someone might brush a fallen leaf off their shoulder. 
 Savior lifted his hand into the air. Neon blue energy condensed in his palm, and the air around him vibrated like the string of an instrument. 
 “I made a choice to protect you people!” he shouted. “Do you know what would happen if I decided to go off the rails?” 
 He released the energy into the air, and it streaked into the sky like a cruise missile made of searing blue light. The blast rose up, disappearing after a couple of seconds, and then the night sky exploded with intense light. 
 It was like witnessing a nuclear explosion, and perhaps more terrifying for the senselessness of it. There was no mushroom cloud, but the blast was bright enough to leave Malcolm unsure of what the actual shape of the burst was. Splotches of colored afterimage coated his vision, but he only had a second or two to consider it before the sound of the blast reached them. 
 Most of the protesters dropped down to the ground, clutching at their ears. Malcolm covered his own ears, more annoyed by the ringing than the pain. Savior stood in front of the crowd, emanating the confidence and anger of a god whose authority had been challenged. 
 “You are no savior,” boomed a deep, loud voice. 
 Malcolm scanned the crowd to see where it had come from, and watched in horror as several people he recognized emerged from the alleyways across the street. Rain Dancer stood at the head of the group, his dark skin and dreadlocks now combined with a black eyepatch over his left eye. 
 Shield Maiden stood next to him, her skin swirled with pink, purple, and blue colors. And on the other side, now with the familiar, misshapen head bumps of a champion turned demon, stood Multi. 


 




CHAPTER 34

   
 Malcolm was at a loss for words. He looked over at Tapestry to find her clutching at her chest, her mouth turned down in an expression of fear and worry. Multi had been one of the most powerful champions, outside of Savior. If he was now using his power on the side of the monsters, there was no telling how much damage he could do. 
 “Finally,” said Savior. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever show yourself. And you bought one of my old friends with you. Multi, how are you, buddy?” 
 Despite the situation, there was something in Savior’s tone that sounded stupidly sincere. He grinned at Multi, acting for a moment like the crowd and the other monsters weren’t even there. 
 “He doesn’t care about you, you know,” said Rain Dancer. “And there’s no reason why he should. You treated him like you treat all your underlings. Disposable, a tool to use to murder innocents.” 
 “That’s a blatant… exaggeration,” said Savior. “And I wasn’t speaking to you.” 
 “Multi…” Tapestry called. Malcolm didn’t think it had been loud enough for their former boss to have heard, he stepped forward after a moment and locked eyes with her. 
 “I remember… scraps,” said Multi. “But not enough to keep me from fighting for my life. If you intend to kill me, just because I’m now a demon, I’ll kill you first. I’m sorry… Aubrey.” 
 Malcolm grabbed Tapestry’s shoulder, knowing the effect his words would have her. It was worse than if he’d ranted and raved, threatened to destroy all of them in a typical villainous fashion. 

Multi at least remembers her real name. How is she going to fight him without seeing her old friend underneath?

 “This is what you’ve made of the world, Savior!” shouted Rain Dancer. “Are you proud of the fact that you’ve created a genocide of an entire class of people? You know, that was done once before in history, and the way we remember it is with shame and remorse!” 
 “All we’re asking for is a chance,” said Shield Maiden, straining her voice to reach the same volume as Rain Dancer. “We want to sit down at the table with the people in the world who make decisions and prove that we aren’t the threat that we’ve been made out to be.” 
 Malcolm almost nodded in agreement. It sounded good. He looked over at Savior, who seemed to be considering the situation very carefully. Malcolm turned to look back at the crowd, and spotted the trap. 
 A dozen copies of Multi had moved into position on the street, some of them wielding rifles, and others carrying pistols. Malcolm nudged Tapestry with his elbow, but she’d already noticed.  
 “Savior,” he hissed. “They’re planning something.” 
 “Of course they are,” Savior whispered back.  
 He stepped forward, grinning and waving to the still hostile crowd. 
 “People of the world!” shouted Savior. “People watching this on the news, or on the internet… I want you to know and understand one undeniable fact about the world we live in… You can’t always get what you want!” 
 He stopped to clear his throat. Rain Dancer gave a subtle nod, and the Multis in hiding moved to spring their trap. The crowd erupted into screams as the demons emerged from hiding, weapons at the ready. 
 “You didn’t let me finish!” bellowed Savior. 
 “There is nothing more for us to hear,” shouted Rain Dancer. “You use these innocent people as your shield, and look what happens?” 
 “You murder innocents!” shouted Savior. “And I have no need for a shield!” 
 He turned his attention onto the crowd, which was already in the process of fleeing, and widened his eyes. Malcolm heard a new chorus of screams erupt, it didn’t seem to be because of fear the Multis, but of Savior. 

He’s using his offensive illusions to scare them away. Clever.

 The street was mostly clear of innocents in only a couple of seconds. Strangely, it only increased the tension, as Malcolm, Tapestry, Wax, and Savior came face to face with Rain Dancer, Shield Maiden, and a dozen armed Multi copies. 
 Malcolm knew that Savior, on his own, could easily take on all of them. The fact that the others were there only created a liability for him. Malcolm chewed his lip, wondering if it might be a better strategy to just focus on getting himself, Tapestry, and Wax to safety. 
 “We knew it would come to this eventually,” boomed Rain Dancer. “Let us fight each other here, and resolve our issues personally, ya?” 
 Savior laughed. 
 “You stand no chance against me,” he said. 
 Savior was suddenly a blur, rushing forward toward the monsters faster than Malcolm’s eyes could follow. He slammed into Rain Dancer, knocking him back and into the brick of the building behind him hard enough to leave a person shaped outline. 
 Malcolm reacted instinctively, grabbing Tapestry and Wax’s hands and pulling them behind a nearby car. Gunshots rang out, bullets bouncing off the ground in their wake. Wax was last, and as he slid into a safety, he let out a small cry. 
 “Wax!” shouted Tapestry.  
 “One of them just… nicked my leg,” said Wax, clutching at his calf.  
 One of the Multis had apparently escaped Malcolm’s notice, and rounded the car they were using for cover with a rifle leveled at their heads. 
 Morph, dive-bombing in hawk form, slammed into the Multi’s face, tearing at his eyes and cheeks. Malcolm rushed forward, pulling the rifle loose. He fired a quick shot into the demon’s stomach. Tapestry watched with a horrified look on her face. 

She knew Multi better than I did. He was her boss and her friend.

 “We don’t have a choice,” said Malcolm. “We’re fighting for our lives, Tapestry.” 
 “I know,” she said. She took out her pistol, holding it in one hand and helping Wax keep pressure on his leg with the other.  
 Malcolm peered up and over the car just in time to see two more Multis approaching, fast. He let loose with the wind, knocking them back off their feet and managing to scatter one of their guns. 
 Savior was fighting both Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden in the street, though the latter could do little against him. Malcolm watched as Shield Maiden created a bubble shield around Savior, only to have the champion tear through it in less than a second. 
 “If you surrender,” said Savior, “perhaps I could find a way to have you all imprisoned indefinitely, instead of putting you to death. I don’t have a taste for pointless bloodshed.” 
 Rain Dancer let out a roar and a burst of lightning. It struck Savior full in the chest, but was so ineffective that it might as well have been water from a squirt gun. Rain Dancer flew up into the air and came rushing down again. Savior made no attempt to dodge him. 
 The Multis were regrouping, several of them laying down constant gunfire against the car Malcolm and the others were using for cover. It was all Malcolm could do to pop up every couple of seconds and try to buffet his opponents with strong gusts of wind. 
 The rifle was useless to him at anything other than short range. Even if he’d been trained with it, the Multis weren’t giving him time to aim, their shots ricocheting off the car’s metal frame in a ceaseless hail of bullets. 
 Tapestry tried firing around the side of the car, but it was clearly hard for her, practically and emotionally. It wasn’t like it had been against Danny, or the last time they’d fought Rain Dancer. She was trying to shoot somebody she’d known. 
 Morph was the only one, outside of Savior, who still seemed effective on offense. She would swoop in every couple of minutes, tearing into the face of a Multi with savage strikes of her beak and talons. Malcolm was afraid that one of them would get a lucky shot off at her, but she wasn’t a large target, and unlike a normal bird, she understood how dangerous guns were. 
 “We have to pull back,” muttered Malcolm. “This isn’t going to end well.” 
 “We’re okay,” said Tapestry. “Savior’s winning against Rain Dancer! We just have to hold on until his fight is over.” 
 Malcolm nodded. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Rain Dancer and Savior brawling with each other. It seemed like Savior was toying with the demon, or at least giving him a chance by not using his energy blasts to defeat him in an instant. 
 Savior dodged one of Rain Dancer’s kicks and retaliated with a hard punch directly to the demon’s nose. Rain Dancer staggered back, clutching his face in his hands, and then began to laugh. 
 It almost seemed as though his laughter was some kind of signal. The Multis stopped shooting and fell back into formation behind Rain Dancer and Shield Maiden. Rain Dancer pulled his hands away from his face, revealing a bloody, broken nose. 
 “You’re going to want to get that set,” called Malcolm. “That, plus the eye… I know some girls go for the battle-scarred warrior look, but it’s not all that flattering on you.” 
 “Always with the jokes, ya?” said Rain Dancer. “Why don’t I offer you a riddle in return?” 
 The street was silent. Savior watched the group of monsters with a puzzled expression on his face. He held his hand out to the side, palm up, as though considering using an energy blast to end the encounter instantly. 
 “Riddle me this,” said Rain Dancer. “What is Savior’s weakness?” 
 Malcolm felt a sick feeling take root in his stomach. He looked from Rain Dancer to the Multi at the head of the pack, who had a smile on his face. 
 “That’s not a riddle that has an answer,” said Savior. “Multi knew many of my secrets, but I never told him that. I would have been a fool to take such a risk.” 
 Next to Malcolm, Wax stood up a little straighter. He looked like he was about to throw up. 
 “He at least has a few guesses,” said Wax. “This is bad. This is really, really bad.” 
 “No weakness?” asked Rain Dancer. “Okay. Why don’t you fly at me, and throw one of your energy blasts from the air? Or… You could use those illusions of yours, while also being shot at? Shouldn’t be too hard, you know?” 
 Savior frowned slightly, but kept his expression neutral. From behind Rain Dancer, Multi stepped forward. 
 “I always wondered why you pushed for that law,” said Multi. “The one about flight capable champions needing to use standard air traffic lanes and follow the same protocols as planes. It seemed clunky and bureaucratic.” 
 “He told us before he’d even turned,” said Rain Dancer. “Made a deal, a bargain with us, in exchange for his life. Savior… we know that you can only use one of your powers at a time.” 
 Malcolm chewed his lip, considering the accusation. 

Did that have something to do with why his powers didn’t work for me? Is there some kind of mental trigger for each one?

 Savior started laughing. There was a confidence in it that bordered on arrogance. Coming from a normal person, it would have seemed maniacal. From Savior, the most powerful champion in the world, it sounded a little terrifying, even to Malcolm, someone on the same side of the battle. 
 “You only discovered my functional weakness, and yet you think you can kill me?” shouted Savior. “Multi, I’m disappointed in you. Truly, I am.” 
 A green portal opened directly behind Savior. A half dozen copies of Multi charged out from hiding spots within an alley to Savior’s side. They leapt onto Savior, heedless of his strength and the danger it put them in, and rolled through the portal. 


 




CHAPTER 35

   
 The portal disappeared immediately after Savior and the Multis went through it. A hushed silence fell over the street. A breeze blew a discarded newspaper down the sidewalk like a dry tumbleweed in an old western movie. Malcolm felt Tapestry squeezing his arm. 
 “What just happened?” she whispered. 
 “The rest of you can come out now, ya?” shouted Rain Dancer. “You won’t be seeing much of Savior anytime soon. He’ll be nice and comfortable, and several hundred million miles away from being able to do any more damage here on Earth.” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth, feeling his anger surge and overwhelm his logic. He stood up, half expecting to immediately take a bullet from one of the remaining Multis. None of them fired. 
 Jade Portal stood next to Rain Dancer, staring down at the concrete at her feet. Rain Dancer was grinning, with a wild look in his eyes. The Multis and Shield Maiden slowly walked over to join him. 
 “Where is he?” shouted Malcolm.  
 He stared at the monsters, trying to hold onto his anger as fear threatened to displace it. They were outnumbered, but even if they’d only been up against Rain Dancer, they would have still been at a disadvantage. 
 “He’s still alive, you know,” said Rain Dancer. “He’ll be quite comfortable on Europa, one of the moons of Saturn.” 
 “Jupiter,” corrected Shield Maiden. 
 Rain Dancer shrugged. 
 “Whatever,” he said. “The conditions there are… not fun for humans. He’ll probably be okay as long as he relies on his invulnerability, but of course, being limited to one power at a time will keep him from ever being able to come home.” 

They found a way to beat Savior. And they can spin it as exile, instead of murder, with their supporters. This can’t be happening…

 “Please…” said Jade Portal, in a soft, and slightly Russian accented voice. “I did what you asked. It worked, just like I told you it would. Now please… Give me Joab back.” 
 Rain Dancer only then seemed to remember that she was there. He turned to face Jade Portal and slowly shook his head. 
 “The magician has been dead since shortly after we first captured him,” said Rain Dancer. “He was too annoying to keep alive as a prisoner.” 
 “No!” Jade Portal rushed forward, swinging her hands at Rain Dancer like a cat clawing with its paws. Rain Dancer hit her with a burst of electricity, knocking her to the ground. 
 “Your powers are amazing, but too dangerous for me to be able to trust you, you know?” said Rain Dancer. “Sooner or later, you would try the same trick on us. It’s too bad, ya?” 
 He gave Jade Portal another electric shock, eliciting a terrible scream from her. 
 “Time for us to go,” whispered Malcolm. He frowned, trying to work out how to get Tapestry and a wounded Wax to safety. Morph, still in bird form, was on top of a nearby building, effectively safe and sound. 
 “I can get him to my car, I think,” said Tapestry. “But… I’ll need a distraction.” 
 “Distractions are what I do best,” said Malcolm. “Get ready.” 
 Tapestry nodded. Her expression was hard, but Malcolm could see the surprise and confusion in her eyes. Savior had lost against Rain Dancer. For the first time in history, the incredible leader of the Champion Authority had been beaten, and was now a prisoner of his own limitations. 
 Malcolm signaled Tapestry to make a run for it and threw himself into the air. He knew that the primary danger would be the gun wielding Multis. He didn’t just expect them to open fire on him, he was counting on it. 
 A salvo of gunshots roared after him as soon as he flew into direct view. Malcolm felt his ankle explode with pain, and had to grit his teeth to keep from losing his focus. 

Getting shot hurts, even when it’s for a good cause.

 He landed on the roof of a nearby building, immediately falling into a roll to keep from having to put weight on his wound. He could already feel Tapestry’s regeneration ability working its magic, sealing off the injury before he lost too much blood. 
 “Wind Runner!” shouted Rain Dancer. “You are next, you know! I haven’t forgotten about my eye. Maybe I’ll let your friends live… but you will die.” 
 “Aw,” said Malcolm. “You have an eye only for me. That’s so sweet.” 
 He pushed out into the open air again, circling a few times and drawing more gunfire. Malcolm threw in every defensive movement he could think of, somersaulting and barrel rolling to make himself a harder target. 
 He caught sight of Tapestry and Wax slipping into the black BMW, Morph already behind the wheel for a quick escape. Malcolm felt a surge of hope, but only for an instant. A lightning blast struck him from ground level, and he fell at an awkward angle, slamming into the edge of a building and only barely managing to pull himself up onto the roof.  
 Gunshots ricocheted against the spot where he’d been an instant before. Malcolm’s entire body tingled with pain from the electric strike. He licked his lips, trying to listen with the wind to the sound of a muffled conversation in the street below. 
 “Rain, the police are moving in on our position,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “So?” snapped Rain Dancer. 
 “So… We don’t want a bloodbath,” said Shield Maiden. “A lot of people support the movement for monster rights. If we play this right, we can completely overthrow what’s left of the Champion Authority. People will see them as tyrants, and us as heroes.” 
 “Damn,” muttered Rain Dancer. “Fine.” 
 He cleared his throat. 
 “Wind Runner!” he shouted. “I’ll be waiting for you at the Church of the Awakened Children. If you don’t want me to go after your friends and family, you will come and face me there at dawn.” 
 Malcolm leaned his head against the roof of the building. He looked, making sure that Tapestry and the others had made it away, and then burst into flight. The Multis didn’t fire on him, and Rain Dancer didn’t give chase. 

They don’t have to chase me. They’ve already won, and they know it.



 




CHAPTER 36

   
 Malcolm flew to the top of the tallest building in Vanderbrook, heedless of the toll using his wind manipulation so liberally was taking on him. The euphoria felt good, a counterpoint to the dark mood that had taken hold in his chest. 
 He stared down at the town below. The night sky was cloudy overhead, and any extra awareness of the situation on the ground his position might have given him was diminished by the conditions. Malcolm sat on the edge of the building, feeling defeated. 
 He checked his phone. Tapestry had sent him a text, just the address of a motel on the edge of town. Malcolm ran his hand through his hair, wondering if he should even bother heading to meet up with the other champions. 

Rain Dancer will make good on his threat. If I don’t face him, he’ll kill all of them. Maybe even Rose, too.

 The fact that she hadn’t been there at the protest, fighting alongside the other monsters, made Malcolm wonder. She’d wanted him to stay with her in his apartment. Did she know ahead of time about the trap? Was she trying to keep him out of danger? That seemed to go directly against what Rain Dancer wanted, another chance to kill Malcolm and take revenge on him for the eye. 
 It didn’t seem to matter if she’d defied orders or not, in the end. Rain Dancer’s plan had probably gone off better than he could have hoped. Malcolm thought about Savior, and whether he had a plan to get back to Earth. It seemed unlikely, if not impossible. 
 Malcolm headed for the motel, using his flight powers in moderation to keep from pushing the limit. He found it easily enough, and headed into the front office. A bored looking clerk pointed him in the direction of two rooms on the second level, at the end of the walkway. 
 His friends were in the first one, all of them huddled together around a TV. There was a somber tension in the room, the kind that only comes in the wake of unexpected death. Tapestry ran over to him and pulled him into a tight hug as soon as she saw him. 
 “What took you so long?” she demanded. 
 “I just… had some thinking to do, on the way here,” he said. 
 “She was worried sick about you.” Melanie had apparently been picked up along the way, and was sitting in one of the beds. “She went on and on about how it was a mistake to let you try to distract them. I figured you’d be okay, though. You tend to be pretty good at surviving, even if you make stupid decisions, every now and then.” 
 “Thanks… I think?” said Malcolm. Tapestry was still hugging him, and only stepped back after another couple of seconds. Morph and Wax gave him a nod, most of their attention still on the TV. 
 “I haven’t seen anything like this since Day One, Diane,” said one of the news anchors. “The reports of Savior’s death, which are as of now, still unsubstantiated, have set off a wave of protests all around the world.” 
 “The Champion Authority has pulled out of Chicago and New York,” said the female anchor. “A state of emergency has been declared in seven states. The death toll is currently just short of ten thousand, but we expect that to climb in the near future.” 
 “Just how much of this is the work of monsters?” asked the male anchor. 
 “From the reports we’ve received, its monsters and protesters acting in tandem, with looters taking advantage of the chaos,” said the female anchor. “The president has advised everyone to stay indoors and wait until a peaceful solution can be found.” 

A peaceful solution. The Champion Authority is in ruins, and sprytes and demons finally have an event to rally around.

 “This is insane,” muttered Malcolm. “How can this be happening so fast?” 
 “Somebody live streamed Savior being pushed though the portal,” said Wax. “I never suspected that the reaction would be this extreme, but Savior was the head of the Champion Authority.” 
 “But the Champion Authority isn’t just him!” said Anna. “It doesn’t make any sense. Where are the rest of the champions? Why aren’t more of them fighting back?” 
 Tapestry glanced around at everyone in the room. 
 “We’re in hiding,” she said, slowly. “If I had to guess, I’d say the champions in most major cities are in similar straits. The threat of Savior showing up to handle powerful demons personally is what kept most of them from being brazen.” 
 Malcolm frowned, slowly shaking his head. 
 “As strong as Rain Dancer and Multi are together, not even bringing Shield Maiden and the others into it, they’ll have control of the city in a couple of hours,” he said. “Remember what happened when you tried to shoot Rain Dancer with your gun, Tapestry? And Multi, well, he’s not exactly impervious to bullets, but he won’t be put off by fighting armed policemen.” 
 “I can’t believe it’s come to this,” said Anna.  
 The room went silent. Malcolm ran a hand through his hair, knowing that he had to tell them. 
 “Rain Dancer made a threat,” he said. “Not against me, but against all of you, if I didn’t show up to face him personally.” 
 Tapestry was already shaking her head, before he’d even finished speaking. 
 “It’s a just a ploy,” she said. “A way of drawing you out. Malcolm, he wants you dead as much as Savior. You can’t trust his words.” 
 “Wax,” said Malcolm. “What do you think?” 
 Wax shrugged. 
 “I don’t know Rain Dancer well enough to guess at what he’d do,” he said. “But I know… Multi. Well, I know myself.” 
 “And?” 
 Wax glanced toward the shaded window. 
 “He’ll spread himself out through the city,” said Wax. “They’ll be enough Multis to watch all of the roads out. Probably your apartment and Tapestry’s house, too. Zero doubt in my mind that he’ll use the same tactics to hunt us that he did to hunt sprytes and demons as a champion.” 
 “Well, that’s just fantastic,” said Malcolm, with a sigh. 
 “He’ll do it either way, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “You have to realize that.” 
 “Maybe,” said Malcolm. “But maybe not. I have to face him, I don’t have a choice here.” 
 “The choice is simple!” snapped Tapestry. “Don’t throw your life away!” 
 “There is a chance…” Malcolm said. “I could beat him. I’m not sure how yet, but if I managed that… it would make things better for everyone. It would give us a chance.” 
 Nobody in the hotel room disagreed with that, or at least, nobody said anything. A few silent seconds went by, and then Wax cleared his throat. 
 “Regardless,” he said. “There’s nothing more that we can do tonight. Let’s get a few hours of sleep, and reconvene in the morning.” 
 “Are we safe here?” asked Anna. 
 Wax chuckled. 
 “We aren’t safe anywhere in Vanderbrook,” he said. “But, unless they quite literally start going door to door, chances are that we’ll escape notice. At least for tonight.” 


 




CHAPTER 37

   
 Malcolm retired to his own motel room. Wax had rented enough rooms for only Tapestry and Melanie to have to double up. He washed his face in the bathroom sink, and spent a minute staring at himself in the mirror. 

Could I really take on Rain Dancer? Or am I just adopting kamikaze tactics?

 He’d left the door unlocked, and it opened without a knock. Malcolm walked out into the main room to find Tapestry standing with her arms crossed, glowering at him. 
 “I’m not letting this drop until you promise me that you won’t do this,” she said. Her voice carried a bit of authority with it, and it made Malcolm aware of just how much more mature she was than him. 
 “Why do you have such a strong reaction to the idea of me going to face him?” asked Malcolm. “Is this an issue of trust? Are you worried that I might turn traitor, and give the rest of you up?” 
 Tapestry licked her lips, an odd gleam entering her eyes. 
 “I’ll admit,” she said. “I did consider that. But no, I don’t think Rain Dancer would let you join his side. Not now, with what you did to his eye, and what he did to Savior.” 
 “Then what do you have a problem with?” snapped Malcolm. “Tapestry, this makes sense. And it isn’t just a suicide run. If I go in with your power, and then try to get close enough to steal Rain Dancer’s like I did last time, I’ll have a chance at beating him.” 
 “Do you honestly think he won’t see that coming?” 
 “He might,” said Malcolm. “But he might not. And… if I do die, there’s a chance that it will be a sacrifice that keeps the rest of you alive. You guys will go on and on for years about how heroic I was.” 
 “You wish,” said Tapestry.  
 “I’m serious, though.” He met her gaze. “If I have to die, I don’t see a better way to go out than risking my life for my friends.” 
 Tapestry closed the distance between them. She’d taken off her jacket, and only had on her blouse, jeans, and socks.  
 “You’re more than just a friend,” she said, a touch bitterly. “Whether I want you to be or not.” 
 She reached her hand up, letting it caress Malcolm’s cheek. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, more it than it usually would have, under the circumstances. He felt scared, both of what was to come, and of what would happen to the people in his life. 

Maybe I’m just looking for a way out, where I don’t have to worry about so many people.

 “Aubrey…” whispered Malcolm. 
 She leaned forward and kissed him, surprising him a little. Malcolm felt her body pushing against his, her arms wrapping around his neck. She cared about him, though it was hard for her to admit it. And he cared about her too, enough to make a final stand on her behalf. 
 Tapestry kissed him again, comfortably taking the lead in the encounter and pushing him down onto the bed. Malcolm was a little taken aback. Tapestry was confident, but normally hesitant when it came to sex. 
 She straddled him, pulling his shirt up and over his head. Malcolm started to lean up, but she pushed him flat and planted a kiss on his chest. Her fingers traced lines over his abdominal muscles, and she slowly undid the zipper and button of his jeans. 
 “Promise me,” she whispered. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “I can’t make that promise,” he said. 
 Tapestry pulled his jeans down, tossing them to the floor. Her fingers teased at the waistband of Malcolm’s boxers, and she kissed the spot on his stomach just below his belly button. 
 “Promise…” she said, again. She pulled his boxers down and Malcolm’s erection popped into view. 
 “Tapestry…” he said. “You know that I have to…” 
 He trailed off, the pleasure hitting him like a train as Tapestry wrapped one of her soft hands around his shaft. She breathed on it, sending erotic tingles through his crotch and into the rest of his body. 
 “Malcolm,” whispered Tapestry. “I’m afraid I’ll have to go back to my room if you don’t make that promise.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes. 

Blowjob blackmail. As though that would work on me…

 Tapestry cleared her throat, and then pressed her lips against the tip of his erection. She started to suck softly, and then pulled back. 
 “I promise,” said Malcolm, equal parts horny and defeated. “Fine.” 
 Tapestry flashed a smug smile at him. She licked her lips, and shyly returned to what she’d been doing. She only used her lips, barely taking the tip into her mouth as though his erection were a massive straw. 
 Her hand ran up and down his length, creating a contrast of sensation. Malcolm leaned his head back against the pillow, savoring the intensity of the sensation. He’d spent so much time fighting a battle he couldn’t win. To be there with Tapestry, to give her the promise that he’d stay, and then to receive this in return, felt incredible. 
 Tapestry took a break from the sucking and started licking instead. She worked slowly, with a little bit of hesitance that made Malcolm think that she wasn’t very experienced at giving head. Somehow, it only made it hotter to watch her. She would blush each time they made eye contact, as though even she couldn’t believe what she as doing. 
 Tapestry slowly began to let her lips slide slower, bobbing her head along his length. Malcolm set a hand on her head to encourage her. He let his fingers take hold of her pony tail, and Tapestry let out a slightly annoyed noise. 
 “Oh…” he moaned. He pulled the pony tail down, firmly guiding her to take more of him into her mouth. Tapestry let out a tiny squeal through her nose when she reached her limit, and Malcolm relaxed his hold to let her come up for air. 
 “This is a onetime thing,” she whispered. “Just so you know…” 
 “Of course.” Malcolm grinned at her and gave her pony tail another tug. She brought her lips down to his shaft, and only then seemed to start giving it her full effort. 
 He felt her soft lips, her wet tongue, and her hot mouth all working in tandem as she lifted and lowered her head. Malcolm closed his eyes and gave himself over to the sensation. His hips bucked up into the air slightly as he reached his limit. Tapestry squealed again. 
 Malcolm unloaded, first into her mouth, and then onto her shirt as she tried to pull back. She scowled at him, but it softened into an annoyed smile after a couple of seconds. 
 “I’m holding you to that promise.” She wiped her shirt clean as best as she could. “After this, you would be a jerk to break it.” 
 “I know,” Malcolm said. 
 The two of them stared at each other for a moment, and then a harsh knock came at the motel room door.  
 “Tapestry!” shouted Melanie. “You said you’d only be a minute! What are you doing in there, anyway?” 
 Tapestry held a hand up to her mouth and blushed fiercely. 
 “I… should go,” she said. 
 “Right,” said Malcolm. “Good night, Aubrey.” 
 She smiled at him and hurried to the door. Malcolm pulled on his boxers and pants, feeling a sudden certainty about what he had to do next. 
 Wax’s motel room was directly next to his. Malcolm knocked, and was about to knock again when the door opened. Wax looked like he’d been sleeping. It had been a couple days since he’d shaved his head and his hairline had grown out far enough to be visible. 
 “Wind Runner,” he said. “What is it?” 
 “I had a couple of questions,” said Malcolm. “I didn’t really want ask you earlier, around the others.” 
 Wax sighed and gestured for him to enter. 
 “I was already in bed,” said Wax. “But don’t worry about it. I doubt I’ll be getting much sleep tonight, regardless.” 
 Malcolm stood, considering what to say. 
 “Multi didn’t seem to recognize you during the protest,” said Malcolm. 
 Wax nodded. 
 “I was surprised by that, too,” he said. “I can only assume that Rain Dancer told him that all of the other Multi copies at the old Champion Authority headquarters were killed.” 
 “But you didn’t point out your, uh, relation to him,” said Malcolm. “If you’d wanted to, you might have been able to make a case for your life. Given that you’re a copy of him.” 
 “A copy of the former him,” corrected Wax. “But I guess you do have a point. My loyalty doesn’t lie with the monsters, Malcolm. I was loyal to Savior, and the Champion Authority. I’m not going to betray you, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 “No,” said Malcolm, smiling. “I trust you. I’m just thankful that we still have you on our side.” 
 He nodded to Wax, and then reached out to shake his hand. He felt the tingle of having absorbed a new power as soon as their hands clasped. 
 “Was that it?” asked Wax. 
 “Yeah,” said Malcolm. “Sorry. I guess it could have waited until the morning.” 
 He nodded to Wax and then headed back to his own room. 
   


 




CHAPTER 38

   
 Malcolm could feel Wax, or rather, Multi’s power, on the edge of his awareness. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but the sensation was incredibly odd, almost heavy. It felt as though he’d eaten a full meal, and was at the point where he needed to get rid of some of the weight afterward. 

Whether this is a good idea, or a bad idea… It’s happening.

 He took a deep breath. He stood with his arms outstretched, trying to focus on gathering energy and executing Multi’s power. An excited tension ran through his hands. Malcolm closed his eyes, slowly flexing the new power like an invisible muscle. 
 Light began to emanate from his chest, growing in intensity until it was blindingly bright. Malcolm’s stomach fluttered, and his heart pounded in his chest. His vision blurred for a moment, and then quite suddenly, he felt a tug as though he’d crossed his eyes. 
 A sharp popping noise cut through the room. For an instant, that feeling of double vision remained, except it was of two different scenes at once. He could see himself, standing naked on one side of the room. He could also see himself standing clothed, wearing the outfit he remembered putting on that morning. 
 Malcolm blinked, and the sensation abruptly cut off. He slowly let out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He stared at the copy he’d made, who stood naked in front of the hotel room’s door. Malcolm glanced down at his own body at the exact same time as his copy did. 
 “Wow,” they both in unison. 
 Malcolm clamped both hands over his mouth. He couldn’t believe it had worked. Part of him had been expecting it to not work. He had been afraid that the power would be too complicated and unusable in the same way that Savior’s had been. 
 “I can’t believe you just did that,” said his naked copy. 
 Malcolm grinned. 
 “Yes, you can,” he said. “It was your idea, as much as it was mine. You are me.” 
 “Hey, don’t be a smartass,” said the copy. “You know what I mean.” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “I know exactly what you mean,” he said. 
 The two Malcolms stared at each other for a moment. 
 “Tapestry will never forgive us if she finds out,” said the copy. 
 “That’s why you can never tell her,” said Malcolm. “It won’t be that hard. I’ve kept secrets from her before.” 

I guess I won’t be the one keeping them anymore, will I?

 “I should be the one going to face Rain Dancer,” said the copy. 
 “We both feel like that,” said Malcolm. “But given that you didn’t ask to be here, it’s not really fair for me to give you the dirty job.” 
 “From my point of view, I did ask to be here,” said the copy.  
 “I guess so,” said Malcolm. “Can you use your powers? Wax told me once that all of Multi’s copies were just normal people, not gifted.” 
 “Yeah,” said the copy. “I still can. At least, wind manipulation and mimicry. I can feel them both.” 

Maybe it’s just limited to the multiplication ability? If that could pass on to each copy, the exponential growth would get out of hand.

 “Perfect,” said Malcolm. “And other than that, you still feel like me?” 
 “I mean… sort of. Damn it, this is kind of confusing for me. I definitely don’t like being a copy.” 
 “That’s good,” said Malcolm. “That means that it won’t be hard for you to take my place.” 
 The copy shook his head. “That’s just it,” he said. “I don’t feel like I’m taking your place, I feel like I’m taking… my place. Does that make sense?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Does it matter? I know how you must be feeling. Think of it like… you’re my second wind.” 
 “Second wind,” said the copy. “I like that. I’m the Second Wind.” 
 “For now,” said Malcolm. “You’ll be Wind Runner, soon enough. The one and only.” 
 The two of them laughed, and the sound of it was disturbingly in sync. Malcolm ran a hand through his hair and started taking off his clothes. 
 “Here,” he said. “You can have my shirt, pants, and shoes. I’m keeping my boxers. And the stabilizer, obviously.” 
 Second Wind frowned. 
 “What am I supposed to do about that?” he asked. “Tapestry and the others will notice that I don’t have it.” 
 “Say that it short circuited when you went through one of the portals,” said Malcolm. “Or maybe it took some electricity during the fight at the protest and crumbled to dust. Just come up with a lie, doesn’t matter as long as it’s convincing.” 
 “What about the tracking device in it?” asked Second Wind. 
 “Won’t be much of an issue soon,” said Malcolm. “Besides, the computer that did the tracking was in our old base.” 
 Second Wind nodded slowly. He looked down at the clothes Malcolm had tossed over to him. 
 “You aren’t going to fight Rain Dancer naked, are you?” he asked. 
 Malcolm grinned. “Wouldn’t that be something?” he said. “But no. I’ll grab some more on my way.” 
 “You think it’s safe for you to stop by the apartment?” asked Second Wind. 
 “If they have somebody waiting for me there, I’ll just let them escort me to the church,” said Malcolm. “It doesn’t really matter at this point.” 
 “I guess not.” Second Wind pulled on the shirt and jeans. It made Malcolm’s head hurt a little to look at his copy wearing his clothes. 
 “I’m going to need you to promise me that you won’t do anything stupid,” said Malcolm.  
 “I’ve think you, er, we, have already hit our quota for the day,” said Second Wind. 
 “I’m serious. Stay with Tapestry and the others. Protect them. Promise me that you won’t break our promise to her.” 
 “That’s a convoluted promise to make,” said Second Wind. “But sure.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “I should get going,” he said. 
 Second Wind nodded. 
 “So… Do we like, hug now, or something?” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “I think I finally understand how hard it must be to put up with me, sometimes,” he said. “We have some… really good friends, you know?” 
 Second Wind furrowed his brow. 
 “Yeah,” said Second Wind. “I know. We really do.” 
 “Take care of them for me.” 
 Malcolm headed for the window instead of the door, suspecting that Tapestry might be watching and waiting for him to leave. He almost took his phone and wallet with him, before realizing that they weren’t things he’d need anymore. 

This is the plan I came up with. Time to execute it. Pun intended.

 He used his wind manipulation in bursts to build up height as soon as he was outside. The air felt freezing cold against his mostly naked skin, and within a couple of minutes, Malcolm’s teeth were chattering wildly. 
 He was a little annoyed at himself for not finding a way to reabsorb Tapestry’s power in place of Multi’s, but attempting it would have given too much away. Tapestry knew about his power absorption, and was smart enough to connect the dots and stop him from trying anything stupid. 
 Malcolm circled over his apartment a couple of times, eyes peeled for anyone watching and waiting for him. He figured that if there was anyone in hiding, they’d probably already seen him hovering overhead. 
 He almost landed at the front entrance before remembering that he also didn’t have his keys. Instead, Malcolm circled around to the back window, praying that he’d left it unlocked. Luckily, he had, and it was easy enough to slip inside. 
 He took his time picking out his clothes. They were, after all, the clothes he would be dying in. Malcolm put on his best pair of jeans, along with a plain black t-shirt and a thin grey sweatshirt. He wore a pair of boots along with them, which he pulled jeans down and over. 
 “Alright,” he muttered. “Time to make an entrance.” 
 Part of him had hoped that there was more to Multi’s power than just making copies. He’d never asked Wax or Multi about it. Malcolm had hoped, in vain, that maybe he’d be able to sense both bodies at once. Of course, if that had been the case, Multi would have been privy to everything Wax had seen, and they’d probably already be dead by now. 


 




CHAPTER 39

   
 Malcolm used his wind manipulation more intensely than he would have normally on the way to the church. It was late enough in the night for it to be considered early morning, and the euphoria mixed with his own exhaustion made his body feel simultaneously light and heavy. 
 It took him half an hour to get there. He landed in the church’s front yard, remembering the first time he’d been there with Rose. They’d been so naïve about what they were getting themselves into. 
 Organ music came from inside, the dark and forbidding kind. Malcolm walked up the steps slowly, passing through the open wooden entrance door. Immediately, he spotted Rain Dancer standing at the altar. Shield Maiden was playing the organ. Rose stood in the pews, her eyes red around the edges, and her cheeks puffy. 
 “No!” cried Rose. “Why?” 
 She rushed at him, summoning tendrils of shadow to grab at his arms and legs. Malcolm grimaced, dodging them, using bursts of wind to increase his speed. 
 “Rose…” He grabbed her as she came within range. “Hey!” 
 “Why?” she said, softer this time. “You… idiot.” 
 “Hey,” he said. “It’s okay. I know what I’m doing.” 

He said, with only the faintest grasp of what he was doing.

 “He’ll kill you,” she said. “Malcolm… You need to run. I’ll hold him off, you need to–” 
 One of Shield Maiden’s rainbow bubbles popped into place around Rose, cutting her off in midsentence. Malcolm sighed, hearing her muffled shouts from within. He knew it was for the best. She might very well die alongside him, if left with the option. 
 “I’m glad you could make it, Wind Runner,” called Rain Dancer. He hopped down from the altar and stood on the opposite end of the main aisle. He was wearing a black long sleeve shirt, along with gloves, and his dreadlocks were tied back into a pony tail. 
 “Yeah, well, I can never pass up a good party,” replied Malcolm. 
 “Malcolm!” screamed Rose. “Run!” 
 Shield Maiden left her spot at the organ. She used her powers to pull the bubble and Rose away from Malcolm, moving her over to the side of the room. 
 “I was hoping it would just be the two of us, you know?” said Rain Dancer. 
 “How romantic,” said Malcolm. 
 Rain Dancer didn’t stop smiling. 
 “Ms. Shadow Spryte insisted on being present,” he said. “She claimed it was because she knew all your weaknesses. I knew it was a lie, ya? But… how could I really stop her?” 
 “She’s just confused,” said Malcolm. 
 “That’s what I said,” said Rain Dancer. “After this is done, she’ll either accept it and move on, or…” 
 “Or you kill her in cold blood,” said Malcolm. “Like you’ve done with so many others.” 
 “Exactly,” said Rain Dancer. “I give everyone a chance. I gave you a chance, even. I was surprised that you didn’t take it, you know? Considering how close you and Ms. Shadow Spryte are.” 
 “I’m surprised that it would surprise you,” said Malcolm. 
 “Why wouldn’t it?” asked Rain Dancer. “We’re on the right side of history. You know that the champions kill and oppress the ‘monsters’ without reason.” 
 Malcolm scowled, feeling his accumulated anger finally start to boil over. 
 “Honestly,” he said. “You’re right.” 
 Rain Dancer frowned, clearly surprised. 
 “You’re right,” repeated Malcolm. “Demons and sprytes don’t deserve to die, just because of what they are. They don’t deserve to be watched, and exploited, and imprisoned, just because they’re different, and maybe scary, in the eyes of the public.” 
 Rain Dancer started chuckling. 
 “If you think that I’ll let you off the hook just because you’ve had a change of heart, you’re sorely mistaken,” he said. “You were given the choice to join us already.” 
 “And I would make the same choice now if you gave it to me again!” shouted Malcolm. “Demons and sprytes deserve rights. That’s true. But you… Rain Dancer… you’re a monster in the old sense of the word. You don’t believe in things like loyalty, or trust… giving your word. You’re a killer, and a liar, and I think deep down inside, you’re scared.” 
 “I’m scared?” asked Rain Dancer. “Scared of who? You?” 
 Malcolm grinned at him. 
 “You wore gloves and long sleeves,” he said. “I bet you’re wearing knee high socks, too. Anything to keep me from touching your skin and stealing your power.” 
 “And what of it?” asked Rain Dancer. “I’d be a fool to face you without preparing.” 
 “What do you think it would be like to lose your other eye?” asked Malcolm. “Do you think about that, sometimes? Maybe feel a bit grateful that I left you with at least the one, each time you look in a mirror?” 
 Rain Dancer’s expression grew cold and serious. 
 “I hope you’re ready to die, Wind Runner,” he said. 
 “More ready than you could ever know,” said Malcolm. 
 A complete silence fell over the church. Malcolm faced off against Rain Dancer, standing across from him like a cowboy in an old western, getting ready to duel. There was a terrible gleam in Rain Dancer’s one remaining eye, a look of death. 
 Malcolm moved first. He threw himself behind the closest row of wooden benches, knowing that Rain Dancer would waste no time attacking him with lightning. Electricity was his weakness. Malcolm had put himself in a position where he was fighting an opponent more powerful than he was, whose abilities were his Achilles Heel. 

Well, I’m going to at least make him work for it.

 Lightning slammed into the wooden bench in front of Malcolm, causing it to explode into wood shards that scraped painfully across his skin. Malcolm rolled to put himself behind another bench, pulling up the loose scraps of bench with his wind manipulation. 
 He didn’t throw them at Rain Dancer immediately, but rather, kept them swirling around him. Most of them were small enough to make it easy to do. Malcolm multitasked with his wind manipulation, keeping the shards aloft while lifting a bench and hurling it at Rain Dancer. 
 The demon blasted it with lightning before it collided with him, but pieces of it continued forward, hitting his shoulders and chest. He let out an annoyed laugh. 
 “We’ve done this before, Wind Runner,” he shouted. 
 “And think back to how it ended last time,” said Malcolm. “You’re no match for me, Rain Dancer. You should give up now.” 
 There was humor in his voice as he spoke the last sentence. Malcolm hoped that it was enough to make Rain Dancer chuckle, because what he needed was a distraction. 
 He hurled himself forward to the next nearest wooden bench, this time shooting a wooden shard toward one of the church’s beautiful stained-glass windows. Malcolm figured that if they actually cared about the holy venue, they’d have picked somewhere else to host the fight. 
 Rain Dancer let out a small roar and charged toward him, flying over the wooden benches to attack from above. Malcolm hit him with a portion of the glass and wood he’d collected, sending them into the demon’s face like a swarm of angry hornets. 
 Rain Dancer struck out with lighting while simultaneously dodging out of the way. The electricity made it past the cloud, and hit Malcolm square in the chest. Pain flooded his senses, and he let out a wordless scream as he fell to one knee. His skin felt dry and papery, as though the electricity had burned off some of the moisture. 

Tapestry’s power would be a godsend, right now. 

 For the first time in a long while, Malcolm had nothing but his wits to work with. He tried to take cover, but Rain Dancer had closed the distance between them while he’d been distracted by the pain. The demon surged forward, slamming his foot into Malcolm’s chest. 
 Malcolm had come to the church to sacrifice himself, but with every passing second, the idea appealed to him less and less. The pain was a part of it, along with a nagging sense that Rain Dancer would never keep his word when it came to not taking retribution on his friends. 
 “You’re pathetic,” shouted Rain Dancer. “The shortest fight we’ve had yet.” 
 He kicked Malcolm again, this time in the leg. Malcolm grunted, annoyed at himself for being so weak. He gritted his teeth and tensed his muscles. If he was going to die, he wasn’t going to make it this easy for his killer. 
 Malcolm sprang to the side, pushing himself with wind manipulation. He focused, relying more on his powers than he ever had before in his life, disregarding the effect it had on his body and his stabilizer. He moved with speed no normal human could match, jumping around the inside of the church, trying to maneuver behind the demon. 
 He managed to get in close, and slammed an elbow into the back of Rain Dancer’s head. The demon growled and spun around. Almost immediately, he lifted his hands for a lightning strike, but Malcolm was already in the air. He flew straight into one of the church’s walls, landing feet first against it next to a broken window. 
 Heedless of the glass’s sharp edges, he quickly cracked loose a shard about the size and length of a dagger. He kicked off as soon as he had it, barely dodging another blast of lightning.  
 Malcolm dropped down to floor level, rolling between two benches and coming to his feet at a sprint. Rain Dancer was following him with lightning, striking the place he had just been. Malcolm felt the heat as one of the benches ignited from the strength of the current. 
 He feigned as though he was going to charge Rain Dancer, spinning to the side to dodge again at the last second. It gave him the chance he needed, and Malcolm flung the glass shard forward with all the strength he could muster. 
 It would have killed the demon, if his aim had been true. Instead, it tore a chunk out of Rain Dancer’s shoulder. He screamed and grabbed at it. Malcolm realized that he should press on the attack a second too late. Rain Dancer’s retaliation struck him full in the chest, a blast of lightning intense enough to knock him out one of the broken windows. 
 He landed in the church’s yard, rolling across the dew sprinkled grass before coming to a stop. The sun was peeking out over the horizon, giving off long shadows as it banished the night.  
 “Beg for your life,” said Rain Dancer, as he descended from the air near Malcolm. “And I’ll consider sparing you.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. His body was bruised and exhausted. He could barely push himself up to a kneeling position after Rain Dancer’s last attack. He slowly shook his head. 

I’m ready for this. I knew it was coming when I came here.

 He had one last trick up his sleeve, one that he’d been hoping he wouldn’t have to try to play. Malcolm gathered every ounce of wind manipulation he could summon, slowly building it up, twisting and knitting it together. He felt it rustling his clothing, and then saw Rain Dancer stagger to the side as the wind built in intensity. 
 “Do you know what the wind can do, when it stops caring?” he asked, in a slow voice.  
 Rain Dancer let out a shout of surprise as a gust blew him off balance. He tried to blast Malcolm with more lightning, but the wind was suddenly too powerful for him to aim straight. Tiles tore loose from the church’s roof. Plastic bags, discarded newspapers, a trash can, all of it was pulled up into the air, into Malcolm’s tornado. 
 He stood at the center of it, grinning like a madman. The euphoria of pushing his powers so close to his limit was an evil kind of ecstasy. His stabilizer was hot against his skin, clearly struggling to keep his emotions in check, and failing. 
 “You’ll kill us all!” shouted Rain Dancer.  
 “That’s the idea,” said Malcolm. 
 He smiled and held his hands out to either side. He could it feel it coming, as though he was standing on the tracks in front of an oncoming train. He could see the turning point, the line between being one of the gifted and being a monster, and he didn’t stop as he surged toward it. 
 And then, Rain Dancer tackled him, full on in the chest. Malcolm caught a glimpse of the demon’s face as they tumbled to the ground together, bruised and bloodied by the deluge of airborne objects. The tornado began losing strength as soon as Malcolm stopped focusing on it. 
 Rain Dancer slammed his fist into Malcolm’s face, tearing a cut into his cheek. He set his hand on Malcolm’s chest and roared as he blasted electricity through him. Malcolm didn’t have enough breath left to scream. He felt his eyes rolling up into the back of his head, his body seizing from the intensity of the current. 

I tried. I even came close. I’ll die… but the story won’t end here. I have a Second Wind.



 




CHAPTER 40

   
 Malcolm blinked his eyes open, struggling to remember what was going on. He was lying on the grass. More importantly, he was still alive, and Rain Dancer was no longer on top of him. 
 A fire burned a few feet away from him, smoldering grass and a nearby bush. Malcolm slowly turned his attention back in the direction of the church. He saw Rain Dancer, his face bloody and contorted into a furious expression. Across from him was Danny, hands set on his hips, standing in between Malcolm and Rain Dancer like a superhero enforcing a mandate of protection. 
 “You think I’ll let you kill my fucking brother?” asked Danny. “Has all of that lightning melted your fucking brain cells?” 
 “This doesn’t concern you,” said Rain Dancer. 
 “I’ll take that as a yes,” said Danny. “Prepare to die, Rain Fucker.” 
 Rain Dancer roared and unleashed his lightning. A glance at the intensity of it was enough to momentarily blind Malcolm and confirm that the electric demon had been holding back against him. 
 Danny dodged and unleashed a burst of fire. Rain Dancer only barely managed to roll away from it, letting it strike the church behind him, instead. Malcolm briefly thought of Rose and Shield Maiden, still inside what was now a death trap. 

The entire area is going to be destroyed if these two fight for too much longer!

 As if confirming his fear, Rain Dancer blasted electricity at Danny, missing him by a few feet and striking the building behind him with enough force to explode one of its walls. 
 “Bro!” shouted Danny. “I got him! Get the fuck out of here!” 
 “Danny!” Malcolm gritted his teeth. “I can’t. I… have to stay.” 
 He felt resolve take hold in his chest. It wasn’t just about ensuring that Rain Dancer wasn’t left alive and able to hurt the people he loved. It was about Danny, too. Malcolm was a champion, and a battle between two demons capable of doing as much damage as each of them wasn’t something he could run away from. 
 He pushed up into the air, getting high enough to scan the area for any civilians in danger. He couldn’t see any, and figured it was either due to the remoteness of the church, or the early hour. 
 Rain Dancer and Danny were advancing on each other, attacking with unbridled ferocity. Rain Dancer looked to be on the defense, with Danny’s fire powers doing more damage to him than he gave in return with his lightning. 
 Malcolm dropped in behind them. He tried to launch some debris at Rain Dancer with the wind, but the electric demon was quick enough to blast them away from him with his powers. The attack only resulted in drawing Rain Dancer’s attention back to him, a slow smile spreading across his face as he realized what Danny’s true weakness was. 
 Rain Dancer held one hand up in Danny’s direction, as though to blast more lightning at him. With the other, he reached into his waistband and pulled out a small pistol. 
 Danny reacted faster than Malcolm did, throwing himself in the way of the gun as several shots rang out. Malcolm blinked, watching in disbelief as his brother staggered backward and collapsed on the grass in front of him. 
 If he’d reacted faster, Malcolm could have knocked the gun out of Rain Dancer’s hand with the wind. He could have deflected the bullets with a targeted wind shield. He could have yelled out to Danny, told him to surge his heat powers outward to melt the bullets before they hit him. 
 He thought about all those things as he fell to his knees over his older brother. Danny’s face looked placid, perhaps a little irritated, but not contorted by pain, as Malcolm had been expecting. 
 “Hey!” shouted Malcolm. “You’ll be okay! I’ve seen you get shot before. You’re a tough demon, right?” 
 Danny groaned. Malcolm squeezed his hand, and then decided to put his hands over the bullet wounds and apply pressure, instead. 
 “Not… this time,” said Danny. “He got me in the fucking vitals.” 
 Danny put his hands over Malcolm’s and locked eyes with him. 
 “Take my power, bro,” he said, weakly. “Do it. I’ve… fucking… seen you do it, before.” 
 “Danny…” Malcolm felt the tingling run up his hands. He slowly nodded. 
 “Now….” Danny’s voice was barely a whisper. “Take… my… heat…” 
 Malcolm felt a sudden surge of intense heat energy, as though someone had just turned on the hottest electric heater in existence and pointed it at him, full in the face. He felt the heat leaving Danny, all of it, until his brother’s hands felt ice cold in comparison to his. 
 “Touching,” said Rain Dancer. “It’s truly sad, you know? But now…it’s your turn to join him in death.” 
 He had the pistol raised already. This time, Malcolm had the wind shield up. The bullet went wide, along with the one after it. Malcolm slowly shook his head. 
 “You had so many chances to kill me,” he said. “You should have seen this coming.” 
 He reached for Danny’s power, channeling all the heat energy he’d been gifted in his brother’s dying breath into a single, massive blast. He launched it at Rain Dancer without any preamble, using his wind manipulation to feed it even more oxygen and expand the ball of flames into a rolling mass of spherical inferno. 
 Rain Dancer seemed to think he could dodge out of the way in time, as he’d done with Danny’s attacks. He couldn’t. The fire hit him before he realized what was happening, consuming the flesh of his body in an instant. 
 Rain Dancer’s charred skeleton was all that remained of him. It stood in place for a moment like a Halloween animatronic, and then crumbled to the ground. Malcolm stared at what was left of the demon, half expecting it to coalesce and reform. Nothing happened. 
 Danny was dead. Malcolm knelt next to his corpse, cradling his head and trying not to be overwhelmed by the sense of loss he felt. He thought that he’d already let go of him, having believed him dead once before, at his own hand. 

He’s my brother. He was trying to do better, and I guess in the end… he did.

 “Malcolm…” Rose came up behind him, slowly. Shield Maiden stood a few feet back. Malcolm looked at them and shook his head. 
 “The fight’s over,” he said, to Shield Maiden. “If you leave now, I won’t try to stop you.” 
 “You killed someone I love,” said Shield Maiden. Her voice sounded confused, rather than angry. 
 “Yeah, well, he killed someone I loved,” said Malcolm. “Join the club.” 
 Shield Maiden turned around and left without another word. Malcolm almost thought that Rose was going to follow in her wake, but instead, she dropped to the ground next to him, pulling him into a hug. 
 “You’re… incredible,” she said. “I don’t even know what to say.” 
 Malcolm shook his head. He was tired. 
 “There’s nothing to be said. I did what I had to. And the only reason I survived was because of…” 
 He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. There was a lump in his throat the size of a golf ball, and his eyes felt hot. 
 “I’m so sorry,” said Rose. “For everything. I wish… I could have helped you more.” 
 “It’s not your fault,” said Malcolm. 
 Emergency sirens sounded in the distance, drawing closer by the second. Malcolm set a hand on Rose’s shoulder, looking away from his brother’s body. 
 “We both need to get out of here,” said Malcolm. “But… I’m going to need to explain a few things to you, soon.” 
 “What does that mean?” asked Rose. 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “Oh man,” he said. “Where do I even start?” 


 




CHAPTER 41

   
 Second Wind waited outside the apartment that was now technically his, watching for anything suspicious. He knew it was redundant, given the instincts of who he was on his way to meet.  
 He went back inside the apartment, unlocking the door with his keys and slipping through. Malcolm was leaning against the arm of the couch and quirked up his eyebrows as he met the gaze of his copy. 
 “So…” said Second Wind. “Are you here to kill me?” 
 Malcolm chuckled. “I realize that you’re joking, but if I was, you’d already know,” he said. 
 Second Wind shrugged. 
 “It’s possible that we could have chanced enough in the time we’ve been apart for that to be an issue,” he said. “To be honest, I wasn’t totally certain when I got the email you sent. Nice touch on proving it was you, by the way.” 
 “Who else would know about my illicit crush on Ms. Maxine back in the fourth grade?” asked Malcolm. “Kept that one pretty close to the chest.” 
 Second Wind smiled. A bit of tension hung on the air, the unnecessary, awkward kind. 
 “Danny’s dead,” said Malcolm. “For real this time.” 
 Second Wind flinched back. He brought a hand up to his mouth and closed his eyes. 
 “That’s how…” he muttered. “Of course. I should have guessed.” 
 “He died a noble death,” said Malcolm. “I buried him a couple of days ago. He’s in his actual grave, you know. The one the insurance company paid for way back when our house exploded. I figured there was no reason to waste it.”  
 “He saved you,” said Second Wind. 
 Malcolm closed his eyes and slowly nodded. 
 “I didn’t have time to explain it to him,” he said. “You know how Danny is. But because of him, and his sacrifice, I managed to pull it off. Rain Dancer is dead.” 
 “Good,” said Second Wind. “I didn’t trust him to keep his word.” 
 “I know,” said Malcolm. 
 A couple of seconds of strange silence went by before Second Wind finally cleared his throat. 
 “Tapestry is mad at me,” he said. “Or, uh… I guess, us?” 
 “How unexpected,” said Malcolm, dryly. 
 “I think what she really wanted was for me to rally the champions and make one last stand against Rain Dancer and his minions,” said Second Wind. “When she realized that I actually intended to take her advice and stay in hiding… she got weird.” 
 “She’s not always honest with herself about what she wants,” said Malcolm. “She’ll forget about it in a couple of days.” 
 Second Wind nodded, but it was clear that he still had a question on his mind. “So… What happens now?” 
 “This is where things get interesting,” said Malcolm. “I told Rose about you.” 
 “You did?” Second Wind furrowed his brow. 
 “I did,” said Malcolm. “And I don’t think we should tell Tapestry.” 
 Second Wind ran a hand through his hair. He seemed to mull it over for a few seconds before giving a noncommittal shrug. 
 “You’re probably right,” he said. “I don’t think she’d react so well to it. But it is another secret that we’ll have to keep from her.” 
 “A secret that you’ll have to keep,” said Malcolm. “And a secret that ties up another secret.” 
 “Is this how I sound to other people when I explain my plans?” asked Second Wind. “Just come out and say what you mean. I haven’t thought about this for long enough to guess at where you’re going.” 
 “You’re taking my place,” said Malcolm. “As Wind Runner. You’ll continue living as a champion and help Tapestry, Morph, and Wax rebuild.” 
 “What about you?” 
 Malcolm held his hand out. He used Danny’s power create a small flame over the center of his palm. 
 “I’ll do whatever needs to be done,” said Malcolm. “The things that you can’t do, either because they involve Rose, or having to go up against the Champion Authority’s hard line.” 
 “And you’re planning on using Danny’s power,” said Second Wind. “That’s clever, except for the fact that you’ll be recognized as Wind Runner as soon as someone sees you in the daylight.” 
 Malcolm grinned. 
 “That’s why I’ll wear a mask.” 


 




 




CHAPTER 1

   
 The car’s tires let out a hideous screech as it skidded around the corner, ricocheting off a parked car as it went. A car alarm began sounding an instant later, no doubt waking half of the sleepy Vanderbrook neighborhood. 
 Malcolm was in pursuit. He pushed himself through the air with his wind manipulation, sizing up his fleeing opponents. There’d been a botched robbery that night. Several people had been shot dead in a liquor store, including the owner, and the perpetrators had only escaped with a few wallets after discovering that the cash register was practically empty. 
 The car was a four-door sedan with five people in it. He felt bad for whoever was being pulverized in the center seat in back, especially given what he was about to do next. Malcolm adjusted his speed with the wind, matching the car’s speed, and then carefully descended, landing prone on top of its roof. 
  “Hey!” he shouted, banging down with his fist. “Pull over, morons. You can’t escape me.” 
 He wasn’t sure if they’d heard him or not, but one of them had stuck his head out of the window, and had definitely seen him. Malcolm’s costume was simple, consisting of just sweatpants, an ironically named “wind runner” style jacket, and a black ski mask.  
 But it was also very recognizable, given how often he’d been on the news over the past few days. They knew that the “Gifted Vigilante,” Vanderbrook’s renegade defender with unorthodox methods and unknown motives, was after them. What would they do next? 
 Several bullets blasted through the car’s roof, one of them missing Malcolm’s crotch by about an inch. He made a noise of mocking disbelief, less because he didn’t think that they’d shoot at him, and more over the fact that they’d fired a gun multiple times inside of a car. 

Well, if I did have a chance at convincing them with words, it’s gone now. Hope they enjoy their tinnitus.

 Malcolm gave the car’s roof a not so affectionate punch, and then pushed off into the air again. He circled overhead, content to let them make the next move. 
  The car pulled off the main street, speeding down a long alleyway. They weren’t attempting to lose Malcolm, as far as he could tell, but a small helicopter that had been trailing after the getaway car, keeping it in spotlight. Malcolm assumed that it was the local news, given how much Vanderbrook’s police presence had dimmed over the past few weeks. 
 He twisted through the air, tossing himself forward with his wind manipulation until he was ahead of the car, and then landing on the roof of the building directly to the left of the alley’s exit. Malcolm took a slow, focusing breath, and reached his awareness out toward his second superpower. 
 “Oh, you gentlemen are going to have a surprise waiting for you,” muttered Malcolm. 

And gentleladies too, of course. Probably better not to assume anything about the genders of this little band of thieves.

 He grinned as fire coalesced over his palm, forming into a sphere the size of a basketball. It was his brother Danny’s power… or had been. Malcolm was still learning the ins and outs of heat manipulation, but he knew enough to create fireballs, and as he’d quickly discovered, there was a lot that could be accomplished with a globe of flame and a little bit of moxie. 
 He launched it down toward the tiny alleyway exit. As it hit the ground, Malcolm shifted to his other power, feeding the fire blast oxygen with the wind until it spread to form a wall of flame, blocking off the criminals’ escape. 
 The screech of tires filled the air again. The car had too much speed to be able to stop in time. Malcolm wondered whether any of the occupants would require a change of underwear, before deciding that it probably wasn’t their most pressing worry. 
 As soon as the driver of the car realized that they would hit the fire no matter what, the car sped back up. Malcolm heard a muffled cacophony of screams as it passed through the wall of inferno. 
 He’d tried that trick a couple of times before. Usually, the driver of the car stopped. Malcolm stroked his chin, very curious about whether the passengers had escaped injury. He watched the car as it took a sharp corner and then crossed over a grass median and onto a road that led to the outskirts of town. 
 Malcolm followed slowly. Over the past couple of weeks, his job as a super vigilante had provided a great deal of insight into how easy it would be to overuse his powers. He could already feel the heady euphoria and manic confusion pulling at him, pushing him toward hitting the car with a fire blast and being done with it. 

Not today. That’s not how the Gifted Vigilante does things, despite how the media likes to portray me.

 Instead, he moved from building to building, keeping the car in sight but not attempting to overtake it. The helicopter had given up pursuit, which was just as well. Usually the video footage the news took of him was edited to fit their narrative, instead of the truth. 
 The car was speeding down an empty road, out of Vanderbrook’s populated neighborhoods. That was ideal, as far as Malcolm was concerned. If things had to get messy, he would prefer not to have to worry about stray bullets hitting innocents. Or, accidentally setting a house on fire, something which he’d discovered was far easier to do than expected. 
 Malcolm followed with long, super power leaps, each one carrying him several hundred feet. He never actually touched down, instead using his wind manipulation to double jump each time he came within a few feet of the ground. He saw the car pull onto a new road and slow down. He smiled, amused at the fact that they thought they’d lost him.  


 




CHAPTER 2

   
 Malcolm got the feeling that it wasn’t the first time that this particular group of criminals had pulled a stickup job. Crime had exploded across Vanderbrook in the aftermath of Savior’s exile.  
 Demons and sprytes, emboldened by the Champion Authority’s weakened state, had been the catalyst for a complete loss of law and order. Regular criminals had, like the ambitious entrepreneurs they were, taken advantage of the chaos. 
 The car drove by several old buildings, and then pulled into an abandoned auto garage, the door closing behind it. Malcolm adjusted his sunglasses, making sure his disguise was still in place, and then headed after them.  

I should probably knock first, before heading inside.

 He still had enough stored heat in his body for a few more fireballs. He made a small one in his hand, knowing that it wouldn’t take much to cause damage to a building that was probably full of old oil rags and stray gas cans. He took aim at a small, open window, and hurled his blast forward. 
 Malcolm heard air rush from the resulting impact of the flames, followed by several surprised screams. He scratched at his chin and waited, smiling as smoke began to trickle up from inside of the building. It reminded him of watching something burn inside an oven. 
 His opponents came out of the garage to meet him, eight of them in total. Too many for Malcolm to feel comfortable taking on, if he’d had a choice about it. A bald man with a scruffy beard appeared to be their leader, and he stepped forward to point an angry finger in Malcolm’s direction. 
 “We’re not afraid of you, fucker,” shouted the bald man. “We’ve fought demons before.” 
 “First of all, no you haven’t,” said Malcolm. “Do you want to know how I know? Because you’re still alive.” 
 Even the weakest monsters Malcolm had encountered usually packed enough of a punch to take care of a disorganized group of gun toting thugs.  
 “And secondly, you got me all wrong,” he continued. “I’m not a–” 
 The opening salvo of gunshots popped off in loud, rapid succession. Malcolm deflected one of them using his wind manipulation, and then immediately dove for cover behind an old, rusty car. He had superpowers, but he wasn’t invincible. It was a fact that had become increasingly evident to him over the past few weeks. 
 “Shoot him in the fucking head!” shouted the bald man. 
 Malcolm forced himself to stay calm, waiting until one of the thugs had enough courage to attempt to rush into the open. He moved with wind assisted speed, flying forward and slamming a fist into the thug’s stomach. 
 More gunshots rang out. Malcolm pulled the thug to the ground with him, surprised that his fellows had so little qualms with the potential for friendly fire. He disarmed the man for good measure, and then leapt into the air with his wind manipulation. 
 “He’s in the air!” shouted one of them. 
 It was too dark for any of them to track him effectively. Malcolm rose up a few dozen feet, and then descended directly into the center of the group. He pushed out hard with the wind in all directions as he landed, knocking loose a few guns and stunning all of them. 
 “He’s–” The nearest thug, the one who’d shouted about him being in the air, took Malcolm’s fist to his face before he could proceed to state the obvious again. Malcolm spun, kicking out behind him and catching another one in the chest. 

I need strategy, not brute force. This fight isn’t going to last long if I try to be Rambo.

 As if in response to his thought, one of the thugs opened fire with their weapon. Malcolm ducked in time to avoid getting shot, but several of the shooter’s friends weren’t so lucky. Malcolm knocked a man off his feet with a wind assisted push, and rolled back into cover behind a pile of old tires. 
 “You fucking shot me!” screamed one of the thugs. 
 “It was an accident!” said another. “He was in the middle of us. I couldn’t let him–” 
 Malcolm heard the sound of someone getting punched. 
 “Hey!” snapped a different man. “Jeremy was trying to fucking help. At least he had the guts to pull the trigger.” 
 Somebody fired another shot, and somebody else screamed. Malcolm glanced at the scene from his vantage point, watching in disbelief as the criminals eyed each other suspiciously. He cleared his throat. 
 “Gentleman,” said Malcolm. “It’s been fun, but I think I’m going to have to call it a night.” 
 He called the wind. The pile of tires in front of him spread out into the air, circled overhead as each individual rubber projectile picked up speed, and then struck the group of thugs with more intensity than a hailstorm. More shots were fired, though Malcolm wasn’t sure if they’d been aimed at him, or at the tires.  
 Two men remained standing at the end of it. Malcolm rushed forward, disarming the one that still held a pistol with a concentrated blast of wind. He threw a punch at the other and surprised by how effectively the man blocked it.  
 Malcolm took a step back as the man countered. He fumbled to guard his head, barely managing to block the strike. The man was light on his feet and exploded into a follow up, grappling and getting a hold of one of Malcolm’s arms. 

Big mistake. I’m basically a hot stove.

 Malcolm pushed heat into the section of his forearm the man had a grip on and heard him let out a surprised yelp. Immediately, Malcolm spun, twisting himself with the wind and throwing an elbow into the thug’s face. The strike was solid, and the man crumpled into a limp heap on the ground. 
 He spent a couple of minutes gathering up all the weapons he could find and melting the barrels with his heat manipulation. He called 911, though given how barebones the police presence in Vanderbrook had been lately, he didn’t expect them to arrive for a while. 


 




CHAPTER 3

   
 With the thugs defeated and unconscious, there wasn’t much left for Malcolm to do. He took a look around the inside of the garage, melted a few more guns, and was about to leave the scene when a car pulled up. 
 Malcolm froze, fearing that it might be another group of potential enemies. He took a closer look at the car and suddenly realized that it was one he recognized. He was staring at Tapestry’s black BMW. 
 Two figures approached the garage, surveying Malcolm’s handiwork as they walked. They made no attempt to quiet their conversation, and listening to it made Malcolm feel like he was in the middle of a vivid dream. 
 “None of them are dead, Tapestry. Even if it is a demon who did this, they obviously aren’t out of control.” 

That’s my voice. That’s… Second Wind. The copy of myself I made using Multi’s power.

 “You don’t know that,” said Tapestry. “And it’s an assumption that we can’t afford to make. Stay on guard.” 
 Malcolm chanced a glance out the window. It had been more two weeks since he’d last seen Tapestry in person. Her blonde hair was tied back in the usual pony tail, and she wore a leather jacket over a white blouse. Her jeans were tight enough to show off the curves of her butt and thighs, though Malcolm knew that he had no business considering such things, under his current circumstances. 
 Standing next to her was, well, him. Or rather, Second Wind. Malcolm had created the copy expecting to be dead within the following few hours. When he’d survived, the only reasonable solution that didn’t involve the two of them fighting to the death was to let Second Wind continue on under the identity of “Wind Runner”, while Malcolm created a new persona for himself, “Gifted Vigilante”, as the media had taken to calling him. 
 “Well whoever it was, they did our job for us,” said Second Wind. “No need to get our jimmies in a jam over the how and why. This group is the one that hit the liquor store downtown tonight, I’m sure of it.” 
 Malcolm smiled. He and Second Wind had continued to meet with each other in secret, when they could. They shared information with each other on the state of the city and its going ons. Second Wind knew that Malcolm was the “Gifted Vigilante” and was already doing what he could to pull Tapestry’s attention away from him. 
 “No,” said Tapestry. “He could still be here. I’m checking inside.” 
 Malcolm scowled. He heard the garage door creak open. There was nowhere for him to hide, so he settled for not making any sudden moves, other than to adjust his mask slightly to make sure all of his face was covered. 
 Even still, part of him expected Tapestry to recognize him. A shaft of moonlight filtering in through one of the garage’s broken windows illuminated her features, and there was no glimmer of recognition in her expression. She lifted her pistol and leveled it at him. 
 “Hands in the air!” she shouted. “I will shoot if you try anything funny!” 
 “Relax,” said Malcolm, pitching his voice downward and roughening it up. “I’m one of the good guys.” 
 “If you’re not a champion, and you’re gifted, you aren’t one of the good guys,” said Tapestry. Malcolm was a little surprised by the anger in her voice, though he knew that he shouldn’t be. 

There aren’t many stories of the gifted who refuse to join up with the champions that don’t end in them becoming monsters.

 Malcolm shifted slightly, making sure his jacket covered his stabilizer. It was a telltale giveaway of his past, one that he wouldn’t be able to explain away easily. When he’d created Second Wind using Multi’s power, his doppelganger had been without a stabilizer, and only by coming up with a convincing story about it slipping off his wrist in the fight against Rain Dancer had he been able to get another one from Anna. 
 Without a stabilizer, someone with a superpower would be unable to properly contain their emotions and avoid the pitfall of turning into a demon or spryte, which is what power abuse eventually led to. That’s why Tapestry had the gun leveled at him. Malcolm knew that her fear was probably justified. Even with stabilizers, champions occasionally turned when they pushed themselves too far. 

That’s where the bomb, and the tracking device in the stabilizer comes into play. All the more reason for me to keep her from seeing that I have one.

 “Get down on the ground!” said Tapestry. “I’m taking you into custody.” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “I think it’s time for me to take my leave,” he said.  
 He hesitated, looking at Tapestry’s face. He’d missed her in the past few weeks. Becoming a vigilante of the night had meant more than putting on a disguise and running patrols. Malcolm had given up most of his old life in the process, her included. He’d become someone who she’d never see as anything other than another enemy to hunt and fight. 
 Tapestry took advantage of the moment. The gun in her hand fired, and Malcolm felt a bullet graze his shoulder. He stared at her in disbelief as he clutched at the wound, feeling warm blood pooling under his palm. 
 “You… shot me?” he asked, almost forgetting to throw his voice. 
 The pain of the wound was nothing compared to the way his emotions surged, and heart ached, over what she’d just done. Malcolm reminded himself that she didn’t know it was him. He was just another mysterious enemy to her now. Recognizing it didn’t help, and it didn’t keep a painful lump from forming in his throat over the thought that this was always the way it would be between them now. 
 “The next one is going into your skull,” said Tapestry. “I missed intentionally.” 
 “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Second Wind ran up behind Tapestry and set a hand on her shoulder. “Easy, there, gunslinger!” 
 Tapestry pushed him back. Malcolm tried to slip toward the window in the moment of distraction, knowing that Second Wind would do all that he could to hold her attention and let him escape.  

The apple doesn’t fall far from the… previous apple, that it was cloned from.

 “No!” shouted Tapestry. “We aren’t letting him go! He either surrenders or he dies!” 
 She fired again, this time aiming at the window that Malcolm was about to dive out of. He was tempted to use his wind manipulation to try to knock her gun loose, but there were a number of issues with that idea. 
 For one, it would go against the supposed powers of his new persona. If Tapestry knew that he could use wind manipulation and heat manipulation, it wasn’t that much of a leap of logic for her to connect the rest of the dots. 
 And more importantly, Malcolm wasn’t sure that he could get the gun out of her hand. She would shoot to kill next time. He was sure of it. Tapestry had no real qualms about doing what had to be done. Again, he felt a sharp, painful sense of sadness over having to face off against her. 
 Malcolm looked to Second Wind and saw his copy give a nearly imperceptible shrug. There was something darkly humorous about the situation, but not in the kind of way that would elicit a smile, especially not with the barrel of a gun pointed at him. 
  “Vanderbrook is hanging on by a thread,” said Malcolm. “Whether you’re willing to admit it or not, you know that I’m part of the solution. Not the problem.” 
 Tapestry shook her head. Her finger tensed over the gun’s trigger. 
 “Then prove it,” she said. “Take off your mask. If you want me to trust you, that’s where we can start.” 
 Malcolm let out a sad, tired sigh. He started to take another step toward the window. Tapestry rushed forward, throwing a punch at his face. He grabbed her wrist and tried to twist out of the path of the gun. Tapestry pushed herself onto him, trying to use her grappling skills to pull him to the ground. 
 Her body felt nice against his, despite the circumstances. Malcolm tried to shake off the heavy emotions in his chest as he fought. He really did care about her, and it felt like betrayal of a sort to keep her in the dark when it came to what was really going on. 
 “Looks like I arrived just in time,” said a new voice. 
 From the edges of the auto shop, long strands of shadow formed and extended outward to restrain Tapestry. If Malcolm hadn’t been familiar with Rose and her shadow manipulation, he would have thought it something out of a horror movie, arms of darkness materializing to seize their prey. 
 Rose walked through the open garage door, moving with slow, catlike steps. She wore black leggings and a black halter top, a tight outfit that showed off her fit body and luscious curves. A small smile adorned her lips, and the hue of her pale purple skin was visible in the light of the full moon. 
 “You!” Tapestry growled and tried to pull her hand and the gun in it free from Rose’s tendrils. 
 “Me,” said Rose. “You’re harassing a friend of mine. I’d appreciate it if you let him go.” 
 A tense moment passed without anyone saying anything. Malcolm had no idea what was going to happen next. Second Wind had a pensive look on his face, and looking at him made Malcolm feel odd and disassociated. Tapestry was glaring at Rose, but she shot an expectant glance at Second Wind after a second or two. 
 “Tapestry…” said Second Wind. “This isn’t a fight that we can win.” 
 “And just why is that?” snapped Tapestry. “This is what we do, Wind Runner! He might not be a monster, but she is! And we have a chance to take them both!” 
 “You overestimate yourself,” said Rose.  
 She sounded almost bored, and Malcolm understood exactly why. Her powers were a step up from both Tapestry and Second Wind’s. Only since absorbing Danny’s heat manipulation had Malcolm approached anywhere near the level her powers were at, when it came to raw strength. If it did come to a fight, he and Rose would win easily. 
 “This isn’t over!” shouted Tapestry. “Wind Runner! Attack them!” 
 Second Wind looked deeply uncomfortable with the situation. He scratched his head and waved a hand through the air. 
 “Tapestry, let’s call it a night,” he said. 
 Rose nodded to Malcolm, and the two of them slowly backed out of the auto garage, watching Tapestry carefully. Second Wind gave them both a knowing look, one that told Malcolm that he’d only be able to hold Tapestry back for a minute, at most, before she’d charge after them. 
 “I’ll find out who you are!” shouted Tapestry. “Your stupid mask won’t protect you forever!” 
 “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry responded with several angry gunshots in his general direction.  


 




CHAPTER 4

   
 Malcolm ducked his head low as he ran alongside Rose through the auto garage’s lot. His shoulder flared with pain, as though it had been holding off on feeling like a proper injury until he was out of danger. 
 “How’d you find me?” he asked. 
 Rose flashed a smile at him. 
 “The news,” she said. “The coverage… isn’t very flattering. One of the anchors was expressing his suspicions about you being involved with the criminals.” 
 “Well, that’s just great,” sighed Malcolm.  
 He tried to get his mind off the encounter as he ran alongside Rose, but found it almost impossible. It was ridiculous, but it stung his pride to have Tapestry, someone he cared deeply about, as an enemy. 

I’m her enemy. She isn’t mine.

 She had no way of knowing who he was, behind the disguise. She didn’t know what his intentions were, or the full extent of what he’d done for the city. But Malcolm’s heart didn’t take any of that into account, only caring about the anger and determination he’d seen on her face, and in the way she’d pointed the gun at him. 
 “Are you okay?” asked Rose. “I know this must be tough for you.” 
 They’d slowed their pace, though Malcolm knew that they needed to keep moving. 
 “I’m fine,” he said. “It’s just… hard. I wish there was a way for me to sort things out with Tapestry.” 
 “You could always tell her that you made a copy of yourself,” said Rose. “She’d be mad, I’m sure, but it might be better than her thinking that you’re a dangerous vigilante.” 
 “She would never be okay with it,” said Malcolm. “No. That’s not an option.”  
 “You’ve always kept secrets from Tapestry,” observed Rose. “Maybe it just wasn’t meant to be, between you and her?” 
 She glanced over at Malcolm, both of them still walking at a fast pace through side alleys and behind buildings. The look on his face must have been worse than he’d thought, because Rose’s expression immediately turned remorseful. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Rose. “I just meant… you have to accept everything you gave up for the sake of creating a new identity.” 
 “I guess that’s true.”  
 Rose beckoned to him as they passed by another small alley. She slipped into it, appearing a moment later wheeling a Japanese motorcycle, a black helmet pulled securely into place over her head. Malcolm grinned. 
 She’d somehow acquired it the previous week, and was evasive as to exactly how it had come into her possession. Malcolm had only cared if it was stolen, and after she assured him that it wasn’t, all he’d wanted was to take it for spin. 
  “Let me be up front, this time,” he said. 
 “Absolutely not,” said Rose. “You’re holding on to me.” 
 She sounded deeply amused by that, and it was a little infectious. Malcolm smiled into her tinted helmet even as he continued to push. 
 “Come on,” he said. “I’ll use the wind to balance it if it starts to fall.” 
 Rose climbed onto the motorcycle. It was hard for Malcolm to think of a more exotic or alluring sight. She straddled it in a way that emphasized her long legs, perfect thighs, and of course, her butt. He couldn’t see her face, but he knew she was smiling at him.  
  “Get on,” she said. “Or, if you prefer, you can fly your own way back to your hideout?” 
 Malcolm got on the motorcycle. Rose had that undefinable girlish smell to her, underlined with a hint of lavender, and he had to focus to keep his hands around her waist, where they belonged. 
 The ride wasn’t a long one, which was a relief for Malcolm, helmetless as he was. Vanderbrook was not as prosperous as it had once been, and several sections of the city were either abandoned or approaching it. 
 Malcolm had spent a day and a night searching after leaving his old apartment before finding what he needed. Within Vanderbrook’s old industrial district, inside a small warehouse with broken windows and a leaky roof, lay a trapdoor that led to a clean, modest basement. 
 Rose brought the bike to a stop behind another building a short distance away from it. Malcolm got off without saying anything, and had to hide his excitement when she took off her helmet and gave him a small nod. 
 “I have to look at your shoulder,” she said, matter of factly. “Knowing you, you’ll just leave it to get infected.” 
 “You know me so well,” said Malcolm, with a smile. 
 He’d taken several factors into account when picking his current hideout. For one, it was not something that anyone would find by accident. Malcolm, himself, had been tipped off to its existence by Rose, who’d found it during one of her episodes in the time before they’d met. 
 Secondly, it was far away from any residential homes or businesses, and people in general. Malcolm was not dismissive of the possibility of his enemies finding him and attacking him when he least expected it. Multi, the demon that currently projected the most force within the city, wouldn’t hesitate to send in a copy of himself with explosives to finish Malcolm off. 

At least this way, he’ll only take out me, and not a host of innocents.

 Malcolm led Rose into the warehouse. The trapdoor was over in one corner, and he kept an old carpet pulled over it. It served to hide both the entrance to the hideout, and the long series of electrical cords that he’d connected to an active outlet in the building next door. 
 There was a single padlock that worked on both the inside and outside of the handle. He twisted the combination, pulled it off, and pulled the hatch open. Malcolm offered Rose a gallant hand. She rolled her eyes, but smiled as she accepted it and worked her way down the ladder. 
 There was a light within the hideout, but only one. Rose knew where it was and turned it on. Malcolm closed the hatch over them, slid the lock into place, and dropped down after her.  
 To call the inside of the hideout spartan would have been an understatement. Malcolm had a single twin mattress, a tiny old CRT television that only picked up the local news channels, a water jug, and a few ragged changes of clothing.  
 Rose, as she always did, examined the space with a mixture of amusement and concern. There were no chairs to sit on, and no couch, so she collapsed onto his frameless mattress and stretched back on her arms.  
 “Come on,” she said. “Take the shirt off. Let me see that shoulder.” 
 Malcolm shrugged, but did as commanded. He winced as the fabric of his black long sleeve t-shirt pulled free of the wound, only then noticing the hole in it, along with the hole in his jacket. 
 “I’ll have to go shopping again tomorrow,” he muttered. “I can’t imagine how irritating this would be if I had a proper, rubber and spandex costume.” 
 “I can’t imagine you in spandex,” said Rose. 
 “Neither can I,” said Malcolm. 


 




CHAPTER 5

   
 Malcolm did have money. During his last assignment as a champion, he’d scored a sizable windfall by nudging a high stakes casino game into a favorable outcome. Of course, the use of his powers hadn’t gone entirely unnoticed, but he’d come to an arrangement with the owner and was able to keep his gains, so long as he promised never to gamble there again. 

Unfortunately, just because I have money doesn’t mean I can spend it openly. I need to keep a low profile.

 “I’m surprised you can even still move your arm.” Rose had pulled a clean handkerchief out of her pocket and was dabbing at his wound, using the water to clean it as much as she could. “You’re missing a chunk of your shoulder.” 
 Malcolm winced. 
 “It wasn’t painful until you started poking at it,” he said. 
 “Right,” said Rose. “What the hell were you thinking, anyway? When did eight against one become winning odds?” 
 Malcolm tried to shrug, only managing it with his good shoulder. She’d been right to question whether his shoulder still had full mobility with the injury. 
 “I wasn’t after them,” said Malcolm. “I was watching for Multi. I expect he’ll try another bombing soon, and it would be nice if I could actually stop him, this time.” 
 He gave Rose a wary look. She was still aligned with the remnants of Rain Dancer’s monster faction, which now only really consisted of Shield Maiden and Fantasy, two sprytes that weren’t openly hostile to him so much as ideologically opposed to the organization he worked for. Multi had also been aligned with Rain Dancer, but from what Rose had told him, things were shaky between him and the others. 
  “Well, you’re still stupid, then,” said Rose. “Multi isn’t lacking for backup, in case the name didn’t tip you off. Taking stupid risks isn’t exactly good for your future prospects.” 
 Malcolm scowled. He picked up the TV’s remote off the cement floor and turned it on. It was already set to the local news channel, and he brought the volume up, knowing that they’d be covering the events of the night. 
 “You’re one to talk,” he said. “Besides, my prospects are already muddled by the fact that the world is currently falling apart.” 
 Malcolm only recognized one of the two news anchors giving the late-night report. One of the long-time regulars had been killed in one of Multi’s suicide bombings the week before. The remaining anchor had done an admirable job reporting on his coworker’s deaths, keeping his voice steady even as tears crested in the corners of his eyes. 
 “Vanderbrook still remains on high alert tonight,” said one of the anchors. “Police continue to seek volunteers from citizens after the bombing that destroyed the police station and most of the police force along with it.” 

Multi’s handiwork. He targets government buildings, sacrificing his copies for the sake of crippling the city’s infrastructure.

 “Several town offices have already been evacuated in anticipation of more strikes.” The new replacement anchor kept her eyes down as she spoke, reading off a paper in front of her. “The attacks of government buildings on local, state, and federal levels have become commonplace all across the country.” 
 “Indeed, Priscilla,” said the male anchor. “In several cities, including New York, Chicago, and Houston, officials have ordered the evacuation of the civilian population, lacking sufficient police or military protection to keep people safe from the threat of both the monsters and non-gifted criminal elements.” 
 Malcolm scowled at the TV. 
 “I don’t know if it makes me feel better or worse,” he said. “On one hand, it’s nice to know that what’s happening in Vanderbrook isn’t because of a specific failure on my part. But on the other…” 
 Rose gave his good shoulder a squeeze. 
 “It’s not your responsibility to save the world, you know,” she said. 
 “Isn’t it, though?” 
 “…officials have warned that if the suicide bombings continue for much longer, Vanderbrook will need to be placed under martial law, or evacuated,” said the female anchor. “Back to you, Tom.” 
 “No, it’s not,” said Rose. “You can choose to live your life, you know. You don’t have to punish yourself with… this.” 
 She gestured around the small, dank basement. 
 “I chose this,” said Malcolm. “I’m not thrilled with every aspect of my life, at the moment. Hell, I had to leave my PS4 with Second Wind. Do you understand how crushing that is?” 

And Tapestry. I doubt I’ll ever even speak to her again, as myself.

 Rose sighed. 
 “You know, a smarter man might have volunteered his copy for this sort of thing,” said Rose. “He is you. He’d have done it, if you’d asked.” 
 “I guess I’m just stupid then,” said Malcolm. “Good thing I have the boyish good looks to make up for it.” 
 He wiggled his eyebrows at her, and Rose struggled to stifle a smile. 
 “You are stupid,” she said. “In all the best kind of ways.” 
 She let her head lean forward a little bit and pressed it against his chest. Malcolm could sense anxiety and worry in her. He reached his hand down to her chin and lifted her face up until her eyes met his. There was fear in them, and Malcolm suddenly realized how his situation must look to her. 

I’ve abandoned my old life and my old identity and spend every night pushing myself to the limit to save a doomed city. It’s suicide, from the outside looking in.

 “I’ll be okay.” He brought his lips to hers, kissing her gently. He still had his shirt off, and as Rose’s hand moved across his chest, he felt electric chills of excitement rush through him. 
 She kissed him again, and it was exactly what he needed. He was bruised, tired, and injured. His life was a shadow of what it used to be. But Rose was still there, beautiful and full of passion. He still had Rose. 
 She pushed him back on the bed, and in his exhausted state, Malcolm was more than happy to let her take the lead. Rose let her body slide over his, making a quiet, contemplative noise as though taking stock of him. 
 “Are you sure you’re up to this?” she asked. “With your wounded shoulder?” 
 Malcolm lifted his hips up slightly, pushing his burgeoning erection against her crotch. 
 “Does that answer your question?” he replied.  
 Rose flashed a tiny, flirtatious smile. She reached down do the hem of her halter top and slowly pulled it up and over her head, letting her big, purple hued breasts fall loose from the fabric. Malcolm ran his hands up the side of her body, shifting them over as they reached her chest, feeling her perfect nipples under his calloused palms. 
 “Mmm,” said Rose. “Looks like I’ll have to do all the work tonight.” 
 “If this is work,” said Malcolm, “Then what’s play?” 
 She kissed him again, hungrier this time. Malcolm groped at her buttocks, squeezing a little harder than he needed to and reminding her that he wasn’t too exhausted to be aggressive. He let his tongue dance with hers, and felt her suck on his lower lip slightly as she pulled her face back. 
 Rose lifted herself up slightly. Instead of using her hands to pull off Malcolm’s pants and her leggings, she summoned shadow tendrils from the shadows of the basement and put them to work undressing them both. Malcolm smiled. He’d grown so used to the way she used the powers within the realm of the intimate that he suspected he was developing a fetish. 
 Rose had a small, neatly trimmed landing strip of pubic hair. Malcolm ran his thumb over it as he lowered her onto his erection. She hovered over it for a moment, running her hands across his chest and letting her eyes meet his. Her expression contained more than just lust, though Malcolm couldn’t put what he saw there into exact words. 
 She lowered herself down onto his shaft, taking her time with torturously slow movements. Malcolm thought he’d been too tired to take an active role in the encounter, but as soon as the sensation of her hot, wet, tightness engulfed him, a second store of energy revealed itself within him.  
 He let his hands slide her breasts upward, tracing his fingers down the side of her chest, to her hips, and then butt. He pulled Rose down all the way, enjoying the surprised reaction on her face, as though she’d forgotten just how deep into her his shaft could reach. 
 They both started moving, grinding and bumping together, playing a game of passion that paid rewards in salacious pleasure. Rose pressed her hands down on Malcolm’s chest, pushing with her arms to lift herself up on his rod. Her tendrils ran across his body, hot to the touch, caressing his inner thighs, and twining through his hair. 
 She leaned further forward. Malcolm kissed each of her breasts and then buried his face in them, feeling like a teenager who’d just discovered his favorite part of a woman. Rose cradled his head, though the softness of the gesture was contradicted by Malcolm’s urgent upward thrusting. 
 He squeezed her butt and pushed into her, faster and faster. Rose eventually began to follow his lead, as she usually did, matching his rhythm, letting out soft, excited moans of pleasure. Each time Malcolm accelerated his pace, she sped up her own gyrations in a loving, intimate sort of submission. 
 “Oh,” she moaned. “Oh… Malcolm.” 
 She tensed up, shivers running through her body as she let out a silent, pleasured gasp. 
 “Rose.” He pulled her against him tightly, wrapping his arms around her as he pumped faster and faster. His heart pounded in his chest, and he felt a flutter of urgent, near overwhelming pleasure as he found his release. 
 He kept holding her against him. She was still there, while so much of his life was now a thing of the past. He held her, and felt a little scared. 


 




CHAPTER 6

   
 “I can’t stay,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm sighed. He loosened his arms and let them fall to the mattress, though despite her statement, Rose kept her head where it was on his chest. 
 “Are you worried about your fellow monsters getting suspicious?” he asked. 
 Rose ran her hand over his chest, letting it slide to the edge of the wound on his shoulder. 
 “Not exactly,” she said. “Shield Maiden is just stressed out. After what happened to Rain Dancer, it’s understandable…” 
 Malcolm couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across his face. 
 “My bad,” he said. “Though really it was Danny who softened him up for me.” 
 His smile faded. It was still hard for him to think about his brother. There was too much baggage there for him to open up in casual conversation. 
 “She’s also concerned about our safety,” said Rose. “Fantasy and I. Along with the rest of the ungifted Awakened Children.” 
 “How so?” asked Malcolm. 
 “We’re all still living underground, in Underworld,” said Rose. “In some ways, we’re safer down there then we would be on the surface. But now, given how independently Multi has been operating, we aren’t sure if the alliance we have with him is actually something he’ll uphold.” 
 Malcolm exhaled through his nostrils. He decided to table his questions about Multi in favor of asking about something a bit more personal to Rose. 
 “Is your sister down there with you?” asked Malcolm. “Leah?” 
 Rose shook her head. 
 “She’s part of a small group of the Awakened Children, including Rion, who have gone to spread the message of peace between monsters and humans in another city,” said Rose. “Which I think is for the best. It isn’t safe here in Vanderbrook, anymore.” 
 Malcolm nodded. There’d been a half dozen suicide bombings in the Vanderbrook area over the past two weeks. Occasionally, Multi would send his copies out to patrol the streets, for no other reason than to project his power and remind people how badly outnumbered the police were against him. 

And he’s just a single demon. He doesn’t need allies, with his power. Shield Maiden is right to be worried.

 “Be safe on your way back,” said Malcolm. “Seriously. I don’t trust you on that motorcycle.” 
 Rose flicked his ear with her finger. 
 “And I don’t trust you flying through the sky,” she said. “I’m just glad that you still have that thing on your wrist to keep you from getting too overwhelmed by the body load.” 
 She eyed the metal stabilizer on wrist. Malcolm smiled. 
 “A remnant of my old life,” he said. “One of the few upsides to the Champion Authority being in such disarray is that I don’t have to worry about them tracking me using it. Or, you know… triggering the bomb inside of it.” 
 “For now,” said Rose. 
 “For now,” he agreed. 
 She smiled at him as she stood up. Malcolm watched her wiggling back into her leggings and pulling on her halter top. She waited for a couple of seconds when she finished, looking at him expectantly. 
 “So…” she said. “Are you going to be around tomorrow night, or am I going to have to track you through the city again?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I’m not living the kind of life right now where I think that far ahead,” he said. 
 Rose folded her arms and glared at him. 
 “You’d better not do anything stupid,” she said. “And yes, going after Multi on your own qualifies as stupid.” 
 “No promises,” said Malcolm. 
 Rose’s glare deepened, until it was so exaggerated that it was funny. 
 “I’ll be careful,” he added. “And… hopefully see you soon.” 
 “Of course,” said Rose.  
 She leaned over him and kissed him once more on the lips before climbing up the ladder and out of Malcolm’s hideout. He put the lock back in place, sighed, and collapsed onto his bed.  
 He woke up the next morning to the sound of his prepaid phone vibrating from a text. Malcolm groggily peered into the screen. It was Second Wind. 

SECOND WIND: Just woke up. I’ll be at the spot in 10.

 Malcolm sighed and started getting dressed. He’d been forced to diversify his wardrobe since creating his new identity. He pulled on khakis, along with a short sleeve dress shirt, a pair of reading glasses, and a baseball cap. It wouldn’t be enough to fool anyone who knew him and spent more than a couple of seconds looking at him, but that was why he limited the amount of time he spent in public. 
 He waited at the bus stop, playing the role of another bored pedestrian as he traveled across town, toward his old apartment. “The spot” that Second Wind had mentioned was the old park across the street from it. It wasn’t exactly the most subtle of places to hold what amounted to a meeting with an informant, but they could both get to it easily, and it kept Second Wind from having to explain unusual trips around town to anyone paying attention to him. 
 Malcolm spotted his copy sitting on a park bench near the small duck pond with a pensive look on his face. He walked over slowly, taking out his phone as though it was what held his attention as he sat down. 
 “How’s your shoulder?” asked Second Wind. 
 Malcolm shrugged. It wasn’t overly itchy, which was a good sign, and he was thankful for the attention Rose had given it, but it was still painful. 
 “Feels like that time Mr. Tessmore’s dog bit us when we cut across his yard,” said Malcolm. 
 “Jesus,” said Second Wind. “You could have just said that it was still hurting. No need to trudge up that memory.” 
 Malcolm smiled. 
 “The rest of that day was pretty good though, remember?” 
 Second Wind nodded. 
 “I do,” he said. “It was the summer, and we were at the beach for the morning. Me, Danny, and mom.” 
 Neither of them said anything for a minute. Danny’s death, though it had been something he’d essentially gone through twice before, still weighed heavily on Malcolm. He looked down at his palm and considered the last gift his brother had given him, a superpower that he was now using to protect the city. 
 “Any news on Multi?” asked Malcolm.  
 Second Wind shook his head slowly. 
 “No,” he said. “At least, nothing new. None of my contacts or Tapestry’s contacts have seen him in person recently, and we don’t know for sure where he’s going to hit next. People are scared. I don’t know if you sense that much or not, but it’s truth. The entire city is terrified of him. If he starts making demands…” 
 “That’s why we need to find him, and stop him,” said Malcolm. “Not his copies. Him.” 
 Malcolm massaged his temples, only realizing after a second or two the error in what he’d just said. 
 “Right,” said Second Wind. “Multi’s infinite army of unthinking, evil copies.” 
 “I didn’t mean it like that,” said Malcolm. “Look, the one thing that each of the copies can’t do is replicate. The only way to kill a snake is to cut off its head.” 
 Malcolm bit his lip, realizing that the words didn’t sound much better. Second Wind frowned slightly and leaned back in the seat, his eyes staring out across the duck pond without focusing. 
 “It’s hard for me not to think about, you know,” he said. “For the first few hours, even the first day or two after I was… created, I didn’t really consider it. It just felt like a hazy dream. I remembered making the copy, making myself, I guess. It felt like one of those science fiction movies where the protagonist wakes up and discovers that the world… isn’t what it seems.” 
 “Hey…” Malcolm reached over and set a hand on his copy’s shoulder. “Don’t be sad. How about I buy you an ice cream, slugger? Vanilla? Chocolate?” 
 “Fuck you.” Second Wind scowled, but there was a small hint of amusement in his eyes. “I’m being serious. I inherited everything from you. Your thoughts, your feelings, memories, sense of humor. Everything… except a clear sense of purpose.” 

Whoa. This is affecting him more than I’d assumed.

 “I think this might be one of those things that gets worse the more you think about it,” said Malcolm. “So just… try not to think about it.” 
 “It doesn’t make you feel existential to know that there is someone else out there in the world who could, technically, claim to be you?” asked Second Wind. 
 ‘First of all, you’re not me.” Malcolm spoke the words without thinking. “I mean, damn it. You are me, but you aren’t… me. We’re different people now, really.” 
 Malcolm frowned, feeling annoyed at how hard it suddenly was to articulate the essence of their existence. 
 “You haven’t thought about it much, have you?” asked Second Wind. 
 “No,” said Malcolm. There was no point in trying to lie. He knew Second Wind would see through it. 
 “And that’s another part of this, for me,” said Second Wind. “I don’t even know… how much I don’t know.” 
 “Okay, now you’re just being ridiculous,” said Malcolm. “Of course you don’t know what you don’t know.” 
 “Just, shut up and let me explain!” snapped Second Wind. “I’m talking about memories. MY emotional reactions. My… soul, if I have one. How much of it is really true to what I was… what you were… before you used Multi’s power.” 
 Malcolm hesitated, lacking the slightest idea how to respond. 
 “I’ve taken on the role of tending to your life,” said Second Wind. “Do you know how that feels, when the news is full of reports of the ‘Gifted Vigilante’? Hell, even Tapestry speculates about you and your motives.” 
 “This wasn’t how I’d planned this,” said Malcolm. “I didn’t expect to survive my encounter with Rain Dancer.” 
 “But you did,” said Second Wind. “And now I’m doing the doppelgänger version of watering your plants and walking your dogs while you’re out of town.” 
 “I don’t have any plants or dogs,” said Malcolm. 
 The look Second Wind gave him told him that he’d just said the wrong thing, again. 
 “I feel like… I at least deserve a chance,” said Second Wind. “To make my own choices. To make my own way in the world, instead of walking down the path you were on for no other reason than to keep it warm.” 
 “That’s… fair,” said Malcolm. “That’s what I would want in your situation, too. Obviously. But... I need you here. At least for now. Vanderbrook needs you. Hell, even Tapestry…” 
 Malcolm let his words trail off. Second Wind hadn’t spoken to him much about Tapestry, and he wasn’t sure that either of them were ready to broach the topic. He knew that Second Wind loved her just as he did. And the same was true of Rose. 

I thought creating a copy would simplify my life. 

 “She’s doing well,” said Second Wind. “Melanie too. I’ve been… looking after both of them.” 
 “Of course you have,” said Malcolm. He waited, knowing what Second Wind would ask next. 
 “And Rose?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “She’s still working with Shield Maiden and Fantasy, but Multi appears to be mostly out of the picture,” said Malcolm. “She’s been looking out for me, more than the other way around.” 
 Second Wind smiled. There was a pause in the conversation, and both of them shared responsibility for it. Malcolm decided to change the subject. 
 “So,” said Malcolm. “How are the other champions in Vanderbrook doing? Wax, Anna… is Greenthumb still around, too?” 
 The question seemed to push Second Wind away from his melancholic state. He crossed one leg over the other and turned to look at Malcolm. It felt weird, seeing the expression on his face, a perfect copy of Malcolm’s, but not knowing what he was about to say. 
 “Greenthumb ended up taking Anna as his new partner,” said Second Wind. “Tapestry said there was some drama over it with his girlfriend, but there was no real alternative, given the weakened state of the Champion Authority.” 
 “Oh, man, that’s not going to end well.” Malcolm gave his copy a knowing smile. “Those two always seemed to be flirting with disaster.” 
 “And each other,” said Second Wind. “Anyway, Wax was recalled to the Champion Authority’s primary headquarters in Virginia. It’s fared better than most of the local bases, but they’re still scrambling to contain the chaos… and mostly failing at it.” 
 “Yeah, the news hasn’t been so optimistic,” said Malcolm. 
 “It’s worse than what’s being reported,” Second Wind said, quietly. “There’s a hundred million people in the country essentially fending for themselves, without police, military, or champion presence to protect them from the monsters. Or from other people, for that matter.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “All the more reason for us to hold down the fort here in Vanderbrook,” he replied. 
 Second Wind made a small noise of agreement. Malcolm figured it was probably all the commitment he was going to get out of him, for now. He set a hand on Second Wind’s shoulder, said his goodbye, and stood to leave. 
 “One more thing,” said Second Wind. 
 Malcolm looked over his shoulder at him. 
 “Yeah?” he asked. 
 “Tapestry is hunting the Gifted Vigilante.” Second Wind gave a smile that was equal parts amused and predatory. “You should be very careful about moving around the city in your costume.” 

Tapestry is hunting me? I’m not so sure how I feel about that.

 “I’ll be careful,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 7

   
 Malcolm felt restless as he left the park, his mind still reeling as he considered all of what Second Wind had said. There was something unnerving about the perspective his copy had shared, and the depth of Second Wind’s existential anxiety. Malcolm felt as though just by meeting up with him, he’d accepted a share of that burden. 
 It had been a little more than two weeks since Second Wind had first been “born”, so to speak. Two weeks, and they’d already diverged far enough to think and feel like different people. Malcolm wondered how he hadn’t seen this coming. 

I expected to die facing Rain Dancer. And I was ready for it.

 He wondered if that acceptance, more than anything, had shifted him away from who he’d been, and the life that Second Wind was now occupying. Heading into battle against Rain Dancer alone had been stupid, but also probably the bravest and most selfless thing he’d ever done. 
 He winced, not wanting to give himself more credit than he deserved. Second Wind had, in essence, been a backup plan. It was a fact that Malcolm knew must haunt his copy, and he’d never stopped to consider what the consequences of what that weight would do to a person’s mind. 
 But then again, Second Wind was still a version of him. There was no doubt in Malcolm’s mind that he could be trusted to faithfully continue on as Wind Runner. He rubbed his chin as he walked, suddenly wondering if that was really the case. No doubt whatsoever? Was that the truth of it? 
 He was walking aimlessly, and had to shift gears in order to remember what he needed to spend the afternoon doing. The previous night’s incident had left a hole not just in his shoulder, but also in his costume. He needed to replace his jacket, the black shirt he usually wore underneath it, and just in case, he could also use another pair of black pants to go along with them. 
 Malcolm found a clothing store, one that he didn’t usually frequent. He made his way inside, feeling a bit uncomfortable with how empty the store was. A single customer perused the aisles, while a bored clerk sat behind the checkout counter, chewing gum and staring at her phone. 
 He tried to act inconspicuous as he made his way to the men’s section. There, he began slowly flipping through a row of jackets, looking for one that would suit his purposes. It was the summer, and that narrowed the selection considerably. 
 Eventually, he settled on a black zip down sweatshirt with mock turtle neck collar. He picked out a black pair of jeans to go with them, holding the two up to his body and frowning as he considered how ominous the clothes looked. 

No wonder the media is portraying me as a potential villain. I dress the part.

 He slipped into one of the changing stalls and set about trying everything on. Malcolm had only been inside for long enough to zip up the sweatshirt and slip his mask on, to make sure there were no gaps, when the curtain swung open. The clerk had a suspicious look on her face, but it immediately shifted to amazement as she recognized him. 
  “You…” She shook her head slowly. “You’re the… Gifted Vigilante?” 
 “No, no,” said Malcolm, not even sounding convincing to himself. “I’m not! I’m just a guy trying on clothes!” 
 The girl raised a finger and pointed it at him accusingly. She was cute, though on the curvier side of it. She wore hipster horn rimmed glasses, and had shoulder length blonde hair. 
 “I’ve seen the news,” she said. “I recognize you!” 
 Malcolm folded his arms and exhaled through his nose. 
 “Don’t make a big deal out of this,” he said. “I have to buy clothes, just like everyone else. Probably more often, given how often people, you know… shoot at me.” 
 “I can’t believe this…” The girl still had her phone out, and she lifted it to get Malcolm into frame for either a picture or a video. 
 “Seriously, though,” said Malcolm. “It would be… tricky for me, if you made a big deal about this.” 

Did that sound like a threat? Actually… was that a threat?

 The girl didn’t seem to be listening. Malcolm slipped by her and started toward the store’s entrance. 
 “Hey!” she shouted, suddenly vocal again. “You didn’t pay for those clothes! Take them off!” 
 “I’ll pay for them,” said Malcolm. “Just let me-“ 
 “No!” shouted the girl. “Take them off, now.” 
 Malcolm stared at her.  
 “I’m not taking off my mask,” he said slowly. “Just so you know.” 
 “The sweater, then,” said the girl. 
 Malcolm sighed and unzipped it. He hadn’t taken the time to put on a t-shirt underneath, and he felt the girl’s eyes roving across the muscles of his chest and stomach. The one upside to being a wanted vigilante, in his opinion, was how effectively it dissuaded him from eating out often. 
 “Happy?” asked Malcolm. “Now let me pay for this stuff and get out of here.” 
 The girl stepped in closer to him. Malcolm started to get an odd sense of déjà vu as she walked in a circle around him with the phone. He kept his face averted as she came back around to his front, unwilling to let her record a clear view of anything that could be used to identify him. 
 “Here.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills from his wallet. “This is enough to cover the clothes. Keep the change. I’m out of here.” 
 “Hold on!” cried the girl. “I… I can make it worth it for you to stay.” 
 She made a show of puckering her lips. At one time, Malcolm would have considered it. But not now. He cleared his throat, pushed the money into her hand, and hurried out of the store. 

Have I grown more mature in my old age?



 




CHAPTER 8

   
 Malcolm decided that the more responsible thing to do would be to buy  pieces of his costumes in separate stores. He made a mental note for next time, and hurried down the sidewalk. 
 The encounter with the girl left him with a nagging sense of paranoia, and he decided not to head straight back to his hideout. Instead, he spent most of the afternoon walking around town, stopping at a couple of coffee shops, keeping his ears open for any hint of intel that might lead him to Multi. 
 It was a little past sundown when he made his way to Terri’s Tavern, Vanderbrook’s local, monster only watering hole. He’d been somewhat of a regular for the past two weeks, and the bouncer, a beefy black demon named Onyx, waved him down the stairs when he approached. 
 The tavern was warmly lit. It strode the line between a proper late night establishment of hazy decisions and intoxication, and a local pub where neighbors gathered to catch up on the day’s news and unwind in the company of friends. Malcolm had arrived early, and there were only a couple of sprytes and demons sitting at the bar or at tables. HE didn’t recognize any of them, and none of them seemed to recognize him. 
 The tavern’s owner was a knowledge spryte by the name of Scribe. True to her name, she was slightly mousy looking, and she kept detailed notes on everyone and everything that she encountered. 
 “I’ll have a beer,” muttered Malcolm.  
 “Coming right up,” replied Scribe. 
 Scribe recognized Malcolm, but as the Wind Runner, rather than the Gifted Vigilante. If she had any inkling to his new secret identity, she’d decided not to mention it. 
 She set a beer in front of him. Malcolm picked it up and took a slow sip, appreciating the quiet of the tavern. He drank slowly, mulling over the emotional tirade Second Wind had unleashed on him that morning. 
 Footsteps came from the stairs leading down to the tavern. Out of the corner of his eye, Malcolm saw a woman enter. He frowned, trying to be discrete as he got a better look and confirmed that indeed, it was a woman, and not a demon or a spryte, unless she was well disguised. 
 She was short, with tanned skin, Asiatic features, and jet black hair done up in a tight bun. She had a nice body, trim waist, medium sized breasts, and a stellar butt. She was dressed in a tight top that left most of her taut stomach exposed, along with a pair of tight black and pink shorts that left very little to the imagination. 
 She took the stool next to Malcolm. He was surprised when Scribe immediately began mixing a drink, before she’d even asked for anything. Malcolm tuned his attention back to his beer, feeling the odd kind of tension that arises and pushes two strangers to make pointless small talk. 
 “Haven’t seen you around here before,” said the woman. Malcolm glanced over at her. She was close enough to his age to make it hard for him to guess at whether she was older or younger than him. 
 “I could say the same to you,” said Malcolm. 
 The woman shrugged. 
 “I’m more of a bar hopper than a regular at any one specific place,” she said. “I’d like to say that it’s fun for me, but really, I’m just desperate for the attention.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t help but smile at her blunt honesty. He decided to see how far it extended. 
 “You’re not a spryte,” he said. “Or a demoness. How’d you get past the bouncer?” 
 The woman sipped at the drink Scribe had given her. It had a blue hue, and brought a slightly purple edge to her luscious red lips. 
 “I offered to give him a kiss,” said the woman. 
 The intensity of her gaze made Malcolm feel hot and bothered. He took a slow breath, willing himself to wade further into the conversation. 
 “Did he take you up on it?” he asked. 
 The woman just smiled at him. 
 “I know who you are,” she said. 
 The statement instantly put Malcolm on edge. 
 “I’m just a guy looking to get a beer.” He took another sip. “And maybe a couple more after this one.” 
 “You’re evasive,” she said. “That’s fun.” 
 She turned her attention back to her drink, brushing a few stray strands of black hair back behind one ear. Malcolm waited for her to say more, but knew that she wouldn’t. 

She’s toying with me. But somehow… I don’t feel like this is just flirting, for her.

 “Alright,” he said. “Tell me. Who am I?” 
 The woman licked her lips. She glanced over at Scribe, who was down at the other end of the bar, and then at the pair monsters sitting at a nearby table. She slid her stool closer to Malcolm’s, until the side of her body was pressing up against him, and he could smell her sweet perfume. 
  “You…” She let a hand run up his arm. “Are the Wind Runner. The champion that’s always on TV.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. He was recognizable enough as Wind Runner, even if he’d passed the identity over to his copy. It was something he’d gotten used to, though was a little wary about how openly he could go about the town as himself, not wanting anyone to make too many connections and discover that he’d been in more than one place at the same time. 
 “What would you say if I told you that I wasn’t?” asked Malcolm. “And I mean, I’m flattered that you’d think so. That Wind Runner fellow seems like quite a handsome, amazing hero. But I’m not him.” 

Correction: I’m not him anymore.

 “Really?” The woman’s smile broadened, and took on an almost predatory quality. “Then how did you get by the bouncer? Because obviously, you aren’t a spryte or a demon, either.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything, sensing that she was probably sharp enough to pick apart his lies. 
 “I’m not trying to trap you, if that’s what you’re thinking,” said the woman. “I actually think you’re a force for good in the city. It’s very… encouraging, to know that there are other gifted people out there with a strong enough will to make up their mind how to use their powers on their own. You don’t exactly tow the Champion Authority’s line, now do you?” 
 Her hand settled onto Malcolm’s thigh. He stared into her eyes, feeling a sudden, animalistic drive to shift their conversation into a more private space. The moment was approaching a boiling point when a ringtone came from the woman’s purse. She leaned back from him, pulled out her phone and checked the screen. 
 “Whoops,” she said. “I have to go. I’m meeting a friend at another bar.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 

That’s probably for the best.

 “Well,” he said. “It was nice speaking with you, Ms…” 
 The woman laughed. 
 “Please,” she said. “I think we both know that it’s in each of our best interests to keep our names to ourselves, Mr. ‘Not Wind Runner’. But I do hope to see you again, when I’m not so busy.” 
 She leaned forward to brush off her shorts, giving Malcolm a cleavage filled view down her shirt. He cleared his throat and tuned his attention back to his beer, waiting until the woman had disappeared up the stairs before letting out his breath. 


 




CHAPTER 9

   
 When Malcolm finally left Terri’s Tavern, he turned in the direction of his hideout, the streets were silent. He pulled on his mask, just in case he saw anything that required his assistance, but he doubted that he would see much. It was a foggy night, and seeing anything beyond a single block into the distance was like trying to listen to music underwater. 
 And that was exactly why Malcolm ended up being caught so off guard. A single car pulled onto the sidewalk in front of him, blocking his way. The blue lights and siren flared for a single instance, just long enough to announce their authoritative presence, and two men jumped loose of the vehicle.  
 “Freeze!” shouted the one nearest to Malcolm. “On the ground!” 
 Malcolm was almost surprised enough to do it. It took a couple of seconds before it dawned onto him why the police were there, and how they’d found him. The girl in the clothing store had been offended enough by his rejection to call them. 
 That made sense. The police knowing his location, however, did not. The fact that they were there, at all, with the city government on the verge of total collapse, was ridiculous. The guns they had pointed at him… well, those did make sense, in an “erring on the side of caution” kind of way. 
 Malcolm dove into a nearby alleyway. Bullets roared, and sparks danced off the concrete where he’d been standing a second earlier. He fought the urge to push off into the air and use his wind manipulation to get far, far away but decided against it. He’d be an easy target for the police, even with the fog.  
 So instead, Malcolm sprinted down the alley. It was tempting to stand, and make an attempt at fighting, but in that scenario, he’d be accepting his role as the bad guy. The police would report back to their superiors, back to the media, and his public image would sink further into the ground. 

Hmmm… In the ground. I think I just had an idea.

 Another round of bullets rang through the air, one of them whizzing less than an inch over Malcolm’s head. He cut across the street at the end of the alley, pushing himself forward with his wind manipulation to make it to cover behind a parked car. 
 He heard the screech of tires, and knew that one of the officers was now back in the squad car. Malcolm cursed under his breath and tried to keep his head low as he ran toward another alleyway. Another shot ricocheted off a building, missing him by less than a foot. 
 He ducked and rolled into another dirty alleyway, and knocked over a trash can as he stood. He cringed at the commotion the can made as it rolled away, but breathed a sigh of relief as it revealed what he’d been looking for: a manhole cover. 
 It was far heavier than Malcolm had been expecting, and even using his wind manipulation to push from the inside up, it took him several moments to wiggle it loose. He could hear footsteps approaching. Malcolm took a deep breath, trusting that the smell and limited light conditions of the sewer would be enough to throw off pursuit. 
 Another gunshot roared, though Malcolm felt it, rather than heard it. The bullet tore through the same shoulder that Tapestry had shot him in, adding another hole an inch lower than his previous wound. Malcolm gasped, his head pulsing with pain as he fell forward through the open manhole. 
 If not for the unexpected injury, he’d likely have been able to keep himself from landing directly into the unsavory stream of refuse. The putrid liquid splashed up around him, and Malcolm knew and understood the disgusting desperation he’d been reduced to. 
 His shoulder aching, he crawled from the sewer onto the walkway. The new costume he’d been carrying with him was lost to the muck. His body was coated filth, and one of his shoes had slipped off, now somewhere at the bottom of the slow moving sludge.  
 Malcolm wanted to scream. He wanted throw fireballs against the walls of the sewer tunnel in rage, and only didn’t after remembering why the gasses involved in such a place would make that a terrible idea. 
 The police weren’t following him, though they must have known where he was. Malcolm tried to orient himself as best as he could and started walking. He ran his thoughts in any direction he could, desperate to distract himself from the pain of his shoulder and the shame of his life. 

The police came after me, the Gifted Vigilante, and left Multi, a self-cloning suicide bomber, to do his thing.

 Of course they did. The more he considered it, the more sense it made. They didn’t have the manpower to go up against Multi. And the Gifted Vigilante was rumored to avoid killing, an awfully convenient trait to have in a wanted criminal. 
 They must have known he was at Terri’s Tavern, and had been waiting for him to leave. Malcolm resolved to be more careful coming and going.  
 He followed the sewer tunnel for what felt like hours. Not knowing exactly where he was, he decided he probably had gone far enough. The sound of rushing water greeted him as he pushed a manhole cover loose and pulled himself to the surface. He looked around. He didn’t recognize the building he was standing in, but he knew by the smell where he was:  the water treatment plant. 
 Desperate to clean himself off, he looked around. There were numerous pipes emptying their contents into a large vat in the center of the enormous room. Most of the pipes contained contents similar to what he’d just trudged through, but one, on the far corner of the room looked clean, or at least it wasn’t a suspicious brown. He figured it was rainwater runoff and stood beneath the spout. 
 Malcolm washed himself off as completely as he could. He had to bite his lip to keep from crying out in pain as he tried to wash out the bullet wound. Thankfully, the bullet had gone straight through his shoulder, but he would have to make sure to use plenty of antiseptic when he got home.  
 The pain of the injury didn’t abate with the shower.  By the time Malcolm arrived back at his hideout, his shoulder almost hurt too badly for him to focus. He took ragged breaths, and let out a small, defeated cry as he landed next to the warehouse.  
 He ditched his soiled clothing in a disused dumpster, keeping only his mask. Back inside his hideout, Malcolm sacrificed a shirt. Ripping it into bandages he carefully applied the rest of his antiseptic and wrapped his aching shoulder. He wished he had something stronger as he shook out a couple of over the counter pain killers into his hand and washed them down with half a bottle of water. 
 He sat on his bed, feeling forced to contemplate what had just happened. This was his life now. Even on his nights off, he ran the risk of being shot at, and having to choose between the putrid sewers and a cold jail cell.  

I gave up everything I had for this. To be a super vigilante, and serve a city that doesn’t appreciate me.

 Part of him had hoped that Rose would be waiting for him. She was the only other person, besides himself, who knew the combination to the lock on the hatch. The only person who could have been waiting for him. Malcolm sighed at the thought, feeling a raw bleakness at how alone he’d become. 
 He missed Tapestry, too. The thought brought a smile to his face as he considered the throbbing pain of his shoulder, the last gift she’d given him. He’d be lucky if he kept full mobility in his arm once it healed. He missed Tapestry as a friend, as a lover, and also for more selfish reasons, for her regeneration which would free him of the pain. 
 Malcolm sighed. He couldn’t take Tapestry’s power even if he’d wanted to. He needed to keep Danny’s heat manipulation. He told himself that it was to keep up the identity he’d established for himself. But really, it was all he had left of his brother.  
 His train of thought seemed compelled to continue in that direction, sulking and feeling sorry for himself. Malcolm honestly didn’t feel like he had the energy for it. He spread out on his mattress, pulled a thin sheet over himself, and fell asleep. 


 




CHAPTER 10

   
 Heavy pounding woke Malcolm up the next morning. It took him a couple of seconds to recognize that it was coming from outside the hatch, rather than within his own skull.  
 He assumed it was Rose at first, but realized immediately that she would have just opened the hatch and climbed down without knocking. He felt a chill run down his spine as he considered what that meant. Someone had found his hideout. 

But… They’re also taking the time to knock. They could have just set up a trap for me outside, if they’d wanted.

 Malcolm pulled on the hat and sunglasses he still had left for a disguise. He pulled on his torn jacket, wincing as his painful and swollen shoulder slid into it. He walked over to the ladder and took a breath. 
 “Who is it?” he asked, gruffly. 
 “Someone with a mutual interest.” 
 He recognized the voice, even muffled as it was, through the hatch. It was Shield Maiden, a spryte who had been part of the faction belonging to his former foe, Rain Dancer. Rose had told him that her militant rhetoric had lessened since his death, either because of grief, or perhaps from finally being free from the lunatic’s influence. 
 Still, he didn’t trust her. It didn’t make sense for him to, not after what had happened. Shield Maiden had been romantically involved with Rain Dancer, though it hadn’t seemed that serious. There was a chance that she had to come to take revenge on him for his death. 
 Or was there? She wasn’t there to see Wind Runner, who had been the champion who’d defeated Rain Dancer. She was there to see the Gifted Vigilante, a new arrival to the chaotic Vanderbrook. 
 “I’m opening the hatch,” said Malcolm. “I’ll come outside. Wait outside the warehouse, and don’t try anything stupid.” 
 “I don’t intend to,” said Shield Maiden. 
 Malcolm waited a couple of seconds before awkwardly climbing up the ladder. It was far more difficult than he’d expected, with only one arm. Entering the combination into the lock was even more challenging, but somehow, he managed it. 
 Shield Maiden stood in the morning sunlight in the concrete lot outside. She was a pretty spryte, with skin that had the patterning of a tabby cat and the purple and pink colors found on top of an oil spill. Her exotic, attractive body contrasted sharply against the plain blue summer dress she wore, which was patterned with small, yellow flowers. 
 If she recognized him at all, she didn’t let it show in her face. Malcolm kept his arms out to the side as he approached her, knowing that if she wanted to, she could put him in a shield bubble before he could attack. 
 “Well?” he asked. He put in extra effort to disguise his voice. 
 Shield Maiden smiled. There was a genuine, almost flirtatious quality to it. She pushed a few strands of her unnaturally pink hair out of her face and looked him in the eyes. 
 “You’re the Gifted Vigilante,” she said. “I’m glad that my information on your location was accurate.” 
 Malcolm licked his lips. He wanted to know where that information came from, but felt like he could probably guess. 

Rose. Either she let it slip, which is unlikely, or Shield Maiden is tracking her movements.

 He resisted the urge to ask her about it, opting to leave that bit of intrigue uninspected. 
 “And you are?” asked Malcolm. “It would be a shame for us to not be properly introduced.”  
 He smiled at her and offered a small bow. It was as much a part of his disguise as the sunglasses and hat. The more he created a persona for the Gifted Vigilante, instead of just acting like himself in another set of clothes, the more convincing he’d be to the world. 
 “Flattery,” said Shield Maiden. “That’s not something I expected from someone with your reputation.” 
 Malcolm took several slow steps toward her, reducing the space between them to just a couple of feet. 
 “Well, you’re more than welcome to come to your own conclusions firsthand,” he said, in a deep, sultry voice.  
 In truth, inviting Shield Maiden down into his hideout was something he would never even consider. Malcolm expected her to rebuff him, and in doing so, hopefully reveal more of her true intentions. Instead, Shield Maiden smiled and leaned toward him. 
 “Shield Maiden,” she said. “You can call me Shield Maiden.” 
 “Do you remember what your name was?” asked Malcolm. “Before you turned?” 
 Shield Maiden blinked. She looked caught off guard. Malcolm tried to keep his satisfaction over that to himself. 
 “I do,” she said. “But it’s not something I give out to strangers. Especially not strangers in disguise.” 
 Malcolm nodded and licked his lips. 
 “You might as well get to the point then,” he said. “Why are you here?” 
 “Because we have a common enemy. And I’d like to give you some information that will help you fight against them.” 
 Malcolm kept his expression steady, although a frown tugged at the edges of his mouth. 
 “If you mean the Champion Authority, I have no intention of fighting against them,” he said. “Even weakened as they are, it’s still too dangerous.” 
 “I’m talking about Multi.” 
 Malcolm tried not to let his surprise show on his face. He folded his arms and glanced away from her for a moment. 
 “The last I heard,” he began, “You were allied with him. There’s still footage that plays on the local news every now and then of you, Rain Dancer, and him at a protest rally.” 
 “That was then,” said Shield Maiden. “The last few weeks have been chaotic. He’s operating on his own, now.” 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “I’m not sure I believe you,” he lied. 
 Rose had told him about how Multi had withdrawn from what remained of Rain Dancer’s faction. From what she said, it seemed as though Multi had been more interested in an alliance with Rain Dancer than with the sprytes who followed him. Shield Maiden, Fantasy, and Rose were all powerful, but none of them held a candle to what the electric demon had been capable of. 
 Malcolm knew all of this, but he wanted Shield Maiden to convince him, and in doing so, hopefully reveal more information that might be useful to him. Shield Maiden gave a small shrug and tilted her head in a thoughtful gesture. 
 “I think you do believe me,” she said, with a small smile. “But regardless if you do or not, I’ll still give you some info I think you might find useful.” 
 “I’m listening.” 
 Shield Maiden’s smile broadened. She was pretty when she smiled, and the coloring of her skin swirled around the edge of her lips, creating the illusion of intricate, surrealist face paint. 
  “Multi is planning more suicide bombings,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “Yeah, obviously,” said Malcolm. “Is that it?” 
 “He gets the electronics he needs to make the triggers from Edward’s Tech on Ballroom Avenue.” 
 Malcolm knew the store. He nodded slowly, committing the fact to memory. 
 “Anything else?” 
 “There’s a fertilizer truck that runs a weekly route through the farms northwest of Vanderbrook,” said Shield Maiden. “When he was still working with us closely, he brought up the idea of capturing that truck at the start of its deliveries, and using the fertilizer to make more bombs.” 
 “When’s the next time it’s going to be on the road?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Tomorrow,” said Shield Maiden. “Early in the afternoon. First stop is the Mackwell Farm.” 
 “I’m familiar with it,” said Malcolm. “But why share all of this with me? Even if you aren’t allied with Multi anymore, he’s one of your kind… isn’t he?” 
 “One of my kind.” Shield Maiden gave him a look that suggested she’d taken his words as an insult. “Perhaps. But he’s also a threat. To the city and to me. He wants power, and has a ruthless streak.” 

That does sound like Multi. Even as a champion, he was focused on nothing but his job and his goals.

 “So the enemy of your enemy is your friend?” asked Malcolm. 
 “Something like that,” said Shield Maiden. She opened her mouth as though to say more and then hesitated.. She looked away from Malcolm and started to turn to leave. 
  “I appreciate the info,” said Malcolm.  
 Shield Maiden paused. She turned around and faced him again. 
 “I don’t trust you,” she said. 

I don’t trust her either. But she’s pragmatic, and she isn’t evil.

 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “That’s good,” he said. “You probably shouldn’t. But you should know that the only thing I care about is keeping Vanderbrook safe.” 
 “Keeping Vanderbrook safe?” asked Shield Maiden. “And… what of the people you care about within it?” 
 Her tone of voice made Malcolm feel uncomfortable, as did the knowing smile on her face. He stayed silent. 
 “You asked me for my real name before,” said Shield Maiden. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.” 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “As fair of a trade as that would be, I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline,” he said. “Thanks for the information.” 
 Shield Maiden kept her eyes on him, as though her gaze alone held a measure of power. And it did seem to, though not in the way Malcolm suspected she thought it did. Tension was brewing in the air between them, and it only broke when Shield Maiden finally turned, soon disappearing around the corner of the warehouse. 


 




CHAPTER 11

   
 Malcolm spent most of the morning recovering. He ate handfuls of dry cereal, washing it down with warm water from a jug he kept in a corner of his lair, wishing he had something with more substance. 
 He took a closer look at his shoulder, cleaning the wound again, and trying to bandage it better. It had stopped bleeding, but he could feel that almost any arm movement that involved stretching or reaching would cause it to bleed again. He wished he had thought to try supergluing the wound closed the night before, but self-pity and exhaustion had clouded his thoughts and he’d forgotten to take that precaution.  

It’s too late now. I at least need to get real bandages for it. A hole in my shoulder isn’t something I can just leave alone.

 Under different circumstances, he would have gone to the hospital. Unfortunately, it would have brought the police straight to him, given that they knew he had been shot. So instead, Malcolm dressed in clothing he hoped wouldn’t chafe too much and readied himself to leave. 
 A short while later he carefully extracted himself from his hideout and walked to the nearest bus stop. He’d gotten a late start and it was already almost noon as he climbed aboard the bus. It wasn’t too crowded. Malcolm had a seat to himself, and he let his thoughts wander as the bus slowly wound its way through the streets of Vanderbrook. 
 Malcom’s attention was brought back to the present when the bus stopped and a single passenger got on. He wore a sweatshirt with the hood up, and stared at his feet as he made his way down the aisle. Malcom watched as he took a seat next to Malcolm.  

That’s weird… Half the bus is empty.

 Malcolm looked at the man, frowning a little. He didn’t get a chance to say anything before the man started to pull his hood down. Malcolm saw his face, and went numb with shock. 
 Multi was sitting next to him, looking very pleased with himself. The demon was almost certainly a copy of the original, but he still looked like Multi had the last time Malcolm had seen him. His head had the odd crown of half inch high skull bumps that deformed the features of all demons, with loose tufts of balding red hair adding a comical quality to his otherwise disturbing appearance. 
 He didn’t say anything for several seconds, instead just watching Malcolm and gauging his reaction. Several other people on the bus behind them had also taken notice, and even the ones who didn’t recognize Multi from images in the news and police descriptions could clearly see that he was a demon. And that, on its own, was more than enough to kindle terror in the confining space of a city bus. 
 “You…” Malcolm finally said. 
 “Me,” said Multi. “It’s been a while, Wind Runner.” 
 Malcolm wasn’t sure what to say, or how to react. He stared at Multi, eyeing the bulge around his chest underneath the sweatshirt. 

He’s wearing a bomb. He has me at his mercy.

 “What do you want?” asked Malcolm. 
 By this point, most of the passengers on the bus had given Multi their attention. A man with a scraggly was beard was whispering something to the bus driver and pointing in Multi’s direction. Malcolm watched the bus driver’s face pale in the reflection of his rear view mirror. 
 “I just want to talk with you,” said Multi. “Think of it like giving me a report. You used to do that, remember? Back when we were both champions.” 
 Malcolm wondered about his phrasing. Was he implying that he knew that Malcolm wasn’t a champion? If so, that meant that he knew about Second Wind. Malcolm tried to consider the implications of that, but knowing that he was sitting next to a potential suicide bomber made it hard for him to focus on anything but the bomb strapped to the demon’s mid-section. 
  “Don’t do this,” he said. “Please. Multi, none of these people deserve to die.” 
 A woman who he’d noticed had been checking her makeup earlier was sobbing, trying and failing to keep quiet. Multi’s expression had no mercy in it, but also no malice. He was cold, calculating, and his gaze was fixed on Malcolm. 
  “You managed to make a copy of yourself.” Multi spoke in a low voice, one that only Malcolm could hear. “Tell me. Does your copy have the same powers that you do?” 
 Malcolm hesitated, and then slowly nodded. 

If I stall for long enough, I might be able to think of something. Answering his questions will at least buy me some time.

 “Interesting…” said Multi. “Then, perhaps it’s just the power of personal multiplication that can’t pass on through duplication.” 
 He smiled. Malcolm shifted his arm slightly. Multi’s hand slipped into his pocket, and he narrowed his eyes. 
 “No sudden moves,” he said. “I’m not done with you yet. So… your power mimicry? That transferred to the copy as well?” 
 Malcolm was curious why Multi was so interested in Second Wind, but he didn’t want to betray that by asking questions. He gave another slow nod. Multi nodded back, as though his suspicions had been confirmed. He looked away from Malcolm for an instant. Malcolm tensed, part of him wanting to seize the opportunity, while also recognizing that if he did, it would probably get him killed. 
 The bus driver was still coasting the bus through the city, no longer stopping to pick people up or drop them off, but too terrified to break from the rest of his routine. All around Malcolm, people wept, or let out anxious moans, or whispered nervously to each other. He felt a small pit of cold, hard rage forming in his stomach. 
 “What is about being a demon that makes so many of you into complete, uncaring sociopaths?” he asked, slowly. 
 Multi chuckled. 
 “Well,” he said. “I can’t speak for all monsters, but I am most assuredly not a sociopath.” 
 “Really? Then why are we here right now? Why are you holding these people hostage?” 
 Multi’s smile almost made Malcolm wish that he hadn’t asked the question. He still had an intensity to him that Malcolm remembered in his old boss, but it was rough and raw now, like an old table with the polish sanded off. 
 “It’s just a feature of power,” said Multi. “To be honest, I think it’s impossible for a normal human to understand. Perhaps you could understand some of it, gifted as you are. The only thing becoming a demon did was confirm a sense of entitlement that had already been there.” 
 “So you feel entitled,” said Malcolm. “What are you, a child?” 
 “No, no more than Cortez, or Columbus, or any of the other explorers who conquered the new world were. I’m just somebody with the power to make things happen. All of my actions will make sense, when viewed in a historical context.” 
  “You’re insane,” said Malcolm. 
 Multi chuckled and took the insult as an invitation to continue. 
 “I think democracy, equal rights, the whole dream of western civilization is fundamentally incompatible with the modern world we live in. There’s too much of a power gap between a normal human, and someone like me. Or someone like you, even.” 
 “There have always been the strong and the weak,” said Malcolm. “Our gifts change nothing.” 
 “You can say that, but it doesn’t make it true,” said Multi. “This isn’t like the difference between someone healthy and someone sick. This is more like the difference between man and the lesser apes.” 
 Malcolm was shaking without realizing it. He didn’t want to hear any more of what Multi had to say. He felt sick to his stomach as much from the monster’s words as he did from the fear he was striking into the hearts of the passengers. Multi was watching him carefully, his expression cold and unreadable. 
 “How many copies did you really make of yourself, Wind Runner?” he asked. “Tell me the real number. I know it wasn’t just one.” 
 Malcolm hesitated for a split second. He hoped Multi hadn’t noticed. 
 “Four,” he said. “One of them is trailing me right now. He’ll attack if I give the symbol.” 
 Multi burst out laughing. 
 “Well, I suppose a bad lie is better than no lie, in a desperate situation,” he said. “I’m better at this game than you are, Wind Runner. You think you know how to play… but you don’t.” 
 Multi reached an arm out. Malcolm flinched back, only barely managing to subdue his instinct to attack. Multi reached over Malcolm’s head and pulled the line to signal the bus driver to stop.  
 The bus driver sank into the steering wheel as he stopped the bus, despair obvious in his body language. Multi cleared his throat, stood up, and started walking down the aisle without a word. 
 He got off the bus, walked to a nearby car, and climbed into the passenger seat. Dazed as he was, Malcolm had just enough sense to commit the model and license number to memory. All around him, the few who’d managed to keep their cool through the hostage situation were now openly crying, finally giving in to their terror. 


 




CHAPTER 12

   
 Malcolm slipped away before the police showed up. Despite his concern for his shoulder, he decided to walk. He passed through Vanderbrook aimlessly for a while, thinking over their conversation and trying to guess at Multi’s intentions.  

Was that just to throw me off balance? Or did he get information from me that was more valuable than I realized?

 He tried to text Second Wind, but his copy was apparently too busy to get back to him in a timely manner. Rose had given him a phone number to get in touch with her, but Malcolm wasn’t sure if it belonged solely to her, or was a line she shared with the other sprytes. 
 Malcolm still wasn’t sure how much he could trust Shield Maiden. He hadn’t gotten a chance to confirm any of the information she’d given him. It was possible that she was still working with Multi, and she’d told him what she had in order to manipulate him. 

Possible, but unlikely. Still, I doubt I can trust anyone other than myself, and maybe Rose, for help.

 He included Second Wind within that category, even as different as they were becoming. The fact that he secretly had a copy of his own made the odds against Multi and his army of doppelgangers feel slightly more even. It gave him options and he hoped it made Multi wary. What else could his questions relating to Second Wind have meant?  
 Unable to reach Second Wind and unwilling to try the number Rose had given him, Malcolm bought some food from a street vendor and spent the afternoon in a park. As the sun began to set he headed toward Terri’s Tavern. He was too paranoid from his encounter with Multi and too unsure about the intel Shield Maiden had given him to try anything on his own.  
 The woman from the night before was sitting alone at the bar again. Malcolm paused at the entrance and debated whether he was interested in talking to her. His legs made the choice for him, and he took the stool next to her. She turned and smiled at him as he sat down. She was dressed as alluringly as she had the night before and Malcolm noticed specks of glitter on her tanned cheeks. 
  “Good evening,” she said. “I guess you are a regular here, after all.” 
 “And apparently so are you.” Malcolm accepted a beer from Scribe as she brought it over. He let out a sigh and took a long drink from it. 
 “Did you come here again tonight to see me?” asked the woman. 
 The question made Malcolm think of Rose. He’d been seeing her less and less frequently lately. Between her and Tapestry, he’d gone from having too many women to handle, to teetering on the edge of loneliness.  
 “No,” he said, answering the woman’s question. “But I’m sure most guys would have, so, don’t take that the wrong way.” 
 “See, that’s what I like about you,” said the woman. “You’re honest.” 
 Malcolm didn’t really want to flirt with her. He was still mulling over his encounter with Multi. How close had he really been to dying, on that bus? And how had Multi known about Second Wind? 
 “A penny for your thoughts,” said the woman. 
 He started to wonder if sitting down next to her had been such a good idea, after all. Malcolm was trying to come up with a polite way to refuse her when she reached over and poked him in the shoulder. It was just juvenile enough of an action to loosen his lips. 
 “Is it worth it to fight against where the world is headed?” he asked. “Does any of us really have any control over the future, or are we just… rocks in the middle of an avalanche.” 
 “Wow,” said the woman. “Jumping right into the deep end, aren’t you? That’s an interesting question.” 
 She sipped her own drink and thought for a couple of seconds. 
 “I think that it matters less whether we’re in control or not, and more whether we think we are,” she said.  
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 The woman turned to face him more directly. She leaned an elbow on the bar and rested her chin on her hand. 
 “You aren’t in control of anything,” said the woman. “You might think you are. That you make small choices… what to eat, when to sleep. Who to be friends with, and who to hate. The bigger stuff, control of the world, or even your own future, it’s hard to feel like you can keep your hands on the wheel. But really, it’s all the same. Pointless and predetermined.” 
  “That’s… kind of dark,” said Malcolm. 
 “You shouldn’t ask deep questions if you don’t want deep answers,” said the woman. 
 Malcolm considered her perspective, or at least tried to. He went to take another sip of beer and realized that his mug was already almost empty. 
 “What are you doing here tonight, then?” asked Malcolm. “Why bother going out? Drinking in a bar, talking to strangers. Like you said, it’s all pointless.” 
 “That’s where the illusion of control comes in,” said the woman. “I come to a bar. Make a new friend. Possibly… do something that makes me feel alive, and powerful. It’s certainly better than cowering in the dark, and being scared.” 
 Malcolm nodded, though he could tell she was speaking of something personal, something he wasn’t sure he understood. He was about to ask her more, when a muffled shout came from outside. 
 “Let me go down, then! Let me see for myself!” 
 “I told you,” replied the bouncer, in an equally loud voice. “The shadow spryte isn’t here. Now buzz off!” 
 Malcolm sat up a little straighter on his stool. He tapped his fingers on the counter, debating with himself over whether it was worth looking into. The shouting outside began to intensify, and he eventually couldn’t keep himself still. 
 “Leaving so soon?” asked the woman. “You still don’t know my name.” 
 Malcolm just shrugged at her, his mind already on the commotion outside. He ran up the stairs to find Onyx, the bouncer of Terri’s Tavern, standing over a blond man who was down on one knee, clutching at his stomach. 
  “You bastard!” snarled the blond man. “Tell me where she is.” 
 “You can either get the fuck out of here, or get another beating,” said Onyx. 
 Malcolm held up a hand in the bouncer’s direction. 
 “Let me handle this,” he said. 
 He walked over to the man, who was still catching his breath, and offered him a hand. The blond man scowled slightly as he took it. 
 “Maybe you can help me, then,” said the man. “I’m looking for someone. A shadow spryte. Her name is Rosalina.” 
 Malcolm kept his expression from giving anything away. 

He’s looking for Rose. I need to find out why.

 “Let’s walk and talk,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 13

   
 The man introduced himself as Brenden Barnes. After a moment’s hesitation, Malcolm replied with his own name. His instincts told him that this man was new to Vanderbrook and that it didn’t matter what name he gave him. If felt nice to be himself, if only for a minute.  
 Brenden was tall, with handsome facial features and the kind of crisp blond haircut not often seen outside of movies. He wore a button up shirt over khakis, and the clothes looked ruffled and slightly dirty from several continuous days of wear. 
 It took a couple of minutes for Malcolm to warm up to him, and vice versa. Malcolm talked about Terri’s Tavern, its reputation, his experiences there, all the while thinking furiously about how to gauge the man’s motives without giving away his own. 
 “So…” said Brenden. “If you’re a regular at this place… You must have seen her.” 
 “A couple of times, maybe,” said Malcolm. “I don’t remember everyone that comes in.” 
 It wasn’t necessarily a lie, at least not in regard to how often Rose attended the bar. Malcolm licked his lips and weighted his next question carefully. 
 “Who is she to you, anyway?” 
 Brenden’s face tightened at the question, and his eyes glared with deep, complicated emotion. 
 “She’s my fiancée,” he said. 
 Malcolm tried to control his reaction as his heart began thumping in his chest. At least some of his surprise must have shown on his face, because Brenden stopped walking. 
 “You do know her!” snapped Brenden. 
 “No,” Malcolm said, quickly. “It’s just… sprytes and demon usually don’t have relationships like that.” 

How long have I been sleeping with Rose for? And this man, who claims to be her fiancé? Has he been searching for her this entire time?

  “She is my fiancé,” said Brenden, in a low, dangerous voice. “From before. And I know she’s here in Vanderbrook, or nearby. I’ve seen the monster profiles on the internet.” 
 Malcolm had heard about those from Second Wind. Several websites were now dedicated to keeping track of the movements and whereabouts of powerful demons and sprytes. It was a way to warn people who held the real power in a particular region. 
 “I don’t know what to tell you,” Malcolm said. 
 “Tell me where she is!” Brenden surprised Malcolm by rushing toward him, grabbing him by the shoulders, and knocking him to the ground. Malcolm was also surprised by his own restraint. Rather than retaliating, or using his powers to defend himself, he merely put his hands up to guard against a possible blow. 
 But Brenden didn’t punch him. He just clung to Malcolm, holding onto the scruff of his shirt.  
 “Please…” said Brenden. “I… have to find her.” 
 Malcolm stood up and disengaged from him without further struggle. He massaged his temples, wishing that he knew what to do or say. Would Rose want to see Brenden? Did she even know that she’d had a fiancé, back before she became a spryte? 
 An odd mixture of doubt and jealousy wormed its way into Malcolm’s chest. Was it possible that Rose would meet with Brenden, remember him and her previous life, and return to it? Of course it was, he decided. And he had no right to keep her from that, if it was what she wanted. 
 “You know her,” said Brenden. “I can tell. Please… I’m staying at the Clearwood Motel. Room 16. Just tell her… I’ll be there for the next few days. Tell her to come in the afternoon.” 
 Malcolm didn’t respond. Brenden watched him for a moment, and then without saying a word turned back toward Terri’s Tavern and walked away. 
 The walk back to Malcolm’s hideout felt like it took an eternity. He called the phone number he’d been given on the way. A feminine voice that he was fairly sure he recognized as the spryte Fantasy picked up, and Malcolm disguised his own as he asked for Rose. 
 He told her to meet him at his hideout, but didn’t say more than that. He wanted to approach telling her about Brenden as carefully as he could. It was a big, emotional thing, and already Malcolm felt as though he was sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. 

Not just my nose. All this time… I’ve been sleeping with another man’s fiancée.

 Waiting for her to arrive was almost intolerable. Keeping an eye on the entrance, Malcolm paced back and forth just inside the warehouse above his hideout. After close to an hour, Rose’s silhouette finally appeared, beautiful and backlit by the moon. 
  “Malcolm,” she said. “What’s going on? You sounded worried on the phone.” 
 She walked over to him and took his hands into hers. Her hair was messy, as though she’d been in bed when he’d called. She wore a blue sweatshirt and black jeans, and slid the hood down as she leaned in to kiss him. Malcolm turned his face, letting her lips brush against his cheek. 
 “I ran into someone tonight,” he said. “At Terri’s Tavern. A guy, blond hair, blue eyes. Tall, good looking...” 

If you’re into the sculpted Adonis type…

 He watched Rose’s expression for any sign of recognition. She gave him a slightly confused look and glanced toward the hatch leading down to his hideout.  
 “…Okay,” she said. “Did something happen?” 
 “His name was Brenden,” Malcolm offered. 
 Rose shook her head. 
 “Are you expecting me to-” 
 “He said he was your fiancé.” 
 At that, Rose’s bodily language stiffened, and her mouth fell open in surprise. She looked about how Malcolm had felt when Brenden had told him the same thing. Malcolm felt a little ashamed of how much relief that brought him. It would have been more painful to discover that Rose had known about her fiancé and been intentionally keeping the detail to herself. 

Or worse. If she’d still be in contact with him, or even still seeing him.

 “Oh my god…” Rose was shaking her head. “I… can’t believe it.” 
 “Come on,” said Malcolm. “Let’s go inside.” 
 He put an arm around her and led her to the ladder.  The pain in his shoulder made him wince as he climbed down, but it was only negligibly noticeable with all of the other thoughts swarming his brain.  
 The two of them sat on his mattress and were silent for a time. Malcolm rubbed his hand along her back, wishing that there was something more that he could say or do. 
 “This is insane…” muttered Rose. “You’re sure that he was talking about me?” 
 “Positive,” said Malcolm. “Unless there are other shadow sprytes named Rosalina in the area.” 
 “Rosalina…” said Rose. “That only makes it weirder for me. Like I have a twin that’s done all of this stuff and just… passed it off to me, without explaining.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t resist chuckling a little. 
 “I can relate to that,” he said. 
 Rose’s shoulders tensed up, and Malcolm suddenly doubted that he actually could relate to what she was going through. Second Wind had only been “born” a few weeks earlier. Rose’s previous life had spanned decades before she became a spryte, and she had essentially lost all memory of it. 
 “I have to meet him,” said Rose. “Do you know where he is? Did he leave a phone number? Any contact info?” 
 Malcolm frowned slightly, but nodded. 
 “He did,” he said. He felt a tiny prick of jealousy at the expression he read on her face. It was curiosity mixed with longing, with a dash of anticipation and fear. “The Clearwood Motel. Room 16.” 
  “I’ll find him tomorrow, then,” said Rose. “And… see what he wants.” 
 A couple silent seconds passed by, each one agonizing to Malcolm for reasons he didn’t quite understand. 

She wasn’t this eager to find Leah, her sister, back when we first got information on where she was.

 Malcolm blinked. If Rose had a fiancé, why hadn’t Leah told her about it when the two had reunited? They’d had weeks together after he escaped Rain Dancer and Rose had stayed behind with the cult, the Awakened Children. 
  “Leah didn’t tell you,” Malcolm said. “Isn’t that weird? You talked with her about who you’d been before you turned into a spryte, didn’t you?” 
 Rose nodded slowly. 
 “It seemed like she was keeping something from me,” said Rose. “I did ask if I had any boyfriends or husbands out there that I might have forgotten about, I’m sure of it. Leah just changed the subject each time, brought up some other interesting fact about me to distract me from the topic. I should have pressed her on it more, but at that time… I was desperate for any information about myself.” 
 “That doesn’t bode well,” said Malcolm. “You know, he didn’t actually give me any proof of what he said. He just knew your name, and that you were a shadow spryte.” 
 Rose folded her arms. 
 “And you think it’s likely that some random stranger would show up in Vanderbrook claiming to be my fiancé, because…?  
 “I’m not saying it’s likely, just that it’s possible,” said Malcolm. “You should be careful about meeting with him.” 
 Rose set a hand on Malcolm’s knee. She turned her head to look at him and slowly licked her lips. 
 “You’re worried,” she said. 
 “Of course I am,” said Malcolm. “I care about you. I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 “Do you want to come with me to meet with him?” asked Rose.  
 Malcolm hesitated before answering. He had to fight back his first response. 
 “…No,” he said. “I don’t think I should. I already feel bad enough about this. All this time… you’ve been engaged. And I’ve been sleeping with you. Things could get really weird, really fast if I was there with you for your reunion.” 
 He winced at his own word choice. 
 “It’s not going to be a reunion, Malcolm,” said Rose. “I’m not leaving you for him. I feel like I shouldn’t even need to explain that.” 
 She leaned her head against his shoulder. 
 “Rose…” Malcolm considered his words carefully. “You don’t know what you might remember, when you see him. If the two of you were happy together, if you had a life together… It might not be that simple.” 
 Malcolm remembered something Rose had told him back in the first few days they’d met. She’d said that all she really wanted was to settle down and live a normal life.  

Maybe she did. Maybe that life has just been waiting for her to remember it, and come back to it.

 “You’re an idiot,” said Rose. “And I think I know my heart better than you do, even taking the possibility of long lost memories into consideration.” 
 She kissed his neck softly, her lips hot against the sensitive skin. Malcolm hesitated, letting her take his cheek into her hand, but making no move to pull her into an embrace. 
 “Kiss me,” she whispered. 
 “Rose,” he said. “I feel… weird about it, right now.” 
 “So do I,” she said. “But not so weird that I’m not aware of the fact that we’re both sitting on your bed.” 
 She unzipped her sweatshirt and let it slip off her shoulders. She hadn’t bothered to wear anything other than a bra underneath, and she pulled Malcolm’s hand around to rest on top of a clasp, like an older woman walking a young virgin through his first time. 
 “I make my own choices, Malcolm,” said Rose. “And each time we’ve been together, it hasn’t been because I’m confused, and lost my memory. It’s because I wanted to be with you.” 
 “But…” Malcolm frowned. “I can’t forget about this. I know that you have a fiancé, now.” 
 He let his hand fall away from her bra. Rose scowled at him and pushed him back on the bed, one of her hands coming close enough to his shoulder to send a small twinge of pain through him. She let her hands slide under his shirt and caressed his stomach before slowly making their way down to his crotch and kneading his burgeoning erection. 
 “It’s obviously not that much of a turn off for you,” whispered Rose. “Maybe it’s the opposite? Maybe you’re intrigued by the idea of taking another man’s fiancé and having your way with her.” 
 She brought her face down to his hardness and rubbed her cheek on it through Malcolm’s pants. Rose slid the rest of her body up until she was lying on top of him, and then kissed him passionately. 
 Malcolm felt his reluctance fading as heat kindled between them. He finally let his hands unhook her bra. Rose sat back up and let it fall off her, the edge of it catching for a split second on her dark nipples and causing her breasts to bounce as they came into view. 
 Rose kissed him again, her hands working quickly to unzip his jeans and slide them down. Malcolm hesitated as he felt her slip her fingers into the waistband of his boxers. He pushed Rose back slightly. She pouted for a moment, and then turned the corners of her mouth up into a mischievous smile. 
 “So this fiancé of mine…” she said, casually. “You said he was handsome?” 
 Malcolm glared at her. Rose’s smile widened, daring him to punish her for the comment. He felt suddenly aggressive, and took her by the shoulders to flip onto the bed underneath him. 
 He practically ripped her sweatpants off her, followed quickly after by her panties and his own boxers. It was stupid, and he knew that Rose was teasing him to elicit this exact reaction. He didn’t care. Primal instincts surged through Malcolm, and he wasn’t gentle as he pushed his shaft into her. 
 “Oh!” Rose cried out. She arched her back and ran her hands over his chest, taking care to avoid his wound. Malcolm seized her hands and pinned them over her head on the bed, sliding back and then pushing into her hard. 
 Several of Rose’s shadow tendrils curled out from the corners of the room. Instead of using them to playfully wrestle with Malcolm, or caress some part of his body, Rose twisted them around his and her hands, tying them together. His fingers were laced through hers, and the shadows made it so that he couldn’t let go without a struggle. 
 Malcolm kissed Rose, and felt her lips passionately moving in response to his. She was softly moaning as he moved inside of her, and the noise had a hint of emotion to it. 

It’s not just me. Rose is uneasy about what her past could hold, and what it could take away from her.

 Malcolm kissed her deeply, pulling his hands back from hers and breaking the shadow bonds. He groped at her breasts, pushing into her with all the energy he could summon. Pleasure echoed through him in time with the hard rhythm of their sweaty bodies, and he savored it. 
 In the relatively short time that he and Rose had known each other, they’d been friends, enemies, and lovers. There was an emotional momentum to their relationship that couldn’t be denied. Malcolm felt the fear of losing her, and it pushed him to give her more of himself. He slammed into her roughly, almost too hard. Rose cried out in ecstasy. 
 He kept going, even as he felt her muscles releasing tension, and Rose melting back into the bed. He kissed her deeply, spearing into her, questions reverberating in his head. So what if she was another man’s fiancée? Wasn’t she naked, in Malcolm’s bed? Willing and open, both sexually and emotionally. 
 The illicit thought sent tingles of arousal through him. Malcolm pumped into Rose harder, letting his rhythm intensify until his body began to overheat, like the engine of a car pushed too fast and too far. He leaned his head against the nape of her neck as he unloaded, and felt her wrap her legs around him, locking him in. 
 “I’m here,” whispered Rose. “I’m right here. And I’m not going anywhere.” 
 Malcolm heard her words, and believed them. 


 




CHAPTER 14

   
 Malcolm fell asleep with Rose still in his arms. At some point during the night, he was dimly aware of her rising and pulling her clothes back on. She sat down next to him on the mattress and kissed him on the forehead. 
 “I’m going to meet with him tomorrow at four,” whispered Rose. “You are welcome to come with me, if you’re worried. I mean it.” 
 She kissed him again in the same spot and ran her hands through his hair affectionately. Malcolm feigned sleep, and listened as she walked across the room and climbed up the ladder and out the hatch. 
 He managed to get a few more hours of sleep, and woke up feeling rested. His shoulder wound was aching, but in a good way that told him he was healing. He changed the bandage and ate a couple of granola bars from his dwindling pantry. 
 Malcolm’s mind was still on Rose and her fiancé, but he forced it in a different direction. Multi was still as much of a threat to him and the city as ever. He thought back to the previous day, remembering both the encounter on the bus and Shield Maiden’s intel. He texted Second Wind. 

MALCOLM: Interested in stopping a fertilizer truck heist this morning?

 A couple minutes went by. 

SECOND WIND: Will it stop Multi from shitting Vanderbrook up?


MALCOLM: Yes.


SECOND WIND: Then yes.

 Malcolm left and met up with his copy in their usual spot in the park across from his old apartment. It felt very strange watching Second Wind walk out from his apartment’s entrance, almost as though he was having an out of body experience. 
 Despite the relatively upbeat tone of the replies he’d sent Malcolm through text, Second Wind looked tired and stressed. Malcolm frowned as he walked toward him. Second Wind looked away when their eyes met. 
  “You don’t look so good,” said Malcolm. 
 “Lack of sleep,” said Second Wind. “So… Fertilizer? That seems like a relatively pedestrian way for Multi to make his bombs, given his background.” 
 Malcolm nodded, but recognized his own tactic of changing the subject by bringing up work. 
 “What happened to make you miss out on getting enough sleep?” he asked. 
 Second Wind shrugged. 
 “Too much thinking, not enough drinking.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes. 
 “Funny,” he said. “Seriously. What’s on your mind?” 
 Second Wind gave him an odd look. He was trying to keep his expression neutral, but Malcolm could see anger brewing underneath the surface. 
 “Shouldn’t you know?” asked Second Wind. “You’re me. The original. Shouldn’t you have a perfect understanding of how I’m feeling?” 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow. 

Am I equally transparent when I get into a sulky mood?

 “Okay,” he said, feeling a bit testy. “You’re in a bad mood, and you’re me. Were they out of classic crust frozen pizzas at the grocery store?” 
 Malcolm wasn’t sure if he’d meant it as a barb or a joke, but Second Wind didn’t seem to take it as either. He just shrugged and looked away from Malcolm, signaling that the conversation on this topic was over, for now. 
  “I got shot,” Malcolm admitted. “A second time, after the shoulder graze Tapestry gave me.” 
 He forced a cheery smile onto his face and gestured to his shoulder. 
 “Jesus, man,” said Second Wind. “By who?” 
 “The police,” said Malcolm. “I escaped from them by flying through a sewer tunnel, but I fell into it first. Yes, as in… into it.” 
 “That’s disgusting,” said Second Wind. “I’m surprised your wounds didn’t get infected.” 
 “Yeah, so am I,” said Malcolm. “Look, we both have it hard. I don’t know what’s bothering you, but trust me, the last few days have sucked for both of us. I was also held hostage on the bus yesterday by a Multi in a bomb vest.” 
 That took Second Wind by surprise. Malcolm couldn’t quite place the look on his face. It wasn’t fear, or concern, but rather, a curious anticipation. He looked down after a moment, again avoiding Malcolm’s gaze. 
 “We’ll have to assume that he’s everywhere,” said Second Wind. “Every public place. Either watching us, or waiting for an opportunity for another suicide attack.” 
 “This wasn’t a suicide attack, though,” said Malcolm. “That’s the only reason I’m still alive. He wanted something else.” 
 Malcolm hesitated, unsure of whether to tell Second Wind about Multi having discovered that he had a copy, and the relevant questions he’d asked. He felt a little ashamed over the fact that his instincts were urging him to keep that part to himself. 

I haven’t told him about Rose, and the man claiming to be her fiancé, either.

 He exhaled slowly. 
 “Anyway…” said Malcolm. “We should get moving. The fertilizer truck Multi is trying to hit will be coming from a farm outside of town. Quickest way for us to get there is to fly.” 
 Second Wind’s expression darkened. 
 “So the conversation is over?” he asked. “Just like that? No more questions from your pesky copy. And now, we’re off on a mission, with you in the lead.” 
 Malcolm felt a sudden surge of anger. 
 “Are you going to help with this or not?” The question came out with more whip to it than he’d intended. 
 Second Wind glared at him, his nostrils flaring slightly. He didn’t say anything, but when Malcolm pulled his vigilante mask over his face and kicked off into the air, he followed after him. 
 Flying, as Malcolm realized early on in his career as a champion, does wonders for the mood. His method for it, and by extension, Second Wind’s method, was more about using concentrated bursts of wind to throw himself into the air repeatedly, almost like a child bouncing with a pogo stick, but higher up, and on a grander scale. 
 Free flying, drawing upon his wind manipulation without reservation, created too much of a body load for Malcolm to maintain for long. He’d tried it a couple of times before, and the euphoria and confusion had almost led him into dark territory, power abuse that would end with him turning into a monster. 
 Malcolm hummed a Nirvana song under his breath as he gazed upon the scenery down below. Vanderbrook always looked so small from above, sleepy and serene, full of trees and grass and stories carved by streets. Second Wind was to Malcolm’s left as they traveled, and he saw that his copy had a wide grin on his face. 

Nobody can stay mad for long when they’re literally flying. But I’ll have to talk to him more about what’s bothering him.

 The two of them maintained their height, and for good reason. It would ruin the reputation of “Wind Runner” for him to be seen in the company of the “Gifted Vigilante”. They both had their roles to play. Malcolm could see it, and he knew that Second Wind could too, even if sometimes less than willingly. 
 The farm Shield Maiden had mentioned to him was miles down the road from Vanderbrook, but they flew in a straight line at speeds that no car could have matched. Malcolm got a glimpse of Second Wind, his hair wild and tangled in the wind, clothes flapping like a flag on a windy day. He felt an odd sort of pride in him, which made him wonder if it was a sort of arrogance, to feel pride over one’s identical copy. 
 They descended onto the farm, and at a glance, Malcolm knew that they were too late. A man wearing overalls with a red stain on his back lay face down in the middle of a freshly plowed pasture. They walked over and checked to see if he was breathing. He wasn’t. 
 “He hasn’t been dead for more than a few minutes,” said Malcolm. “We can still catch them.” 
 Second Wind nodded. 
 “We already came down one length of the road, and didn’t see the truck. There’s only one other way they could be going.” 
 Malcolm looked at his double and raised his eyebrows. The silent tension that followed announced the race as clearly as any starting pistol. The two of them took to the air at the same instant, both of them drawing upon the limits of their wind manipulation in a mad rush through the sky. 
 They were even for the first few seconds, both of them flying into the current, trying to reduce their drag profiles by pulling in their arms and straightening out their legs. Then, Second Wind pulled ahead. 
 Malcolm pushed himself harder, drawing upon his powers a little more than he knew he should. Second Wind did the same, extending past his usual limits to maintain his lead. Malcolm knew that it must be taking a toll on him. He slowed down a little. 

I’m going to let him win. And he’s going to be mad that I did. But what am I supposed to do?

 A real race between them, with both putting all of their abilities into matching each other, would have tested the limits of their stabilizers and possibly their minds. Malcolm had seen a champion turn into a monster before. It really didn’t take that much, and he wasn’t interested in flirting with disaster for the sake of his pride or Second Wind’s. 


 




CHAPTER 15

   
 The truck appeared as they overtook a curve in the road. Malcolm gestured to Second Wind, and they dropped like birds of prey. The truck consisted of a small cab with a tank on the back. The tank was cylindrical and looked like it once might have been painted green. Even from the air, the odor of manure was pungent. 
 Two black cars, one in front and one in back, were escorting it down the road. Malcolm landed on the front vehicle, forcing the convoy to a stop, while Second Wind landed on the truck.  
 As soon as the car came to a stop, several bullets tore through the roof, one of them missing the edge of Malcolm’s foot by less than an inch. He leapt onto the road, rolling to dodge more bullets as four Multis climbed out to face him. 
 Malcolm deflected their bullets as they opened fire, all of them wielding pistols of a similar model. It was tricky to use the wind to divert so many bullets at once, and his focus was so concentrated that he almost missed the grenade they rolled in his direction. 
 He reacted on instinct, falling to the ground and throwing the grenade, using a powerful blast of air to launch it even higher into the air. Even so, the force of the blast flattened his already prone body against the ground. It also stunned the group of Multis, and knocked loose at least one of their weapons.  
 Second Wind let out a roar of anger, and then a second grenade blast shook the ground. Malcom saw that this one hadn’t detonated in the air, but in the midst of a group of Multis. A red spray pattern surrounded by bits and pieces of body parts was all that remained. 
 Malcom puzzled over Second Wind’s decision to heave the grenade at the ground instead of the sky. Both he and Second Wind had been put in almost the same situation, up against the same opponents. Copies fighting copies. Both groups of Multis had opened fire, and then attempted an attack with a grenade. 

I launched mine into the air. He launched his back at his opponents. Was that just a fluke? A random variation caused by some otherwise insignificant detail?

 One of the Multis rushed toward him in a suicide charge. Malcolm had just enough time to assess that he wasn’t wearing an explosive vest before he pulled from his body’s heat reserves to form a fireball and pushed with a gust of wind toward the attacker. It struck the Multi in the chest, dealing a painful, disabling, but probably not fatal injury. 
 The remaining three Multis opened fire on him. Malcolm dodged instead of deflecting, putting the lead car in between him and their bullets. He heard the whoosh of wind manipulation as Second Wind cut through the air, slamming into the Multis head on. 
 He was in the middle of them, too close for a regular opponent to risk shooting in fear of friendly fire. The Multis didn’t care. Two of them took aim and fired. Second Wind ducked, and instead of just deflecting the bullets, he redirected them into the body of the Multi nearest to him. Malcolm had considered trying that move, but was sure that he had never actually done it before. 
 The door of the fertilizer truck opened, and an additional Multi leapt out, wielding a shotgun and taking aim at Malcolm. That made nine in total, for a job that could have theoretically been done by a single person. Malcolm rushed at his new opponent, fearing that his wind powered bullet deflection would have trouble up against a scattershot. 
 The shotgun clearly didn’t belong to the Multi. He pulled the trigger and nothing happened. He was in the midst of checking the safety when Malcolm slammed into him. 
 More gunshots sounded from Second Wind’s direction as Malcolm fell to the ground, wrestling his opponent. Multi had not been a big man, nor overly athletic, but he had clearly made gains as a demon and passed them onto his copies. Malcolm punched his opponent several times in the face, each blow doing little more than annoying him. 
 The Multi somehow managed to pull his legs into his chest and kick. Malcolm flew up into the air, traveling fifteen feet before landing in a wind cushioned heap. He caught a glimpse of Second Wind finishing off his group of Multis with a pistol in each hand.  
 Second Wind had several open bullet wounds, enough of them that Malcolm couldn’t count them at a glance. His heart skipped a beat until he remembered that his copy shared his power mimicry, and would likely have Tapestry’s regeneration on reserve. Most definitely, given that he was still standing, and still fighting. 
 The Multi who’d been driving the truck pressed forward on the attack. Malcolm was thinking clearly this time. He let Multi get a hold of him before he began to overheat his skin, charring the demon wherever their bodies came into contact. The Multi screamed in pain. Malcolm punched him hard in the face, and this time he went down, stunned, but not unconscious. 
 Malcolm looked in Second Wind’s direction. All of the Multis there were dead. In total, Second Wind had done most of the killing, or at least delivered most of the fatal blows. The road was charred from where the grenade had gone off, with blood and various unidentifiable gory bits scattered in a circle around the center of the blast. 
 “Are you okay?” asked Malcolm. Second Wind looked up at him and gave a quick nod. 
 “Regeneration,” Second Wind said, gesturing to the bullet holes. 

I didn’t just mean physically…

 “Was it… necessary, for you to kill all of them?” asked Malcolm. 
 It was not the right question to ask. He could tell as soon as he saw Second Wind’s expression shift. He struggled with the regret and the shame exactly how Malcolm would have, and it would add another level to whatever emotional baggage he was already wrestling with. 
 “Sorry,” said Malcolm. “I didn’t mean it as an accusation. We still have one left alive to question.” 
 Malcolm moved to grab the Multi on the ground. He met the man’s eyes for an instant, and then watched in horror as he casually reached underneath his shirt and pulled out a pistol. 
 Malcolm was ready to deflect the bullet, but the Multi didn’t aim the gun at him. Instead, he set the barrel of it to his chin, tilted the gun slightly, and pulled the trigger. It happened so fast that there was nothing Malcolm or Second Wind could have done about it. 
 “Jesus Christ,” muttered Malcolm. “That… was a little extreme.” 
 He looked over at Second Wind, expecting him to concur. Hot rage shone in Second Wind’s eyes. 
 “Extreme,” said Second Wind, voice dripping with contempt. “Did you forget that he’s a copy? They’re all… just copies. It would be extreme if this Multi, or the ones who were next to the grenade, if they actually had anything waiting for them. Anyone who’d miss them.” 
 “Just copies?” asked Malcolm. He shook his head, feeling as though he was understanding Second Wind less and less. “How can you, of all people, say that?” 
 Again, it wasn’t until the words had left Malcolm’s mouth that he realized just how wrong they were for the situation. 
 “I am just a copy!” shouted Second Wind. “Are you seriously going to try and say you have a better perspective on this than I do?” 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. “Relax. Come on. You know I didn’t mean it like that. And you aren’t just a copy. Look, for now, we have roles to play. But once things settle down in Vanderbrook…” 
 Second Wind’s expression hadn’t softened. If anything, he looked even angrier. 
 “No please, go ahead,” he said. “Finish that thought. Once things settle down in Vanderbrook… then what? You’ll send me off to do whatever I want? Take back your life for yourself? It’s pretty obvious that we both can’t settle down and grow old as next-door neighbors.” 
 “That’s not what I was going to say,” said Malcolm. “And that’s not fair of you to say. You’re the one living in ‘our’ apartment. You kept most of what made up my life. You know you did.” 
 “You gave me the boring parts of your life,” said Second Wind, sourly. “And you ran off with Rose to do exactly what we used to dream of doing.” 

Rose. Is that what this is about? I should be able to figure out what he’s thinking, shouldn’t I?

 “Hey,” said Malcolm. “I never intended this. I didn’t think I’d survive the encounter with Rain Dancer. You know that as well as I do.” 
 “So that makes it all better, then?” 
 “You know what, fuck you,” said Malcolm. “Go ahead and throw your temper tantrum. Be mad at me for something that we both did. You have the same memories I do, up until I used Multi’s power. You remember what went into that decision.” 
 Second Wind was silent, but clearly not chastened. He stared at Malcolm with an intense look on his face. It was the same face Malcolm saw in the mirror, but at the same time, it wasn’t. How much had they changed in the past few weeks?  
 Malcolm had more to say, and he was sure that his copy did as well. Unfortunately, he could already hear the approaching sirens. 
 “We can talk about this more later,” said Malcolm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” 
 Second Wind gave a bitter smile. 
 “We really aren’t the same person anymore,” he said. “See, in case you forgot, Wind Runner is a champion. Wind Runner doesn’t run away from the police in a situation like this. He waits for them to arrive, tells them what happened. Takes responsibility for his own actions.” 
 “And also takes selfies with people,” said Malcolm. “Flirts with his female fans. Smiles, cracks bad jokes. Keeps things light. Remember all of that?” 
 Second Wind didn’t say anything. The smile never left his face, and his eyes burned with the worst kinds of emotions, jealousy, hatred, and misery. 
 Malcolm let out a long sigh, and then leapt into flight. 


 




CHAPTER 16

   
 Malcolm had intended to check out the other tip Shield Maiden had given him, the one about the electronics store. It made sense for him to watch both in the same day, in case foiling one of Multi’s plans clued him into the risk of him foiling the other. 
 But the situation with Second Wind was something that concerned Malcolm even more. The last thing he’d expected when he’d decided to create a new identity for himself was for Second Wind to grow volatile and unstable in his old one. 
 He knew he had to get some answers and knew where to go. Malcolm flew across Vanderbrook, staying high in the air and out of sight until he reached the park across from his old apartment. He touched down, pulled his mask off, and then casually walked across the street. 
 He went up the stairs and down the hallway, pausing outside his doorway. The lock had never been a very good one, and Malcolm had forgotten his keys enough times to have developed a strategy for getting the door open. 
 Pulling a bankcard from his wallet, he pushed the door as far as it would go while sliding the card through the crack. Once the tension subsided, he slowly pushed the door open, wondering what he would find. 
 Second Wind had taken up a new hobby. Dozens of books were scattered across Malcolm’s couch and floor, most of them with titles related to philosophy or self-help. It fit with what Malcolm had sensed in his copy during their conversations that day, but it still made him uneasy. 
 At a glance, Malcolm’s bedroom was about the same as it had been when he’d lived in it. As he approached the bed, however, he found another surprise waiting for him. The gun that Tapestry had given Malcolm when he’d first become a champion was sitting on the bed stand. It was loaded, and the safety was off. 

Is he paranoid? Suicidal? What the hell is going on inside his head?

 Malcolm was still pondering the question and searching for clues when the door to the apartment swung wide open. He froze, silently cursing himself and knowing that being caught would only drive a deep wedge between him and Second Wind. 
 “There you are,” said Tapestry. “Why have you been ignoring me all morning?” 
 Malcolm slowly turned to look at her. She wore a black sweater and tight jeans, and instead of her usual ponytail, she had on an elastic hairband that let her blonde locks fall loose behind her ears. She smiled at him as she walked toward him. Malcolm was at a loss for words. 
 “Uh…” He smiled back at her. The last time he’d seen her, she’d shot him in the shoulder. And the time before that… 

The time before that was right before I used Multi’s power to create Second Wind. I’ve missed her… I’ve missed her so much…

 “You look like you just saw a ghost,” said Tapestry. She stepped in closer to him, cupped Malcolm’s cheek in her hand, and then kissed him. 
 Malcolm was so stunned that he almost forgot to kiss her back. He’d been getting close to Tapestry before Second Wind had entered the picture. Perhaps he’d even been on the verge of something more with her, something closer to a real relationship instead of volatility with sex occasionally thrown in. 
 It made perfect sense that Second Wind would have picked up where he’d left off. Second Wind was him, in all the ways that mattered to the world. Tapestry was oblivious to the fact that he’d made a copy of himself. On top of that, he’d been with Rose for the past few weeks, and while they weren’t quite in a relationship, they’d been seeing each other regularly. 
 Malcolm considered all of this, and still felt a weird, confusing sense of jealousy. Had she and Second Wind done more with each other than just kiss? Of course they had. He reminded himself that it was ridiculous for it to bother him, but his emotions seemed to have plans of their own. 
 She pulled back, and Malcolm just stared at her. Was he imagining it, or was there also a change in Tapestry’s demeanor? She seemed more relaxed, and there was a lightness about her expression and smile that reminded him a little of her great granddaughter, Melanie. 
 “Are you okay?” asked Tapestry. “Did something happen?” 
 “No!” Malcolm said, quickly. “I’m fine. Just… a little tired.” 
 “I’m sorry about what I said last night,” said Tapestry. 
 “What you… said last night?” Malcolm repeated slowly. Tapestry gave him a weird look. 
 “Yeah,” she said. “I may have been overreacting a little. But I still stand by my point, Malcolm.” 

Which was…?

 “Uh.” Malcolm shrugged. He was having the absurd realization that it was actually quite difficult to pretend to be himself. “I mean, we both made good points. Didn’t we?” 
 What he knew he should be doing was taking the conversation elsewhere, or even ending it entirely. But Second Wind’s behavior had stirred his curiosity. Malcolm was living under a new identity now, but it didn’t stop him from feeling like he was being affected by the choices and decisions of his old one. 
 “Vanderbrook needs you, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. Her voice was quiet and serious. “It needs Wind Runner. You’re so much more appreciated than you know.” 
 She gave him a starry eyed look. Malcolm couldn’t help but wonder just what Second Wind had said, or done, to endear her to him like this. And then, Tapestry was kissing him again. He let his hands slide up the sides of her body, feeling her breasts pushing against his chest. He’d missed her. God, he’d missed her. 
 It took an immense force of will for Malcolm to pull back from her. Yes, he had missed Tapestry, but he reminded himself that she had not missed him. Second Wind had been there for her, would continue to be there for her, and would be back at literally any minute. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “My mind is still, uh, focused on work right now.” 
 “Of course,” said Tapestry. “That’s fine.” 
 The flush in her cheeks contradicted her. 
 “So…” said Malcolm. “Have you heard anything new about Multi since we last spoke?” 
 If the question was a weird one, Tapestry didn’t let it show. Second Wind’s recent behavior had left Malcolm wondering if he was getting all of the information he needed from his copy. Clearly, there were things being kept from him, and some of them might be less innocuous than the current state of Second Wind’s love life. 
 “My contacts have been coming up dry,” said Tapestry. “We still don’t know where he’s getting his weapons from. Or more importantly, his explosives.” 
 “If I had to guess, I’d say he’s probably making them himself,” said Malcolm. “That’s the kind of guy Multi was. Maybe we could check out some local electronics stores?” 
 Tapestry nodded. 
 “I’m also going to investigate Terri’s Tavern tonight, the monster bar,” she said.  
 Malcolm furrowed his brow. 
 “Uh, seriously?” he asked. “Do you think that they would react well to that?” 
 “They let you and Savior in,” said Tapestry. “Without too much fuss, from what I hear. And unless things have changed since the last time I went to a bar, pretty girls have an easier time getting by bouncers than two bachelors.” 
 “Fair enough,” said Malcolm. “But seriously, when was the last time you went to a bar? 1945? 1950?” 
 Tapestry looked at him like she couldn’t believe he’d just said that. Malcolm grinned at her, accepting her playful punch on the shoulder. A smile crept back onto her face, and she sighed. 
 “I’m glad to see your sense of humor is coming back,” she said. “Though I don’t think it would behoove me to dignify your question with a serious answer.” 
 “Of course not,” said Malcolm. 
 “Anyway, beyond Multi, I’ve also heard rumors of a gifted woman who has been picking up men from bars and leaving them dead in their bedrooms,” said Tapestry. “So I’ll have a chance at killing two birds with one stone. Three, if I find out anything about the Gifted Vigilante.” 
 Malcolm kept his internal reaction from showing on his face. He slowly nodded. 
 “I guess,” he said. “Though I don’t think that guy should be our top priority. He doesn’t seem all that evil, really.” 
 “It’s not about good and evil,” said Tapestry, stiffly. “He’s not playing by the rules.” 
 “That doesn’t mean you have to hunt him down and kill him,” said Malcolm. “We have Multi to deal with right now, as our top priority.” 
 “But this guy is powerful,” said Tapestry. “You’ve seen what he can do. He’s a renegade. I already gave him a chance to surrender. Now, it’s time to take him down.” 
 “Okay, Rambo,” said Malcolm. “Good luck with that.” 
 “You’d better hope so,” said Tapestry. “You’ll be my backup.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. He was about to say something when he realized that it was already late-afternoon. He took out his phone and checked the time. 

3:50. Ten minutes before Rose’s meeting with Brenden. I’d just barely make it in time if I left now.

 Despite what he’d said to her the previous night, Malcolm suddenly felt anxious about letting her go to the meeting alone. It wasn’t jealousy. Or rather, it wasn’t entirely jealousy.  
 He was worried for Rose, for what might happen to her when she started to remember, but also for her physical safety. She didn’t have the memories to confirm that Brenden was who he said it was. It could very well be a trap. 
 “I forgot something,” said Malcolm. “An appointment I have to make.” 
 Tapestry frowned at him.  
 “What is it?” 
 “I’ll explain later,” he said. For once, it felt a little nice knowing that it would be Second Wind fumbling for an excuse, and not him. Tapestry looked a little annoyed, but she didn’t object, leaving the apartment alongside him and saying her goodbye. 


 




CHAPTER 17

   
 Malcolm reached the motel in time to see Rose walking up the stairs toward Brenden’s room. She didn’t usually travel during the day, and it was clear from her miss matched outfit that fashion sense had been at war with practicality.  
 She wore a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over her head, her face barely peaking from the shadows. Underneath she wore a short grey skirt over black leggings. Her hands were clenched within the sleeves of the sweatshirt, and her shoulders were tensed. 
 He hesitated, part of him wanting to call out to her. Another part of him realized that he didn’t have a place in their reunion, unless his goal was to make it weird. So instead, Malcolm took up a spot on the roof of one of the buildings across the street. Brenden had left the curtains open, and he could see him sitting on the bed, waiting for Rose to knock.  

Great. So instead of being a third wheel, I’ve decided to go full on stalker.

 He reminded himself that he was just looking out for Rose, that she had invited him along, and focused on what he needed to do next. Wind manipulation provided Malcolm a couple of less obvious abilities. By stilling his mind and focusing on small vibrations in the ear, he could use the wind to listen at a distance. 
 He didn’t hear anything at first, and wasn’t sure if he was doing it correctly until he heard the sound of Rose knocking. Brenden stood up from the bed as though someone had stuck him with a cattle prod. Malcolm heard him mutter something to himself, and watched him walk slowly toward the door. He hesitated, and then opened it. 
 Malcolm realized that he’d been holding his breath. He trusted Rose, but nagging insecurities in both his head and heart had prepared him for the worst. Part of him had secretly been bracing for a romantic reunion between the two, Brenden sweeping Rose off her feet and into bed and leaving Malcolm to ponder his own inadequacies. 
 The reality of the situation was much more tense and awkward. There was no sign of recognition on Rose’s face. She looked as though she didn’t know what to say, like a woman on a blind date, seeing their partner for the first time. Brenden’s back was turned to Malcolm, but he was slowly shaking his head, as though in disbelief. 
 “Brenden?” Rose asked, hesitantly. 
 “Rose…” said Brenden.  
 Another couple of seconds went by before Brenden stepped back and gestured for her to come in. He tried to help her out of her sweatshirt. Rose let him, with a reluctant, uncomfortable expression on her face. 
 “Uh…” said Rose. “I got your message. About finding you here.” 
 “Good, good,” said Brenden. “I mean, obviously you did. For you to be here.” 
 His voice shook a little as he spoke, but not from nervousness. Brenden looked and sounded like a tightly wound ball of tension and emotion. Rose sat down on the bed. Brenden seemed to hesitate before choosing a chair situated opposite the bed. 
 Neither of them said anything for what felt like an eternity. Rose kept looking at Brenden, examining his face and features, like someone trying to place where they knew someone from. Brenden stared down at his legs. He wouldn’t meet her gaze, and it contributed to the awkwardness of the moment. 
 “Brenden,” said Rose, finally. “I don’t remember anything. I feel like… you need to know that, before anything else.” 
 “Oh,” said Brenden. “Well. I didn’t expect you to.” 
 “So…” said Rose.  
 “So…” replied Brenden. 
 Malcolm cringed a little, almost wishing for Brenden to find his confidence and charm her, just to make the scene easier to watch. 

It’s not a trap, that much is clear. He’s not smooth enough for it to be a trap.

 “Can you tell me?” asked Rose. “About myself? About us? You were my fiancé… weren’t you? I remember so little that I can’t even confirm it to myself.” 
 “Yeah, we were engaged.” Brenden exhaled, the sound slow, almost painful. “Wow. It’s a lot… to tell you about it all.” 
 “Relax,” said Rose. “I’ll be patient. Why don’t you start with how we met?” 
 Brenden cleared his throat. 
 “College,” he mumbled. “We were friends. We didn’t date right away.” 
 Silence. Far too much silence. 
 “Are you scared of me, Brenden?” asked Rose, flatly. “Because I’m a spryte?” 
 Brenden acted like he didn’t hear her. 
 “Our first date,” he said. “Why don’t I tell you about that? Maybe it will help you remember…” 
 He turned and looked at Rose. She nodded slowly. 
 “I wanted to take you to dinner and a movie. You said you hated movie theaters, that the floors were sticky, and the food was too expensive so you always had to sneak your own candy in.” Brenden let out a nervous laugh. “So I said… I suggested… That we go to a drive-in, instead. And you said yes.” 
 Rose listened. Her face was still, but there was a gleam of emotional longing in her eyes. 
 “I picked you up. You were wearing this amazing black dress. I thought it was wasted on a drive-in, where nobody was gonna see you, but you said it would just be for my eyes only, then.” 
 Brenden grinned at Rose. She smiled back at him. She didn’t say anything, but Brenden seemed to relax a little as he continued. 
 “My car broke down on the way. It had some engine problems that I’d been ignoring. It was pretty embarrassing. We were only just down the road from the drive-in, too. So I said, and this made you laugh, that we should just go and watch the movie anyway, even if we didn’t have the speaker and the sound.” 
 Rose’s smile grew wider. Her eyes were locked onto his. Malcolm felt a stab of jealousy, but it was outweighed by another, more complicated emotion. He wanted Rose to hear all of this. He cared enough about her to want her to know who she’d been, and what her life had been like. 
 “So we sat on this hill overlooking the screen, way, way back. You’d brought candy with you, hidden in your handbag. You said something about how old habits die hard, even if you didn’t have to sneak the stuff in. The movie started, and it was boring without sound, so I… did the voices.” 
 “You did the voices?” asked Rose, lifting an eyebrow. 
 “I pretended like I knew what they were saying,” he said. “Made up a plot through the dialogue. The movie was like, two hours long, and I kept doing it the whole time. By the end, you were laughing so hard, it was ridiculous.” 
 Brenden glanced away from her, and then looked back. He hesitantly reached his hand out and set it to her cheek. 
 “I… think I fell in love with you that night,” he said. “Or at least, I fell in love with the fact that I could make you laugh like that.” 
 “Brenden…” Rose’s face was uncertain. However, she made no move to stop Brenden as he leaned in and kissed her. 

God damn it. I shouldn’t be here.

 She pushed him back slightly after a second, not far enough to be out of range for another kiss, but enough to express her hesitation.  
 “I’m sorry,” she said. “There’s something I need to tell you. There’s someone else that I love.” 
 Brenden didn’t react at all to her statement. It was as though she hadn’t said anything. He sighed, and gave her cheek another caress. 
 “This would be so much easier if you remembered,” he said. “If you remembered everything.” 
 He let his arm slide to the bed, and then reached behind his back. Malcolm stared uncomprehendingly at the object Brenden held when he brought it back into view. It was a gun, and it took Malcolm far too long to realize it and react to the fact that Brenden was pointing it at Rose. 
 Rose’s mouth formed a tiny, confused circle. Brenden pulled the trigger before she could say anything, shooting her in the upper leg. The sound of the bullet shocked Malcolm’s sensitive, wind enhanced ears, but the pain of that was nothing compared to the pain of listening to Rose’s scream. 


 




CHAPTER 18

   
 Malcolm went in through the window. It wasn’t a calculated move to catch Brenden off guard. It was a line drive, the shortest path between points A and B. It was a desperate, visceral response, and he smashed through the glass without taking the time to consider breaking it beforehand.  
 He tackled Brenden and slammed him into the wall of the motel, leaving a vaguely person shaped dent. Brenden tried to push him back, but Malcolm was stronger and faster. He slammed his fist into the other man’s jaw once, twice, and pulled back for a third blow. 
 “Malcolm!” Rose’s voice was strained with pain and emotion. Malcolm turned to look at her. She was holding her upper thigh, trying to staunch the flow of blood. 
 The expression on her face hurt Malcolm more to see than her injury. There was so much betrayal and loss in her eyes. She was slowly shaking her head, and took a deep breath before speaking again. 
 “Please,” she said, voice a whisper. “Just get me out of here. Don’t… make this any worse.” 
 Malcom caught a sudden movement out of the corner of his eye and turned back to see Brenden taking aim, this time at him.  
 “Don’t!” cried Rose. She let out a single, pained sob. Malcolm hurried to his side, keeping his eyes on Brenden even as he leaned over to cradle Rose on the bed. 
 “I can’t just leave him,” said Malcolm.  
 “Please, Malcolm.” She squeezed his hand, pleading with her words and her eyes. “Please. Just get me out of here.” 
 Brenden looked momentarily stunned. Malcolm felt a cold rage for the man, but couldn’t ignore Rose’s request. He scooped her up into her arms, surprised by how light she felt, and carried her out the door. Brenden didn’t pursue them. 
 Once outside, Malcolm lifted off into the air. Using his wind manipulation to carry someone besides himself was dangerous, especially given that Rose was injured and it took more energy to hold them both steady. But he did it for her sake, knowing that a man carrying a spryte through the street, during daylight hours, would raise far too many questions. 
 “Keep pressure on your wound,” Malcolm said. He could feel a hot wetness on his chest. He glanced down expecting to see Rose’s blood on him, only to discover that it was mostly tears. 
 He used the wind to carry them over Vanderbrook as gently as he could while still going as fast as he could. A couple of people glanced up at them. Malcolm wasn’t high enough to be out of sight, but he’d already expended his budget for worrying on Rose’s condition.  
 The sun was slipping behind a cloud when he set down next to his hideout. Rose’s eyes were closed. He didn’t know if she was unconscious, or just unable to keep them open. 
 “I’m going to lower you down using the wind,” he said, as he opened the hatch. “I’ll follow right behind you, and I’ll… help get your wound cleaned up.” 

If it’s serious, what can I do? She’s a spryte. I can’t just take her to a hospital.

 “I’ll be fine,” mumbled Rose. Her tone of voice was anything but reassuring. 
 Malcolm carefully lowered her into the hideout on a cushion of wind. He didn’t bother to lock the hatch after him, quickly carrying her to his bed and setting a towel down underneath her. He had no more than the same crude first aid supplies he’d used on his own shoulder wound the night before, but he cut away the fabric of her leggings to get a look at her injury and went to work. 
 “The bullet is still inside you Rose,” muttered Malcolm. He swore under his breath. “This isn’t good. I’m… not sure what I can do, other than try to stop the bleeding.” 
 “Why?” she asked. The question wasn’t meant for him, but Malcolm tried to answer, anyway. 
 “He seemed unstable when I first met him,” said Malcolm. “I was a little worried that something like this might happen. That’s why I was watching out for you.” 
 Rose didn’t press him on that point, not even to make a joke about him stalking her. That worried Malcolm as much as the pain in her voice, and the look on her face. 
 “I’ll find a doctor,” said Malcolm. “Maybe… there is someone I can bribe to do it secretly, or something. I have money. I can make it happen.” 
 “Shield Maiden knows someone,” said Rose. “Call her.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “Shield Maiden,” he repeated. “Alright. I can do that. Do you have the number?” 
 “It’s the one I gave you,” muttered Rose. “We… share… the line.” 
 She sounded tired, and he couldn’t tell if it was because of the bullet hole in her leg or if it was an emotional fatigue. He hoped for the first, a physical wound would heal pretty quickly, but a wound of the latter variety would likely get worse before it started to get better.  
  “I’m sorry, Rose,” said Malcolm. “I… should have…” 

I should have what? What could I have possibly done to stop this?

 “I felt what he was talking about,” whispered Rose. “He kissed me, and… I didn’t remember anything. But I felt the emotions come back. I did love him, Malcolm.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “And then,” continued Rose. “He… I don’t understand. Why did he try to kill me?” 
 It was as she said. Rose might not have had memories of Brenden, but pain and betrayal in her voice was just as raw. Malcolm took bandages and disinfectant out of his medical kit and went about cleaning her wound, listening to her ragged breathing. He put a temporary bandage on it when he was done, and then took out his phone. 
 “I’ll call Shield Maiden,” he said. “Just try to stay calm. Your emotions will make it harder for you to deal with injury if you don’t.” 
 “Okay,” said Rose. “Thank you… Malcolm. You saved me.” 
 She smiled at him, and Malcolm remembered the other thing. What she’d said to Brenden just before he’d shot her. The thing about having someone else in her life that she loved. 
 He put on his mask before dialing the number. Rose made a small noise. Malcolm hurried over to her, only realizing that she’d been chuckling until the movement made her groan with pain. 
 “What’s so funny?” he asked. 
 “You put your mask on before talking to people on the phone?” she asked. “Do you think Shield Maiden will somehow hack your phone’s camera to get a look at you?” 
 Malcolm smiled back at her. 
 “I’m glad you’re feeling well enough to mock me,” he said.  
 “It would take more than one gunshot to stop me from doing that,” said Rose. Despite her words, Malcolm could still hear the pain in her tone, and see the sadness in her expression. He dialed the number for the phone in the spryte’s base. 
 Shield Maiden answered, and Malcolm had one of the strangest conversations of his life. He threw his voice to make it sound gruffer, and worked to keep his worry and concern out of his tone. Shield Maiden asked probing questions about where Rose was when she’d been shot, and what they’d been doing, but let it drop when she realized the danger her friend was in. 
 Malcolm waited impatiently by Rose’s side for nearly an hour, watching her slowly bleed through the towel he’d set underneath her on his bed. He didn’t care. A mattress was something he could replace.  
 He was about to head up to the warehouse to wait for Shield Maiden’s arrival when a sharp knock came at the hatch. Malcolm hurried over to it, pulling his mask back on and trying to keep paranoia in check. 

It’s Shield Maiden. It has to be. Too much of a coincidence for it to be anyone else.

 And it was. She climbed the ladder down into Malcolm’s hideout in a black gown, her hair woven into an intricate braid. She even had a little bit of make up on, and Malcolm realized that he’d interrupted her from something that night. 
 What surprised him was that she wasn’t alone. The blonde illusion spryte, Fantasy, followed after her, clad in sweatpants and a loose night shirt. She was very attractive, with curves in all the right places and dazzling eyes, though Malcolm barely noticed with Rose in such danger. 
 “She’s here,” he said gruffly. “The bullet is still inside her.” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. Fantasy made a show of folding her arms over her breasts and glancing around his hideout. 
 “This is very quaint,” said Fantasy. “You live a dangerous life, Mr. Vigilante.” 
 “Fantasy…” groaned Rose. “Please don’t flirt with my… friend.” 
 Malcolm knew that Rose must have lost a lot of blood, because her words verged on giving his identity away. He’d interacted with both her fellow sprytes before, and they knew that Rose had, at one time, been involved with Wind Runner. 
 “I wasn’t flirting with him,” protested Fantasy. “I was just suggesting that perhaps under different circumstances, I’d love to have a chat with him on how all this came to be.” She gave Rose an innocent look, but it melted after a second. “Okay, maybe I was flirting with him.” 
 “Well, enough,” said Rose. “I need a doctor. And to get back to the base.” 
 “I’m going to take you there in a bubble,” said Shield Maiden. “It’s the most comfortable means we have available. I’ve already gotten in touch with Rion. She’s a nurse, and will be able to help.”  
 Rose gave a tired nod. She let out a long sigh. Malcolm met her eyes and knew that her thoughts were still on what had happened. Brenden was a loose end, and an emotionally volatile one, at that. She gestured for Malcolm to come closer to her, and he did, leaning in close enough to hear her whisper. 
 “My, my,” said Fantasy. “Aren’t the two of you close?” 
 Rose glared at her, but it was sisterly, rather than angry. 
 “Don’t do anything stupid until the next time you see me,” she whispered. 
 “It might not be for a couple of days,” said Malcolm, eyeing her wound. “And it’s not like I know how to find you when you’re in your base.” 
 He’d been down to “Underworld”, as Rain Dancer had called it back when he’d been in power, once before. It was a series of underground chambers hidden deep within Halter City’s labyrinthian sewer system. Malcolm wasn’t looking forward to trudging through those tunnels in search of it after his last experience down a manhole. 
 “Call me,” said Rose. She gave a forced smile that was clearly for his benefit and turned her attention to Shield Maiden. “I’m ready.” 
 Shield Maiden walked over slowly, looking quite beautiful in her fancy black gown. She extended a hand, and an instant later, a multicolored bubble encircled Rose where she lay on the bed. It lifted into the air, shifting shape slightly until it matched the profile of a hospital stretcher. 
 “Thank you for calling us,” said Shield Maiden. 
 “You should do it more often,” added Fantasy, in a musical voice. “I’m always down for a good chat.” 
 “Fantasy!” snapped Rose’s muted voice from within the bubble. 


 




CHAPTER 19

   
 The sprytes left. Malcolm locked the hatch behind them and sighed as he stood in the center of his apartment. He’d been scared, though he hadn’t admitted it to himself, of the danger that Rose had been in. Feeling it melt off his shoulders was a relief, but it left room for him to think about the implications of what she’d been through that night. 

Brenden. Why the hell did he shoot her?

 Malcolm wanted to kill him. Rose had been smart to make him promise that he wouldn’t do anything stupid. His urge for vengeance was deep and primal, driven by protectiveness and a need for revenge. 
 He forced himself to set his anger aside and turned on the TV. The local news channel was in the middle of doing a story on a series of unexplained local killings. One of the anchors suggested that the victims matched each other enough to suggest a serial killer with a certain kind of appetite.  
 They were all men, killed with no sign of a struggle and no external wounds. They’d all had alcohol in their system, and people interviewed in the aftermath all claimed that they’d been seen at a bar, and in some cases, been seen leaving with an attractive woman. And most of them had criminal records. 
 It sounded more like misguided vigilantism to Malcolm, rather than a serial killer, and he tried not to feel a personal sense of responsibility over what his own actions might have inspired. One of the anchors suddenly put a finger up to their ear, and interrupted her cohost. 
 “We’ve just got word of a breaking story that needs to be announced immediately, for the sake of public safety,” said the female anchor. “A bomb threat has been called in just outside the government building on Douglas Street. I repeat, there has been a bomb threat. The police have just announced an evacuation of the area.” 
 Malcolm felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight. It was Multi’s style to call ahead and let people know about the impending terror, at least usually. Malcolm didn’t take him to be the sympathetic sort, rather, he used it as an opportunity to create more chaos, to show that even if he broadcasted his intentions in advance, he still couldn’t be stopped. 
 Part of him had hoped that by stopping the fertilizer heist, Multi’s bombings would be at least temporarily halted. No such luck. Malcolm pulled on his mask and hurried out into the night, wincing at the pain in his shoulder as he made his way up the ladder. 
 It was dark enough outside for him to forgo stealth. He used his wind manipulation to soar through the air, wind cold against his face and roaring in his ears. It was a cloudy night, so he flew just above the low skyline, maintaining visual contact with Vanderbrook below.  
 Malcolm landed on the slanted roof of a museum half a block down from the government building. He dropped to his stomach, reducing his profile as much as he could whilst peering out into the night. 
 He first tried wind listening, but there were still too many noises for him to pick up any useful information. He did notice that the government building had no discernable police presence. He smiled wryly at that.  

The police hunt me, but are terrified of Multi. Being a good guy has no perks.

 Malcolm had one other trick up his sleeve that he’d been toying with for the past week. He took a deep breath, entering the same state he’d normally use for wind listening, but instead focused on his secondary power, instead. 
 He didn’t use his heat manipulation actively, but rather, used it to sense any and all nearby sources of heat. It was as though someone had pulled thermal goggles down over his eyes. Each of the streetlights gave off tiny little red halos of heat, and he could see figures in the street and in buildings through their fuzzy red auras. 
 Malcolm searched for anyone who seemed to be out of place, eventually settling on the shape of a person who was slowly approaching the government building from an alleyway. He rose to his feet and pushed off into the air, moving toward the suspicious pedestrian. He landed within striking range, just behind them. 
 Tapestry whirled on him, swinging her pistol to point at his head. Malcolm froze. He’d been expecting Tapestry and Second Wind to appear as a group of two. On her own, without Malcolm’s copy to subtly run interference, there was no telling what she might do. She could very well decide to pull the trigger and be rid of him. 
 “I should have known that you were involved with this,” she said, her voice trembling with anger. 
 “I’m here for the same reason you are,” said Malcolm, throwing his voice. “The bomb threat. We need to work together.” 
 He tried to take a step back. Tapestry immediately moved forward, keeping the gun where it was. 
 “No, I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t buy it.” 
 Malcolm scowled. 

I don’t have time for this!

 “If we don’t work together, people will die!” he hissed. “The bomb could go off at any time. We need to spread out and search the area.” 
 “And you could be the bomber,” said Tapestry. “That seems just as likely as-“ 
 Malcolm threw caution to the wind, spinning with wind assisted speed and knocking Tapestry’s pistol loose from her hand. She gasped, but didn’t hesitate, immediately tackling him before he could take to the air. 
 They fell to the ground in a tangled heap. Tapestry made a move as though to grab Malcolm’s mask. His hands went to it, ready to pull it back down, but as he did, he exposed his torso. Tapestry responded with several fast jabs, which landed on his ribs and stomach. 
  “You’re being an idiot!” Malcolm shouted. He reached out and seized Tapestry’s wrist, and felt the familiar tingling of absorbing the power of another champion. 
 In that moment, the fight went out of him. Malcolm had kept his heat manipulation for the past few weeks, keeping his power mimicry in check around Rose to keep from accidentally absorbing her powers. He’d done it for two reasons. 
 First it was essential to keeping up his identity as the Gifted Vigilante. It was his calling card, and also a way of distracting the press’s attention from his true identity.  
 The second reason was more sentimental. It was the only thing he had left to remember his brother by, and now it was gone. As small of a comfort as it had been, it had made Malcolm feel like part of his brother was living on through him. And Tapestry had just extinguished that.  
 He slammed his hands up into her chest, accidentally pushing with the wind along with his arms. Tapestry was too busy being knocked off him to notice, or so Malcolm hoped. He stood up, glaring at her angrily. 
 “Is this really what you want to do?” snapped Malcolm. “Stand here and wrestle with me while the real bomber is-” 
 The bomb went off without preamble. The force of the explosion was enough to throw Malcolm forward. He slammed into Tapestry, knocking her over before continuing his tumble across the cold concrete of the alleyway. 
 The combination of a stunning head blow and ringing ears made it hard for Malcolm to regain his bearings in the minutes immediately following the attack. He slowly blinked his eyes, banishing away double vision.  
 Tapestry was staggering toward him. For a moment, Malcolm thought that she was going to make another grab at his mask, but she didn’t. She looked at him, and Malcolm realized that she was making sure that he was still alive. 
 He was, though several scrapes and bruises made his body ache all over. Tapestry ran off toward the epicenter of the blast. Malcolm struggled to his feet and followed after her. 
 The damage was insane. The government building was completely demolished, as were most of the buildings on the block. Malcolm and Tapestry had only barely been shielded from it by a truck parked in front of the alleyway, which was charred and melted on one side and untouched on the other. 
 Small fires burned amidst the rubble, and from within destroyed cars. The police had done what they could to evacuate the area, but Malcolm spotted at least three corpses strewn within the wreckage of the bomb, one of them too small to be a fully grown adult. Malcolm could imagine it easily: a scared child, intimidated by the police’s hurried knock, hiding under her bed or in a closet with no idea of what was to come. 
 Tapestry’s expression was blank, but dark emotions clouded her eyes. Malcolm felt his anger rising as well, both at Multi, for creating this mess, but at Tapestry too. She’d mistaken him for the bomber and blown their chance to save lives. 
 He was about to tell her as much, but held his tongue, suddenly struck by the fact that Second Wind was nowhere to be seen. Malcolm, back when he’d been Wind Runner, would never have let Tapestry charge into a situation like this on her own.  

Between this and what happened the other day, something is up.

 Malcolm debated staying, and making another attempt at convincing Tapestry that he was one of the good guys. There was no point, he decided. And as much as he didn’t like admitting it to himself, staring at the destruction Multi had wrought upon the city that night made him sick to his stomach. 
 He leapt into flight just as Tapestry turned back to look at him. She trained her gun on him, but didn’t fire as he took to the sky. 


 




CHAPTER 20

   
 Malcolm didn’t find Second Wind back at his apartment. The inside looked untouched since he’d been their earlier in the day. Books were still strewn across the living room floor, the kitchen counter clear of any dirty dishes or signs of someone having eaten. The loaded revolver still sat next to the bed. 
 Malcolm checked the bathroom for any discarded clothes or wet towels. They’d worked up a sweat fighting the Multis. Second Wind would have at least taken a shower. There was nothing there, nothing to suggest that his copy had come back and left again. 
 Second Wind’s phone was sitting on his desk in his room. Malcolm had noticed it earlier when he’d been inside the apartment, but it hadn’t seemed out of place. Second Wind had gotten his text about the fertilizer heist and probably just forgotten it in the rush to meet up with him. 
 Lacking any other good options, Malcolm picked up the phone. There were a couple of missed calls and an angry text message from Tapestry. The call log and messages had been cleared recently, preventing him from seeing who his copy had been talking to, and about what. 
 He tapped on the email app, wondering if there would be any clues there. It was another part of his life that his copy had inherited. Second Wind wasn’t logged into his account, but Malcolm tried his own password, and was surprised when the app accepted it without complaint. 

I guess there’d be no real sense in changing it, just because I know it. I probably would have been able to guess whatever he might have changed it to, anyway.

 His inbox was empty. All of the emails outside of the spam folder had been deleted, including ones that Malcolm had written long before he’d used Multi’s power. Even ones from his life before becoming a champion were gone, as though Second Wind had wanted to wipe away any trace of ever having been Malcolm. 
 He slowly shook his head, putting the information into place alongside Second Wind’s surly attitude, and the philosophy books on the floor. The bigger picture was clear enough. His copy didn’t want to go on being “Malcolm”, at least not in the capacity that was needed for Wind Runner to continue as a champion. 
 Malcolm spent half an hour thumbing through the books, trying to get a better grasp of a mind that should make perfect sense to him, but didn’t. The weeks that had passed since the last time they’d both been the same person had changed them both far more than he’d realized. 
 A harsh knock came at the door, jolting him out of his considerations. Malcolm reached up to his face, making sure his mask was still in place. 
 “Malcolm!” shouted Tapestry. “If you’re in there, open this door this instant and explain!” 
 Malcolm chewed his lower lip. He had a choice this time. If he wanted to, he could escape out the window. Even if Tapestry heard and ran down the hallway in time, she wouldn’t catch more than a glimpse of him in the dark. 

And then she’d assume that it’s “me”, running away from her and this situation. I think “I” have done enough damage to my own reputation, for one night.

 He smiled, remembering all the times in life when he’d been given the advice to “just be himself”. It was finally time to put that idea to the test. 
 “Give me a minute,” he called, trying to make himself sound weary. Malcolm stripped off his mask and clothing, changing into Second Wind’s clothes, instead. His copy had made some changes to his wardrobe, and he found a new pair of sweatpants and a sleeveless shirt to throw on. 
 He opened the door, and Tapestry all but burst through it, jabbing a finger in his face. She had on a brown leather jacket and tight jeans, and was still covered in dust from the explosion. Her eyes were a little puffy, probably from smoke irritation, rather than tears. 
 “You abandoned your duty tonight, Wind Runner!” She jabbed him in the chest. “You let me, your partner, go out alone to face the enemy we’ve been hunting for weeks! I tried calling you. I knocked on your door. Where the heck were you?” 
 Malcolm hesitated. He didn’t want to lie to her. It made him angry to realize that he had to, and even angrier at the fact that it wasn’t even to cover for himself. 

He’d better have a good fucking explanation. Just like I need to have one, right now.

 “I got a tip about Multi stealing a fertilizer truck,” he said. “I followed up on it and… lost track of time.” 
 Tapestry’s anger continued to burn in her eyes, but she lowered her hand, shutting the door behind her as she walked into the apartment. 
 “Did you stop him, at least?” she asked. 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “I thought that was all he had planned,” said Malcolm. “I thought that stopping the truck would stop, or at least delay, his next bombing. I let the ball drop on this one. I’m sorry.” 
 His words seemed to mollify her somewhat, but there was still emotion in her expression as she turned to look at him. 
 “Why didn’t you at least tell me?” asked Tapestry. “I’m your partner, Malcolm. For you to just ignore me like this…” 
 She trailed off. Malcolm had enough understanding of what had been going on in Second Wind’s life over the past few weeks to know what was left unsaid. She wasn’t just Second Wind’s partner. She wasn’t just a close friend and occasional lover, as she’d been to Malcolm.  
 The two of them had developed something more, and if Malcolm wanted to keep Tapestry from being completely heart broken, he needed to find the words that Second Wind should have been saying.   
 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t have my phone with me. I’ve been paranoid, lately. Feeling like maybe Multi has the tools to track us.” 
  “And you didn’t check it when you came back to the apartment?” demanded Tapestry. 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I checked it,” he said, honestly. “And then I turned on the news and saw that the situation had been resolved. I figured you’d come here next and… I wanted to apologize to you in person.” 
 Tapestry sighed and slowly shook her head, a bit of the tension leaving her shoulders. 
 “What has been going on with you the last couple of days?” she asked. “Is this because of us? Are you scared of… whatever it is that we have?” 
 Malcolm felt like he was walking a tightrope, with Tapestry’s emotions on one side and his copy’s privacy and right to a life of his own on the other. 
 “It’s the opposite of that,” he said. “Tapestry. I miss you so much when you aren’t around.” 
 He reached his arms out and pulled her into a hug. Malcolm half expected her to push him away. The Tapestry he’d known, before taking on his new identity, would have probably pushed him away. This Tapestry melted against his chest, her hands running up and along his back. 
 “Malcolm…” whispered Tapestry. “We’re losing.” 
 Malcolm stroked her hair with his hand. 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “This isn’t like last time,” she said. “Or any of the other demons I’ve fought before. We don’t have other champions backing us up. And Multi… he isn’t a single enemy, he’s an army. An army of demons who aren’t afraid to die.” 
 There was doubt in her voice. That was new to Malcolm. He’d never known Tapestry to be anything other than confident and controlled. He found himself considering her fears, and realizing that they extended beyond her. 

Is it the same for Second Wind? Is he struggling under the pressure to take on Multi, to be the champion standing between the city and chaos?

 “It’s not like last time,” said Malcolm. “But we aren’t going to give up. Not now, and not ever. It’s that simple. Isn’t it?” 
 Tapestry turned her face up toward his. Malcolm felt excitement and hot desire wash over him as their eyes met. He’d wanted so badly to protect her, his partner, his friend. His lover. Even his arrangement with Second Wind had been designed to protect her from the ugly truth of Malcolm’s complicated life. 
 Thinking of that gave him pause, even as he felt Tapestry’s soft breasts against his chest. She rose up on her toes, one of her hands caressing his cheek. Malcolm’s heart pounded in his chest, and his entire body felt hot and ready.  
 He kissed her, and the pleasure and emotion of it was instantly entrancing. Tapestry pushed herself against him and let out a little moan, her hips pushing forward in an attempt to find his. Malcolm broke the kiss found himself suddenly walking backward. Tapestry was pushing him toward his bed. 

It’s not my bed anymore…

 Tapestry tipped him back on it, and the two were rolling together across the sheets like young lovers, given an hour of privacy. Malcolm groped at her breasts. He felt Tapestry’s hands running over his crotch, admiring his erection with her fingers. Had she ever been this lively before? 
 The guilt hit him as he faced the truth of the situation. By kissing Tapestry, by doing whatever they were about to do, Malcolm was engaging in both betrayal and deception. He had an idea how Second Wind would react. They were both Malcolm, but when it came to love and intimacy, was that fact enough to beat jealousy?  
 But worse was Tapestry, who kissed him without any idea of who he really was. Tapestry, who hated when people she trusted kept secrets, and had already worked through her suspicions of Malcolm in the past. 
 “Stop thinking so much,” whispered Tapestry. She kissed him again, her fingers stroking his hardness through his jeans. He wanted her so badly, despite all the reasons why he shouldn’t.  
 Tapestry pulled her blouse up and over her head, revealing small, but perfect breasts and the pink bra that enveloped them. She delighted in his reaction, clasping her hands and pulling her arms together for a moment to exaggerate her cleavage. She was more sexually confident than she had been, there was no denying it. And Malcolm didn’t like where that thought led. 
 He was so caught up with his own internal dilemma that he didn’t notice as Tapestry reached down to the hem of his shirt and began pulling it up and over his head. Malcolm raised his arms, only realizing how foolish he was as he felt the bandages on his shoulder catch on the fabric and pull off along with his clothing. 

No! She’ll see my shoulder, the wounds there, and recognize that she gave me one of them! She’ll know everything…

 Tapestry tossed the garment aside and brought her face in closer to his. She stole a quick kiss, as though there was nothing remarkable about Malcolm’s exposed flesh. And, he suddenly realized, there wasn’t. He had absorbed her power, and he’d grown so used to the effects of it that he’d had never stopped to consider that it would, of course, heal all of his wounds without leaving so much as a scar. 
 “Hey,” she said, seeing his expression. “It’s okay. Malcolm, whatever it is you’ve been going through lately, it’s okay. I’m here with you. We’ll face it together.” 
 Malcolm knew that her words weren’t really meant for him, but they were exactly what he needed to hear, regardless. The past few days had been harder for him than he’d realized, full of pain, disappointment, and failure. 
 He leaned back on the bed, watching as Tapestry wiggled out of her jeans and tossed them aside. He pulled his own jeans off. He needed her intimacy. As she moved back on top of him to continue, Malcolm took her by the waist. Tapestry was a petite woman, and she let out a delighted squeal as he easily flipped her underneath him. 
 He kissed her as he never had before. His lips were brimming with weeks’ worth of unrealized passion. All of the fleeting thoughts he’d had about her, a mix of longing for a lost lover and friend, was unleashed upon her. 
 Malcolm roughly pulled her bra down and gave her breasts the attention they deserved. Tapestry ran her hands through his hair, her body tensing slightly as he prodded into her with his hardness, their underwear a flimsy barrier. 
 Not for long. Malcolm pulled his boxers down, only taking the time to pull her panties aside before sliding his shaft halfway into her. She was tight and hot, and there was enough sensation just from that half thrust to make his body pulse with pleasure. He could feel the softness of her silk panties against the side of his sensitive erection, and it reminded him of what the encounter was: an illicit coupling. Stolen love. A passionate encounter that could not happen again. 
 Tapestry hooked her arms around him and gently urged him forward. Malcolm pushed deeper into her, kissing her as his face came up to be level with hers. He kept close to her, letting his hips pull back and forth and matching the rhythm of his lips to hers. 
 Malcolm sped up slowly, until he was thrusting as fast as his body would let him. The gentle intimacy they’d started with had progressed to hot, hard sex. Tapestry moaned as Malcolm seized one of her buttocks and pushed himself into her with unbridled, masculine force. 
 It didn’t take either of them very long to climax. Tapestry had been trying to stifle her noises, but as she reached her peak, a cry of passion broke from her lips. Malcolm held her firm with his strong hands, pushing into her, savoring every thrust. He buried his face in her shoulder as he vaulted over his limit into hot, sticky ecstasy. 
  “I love you, Malcolm.” 
 Her words were whispered, quiet enough that it almost seemed like she didn’t want him to hear them. Malcolm’s heart skipped a beat. He was deep enough into the moment that he first felt elated, before realizing again, that the words were not meant for him. 

What have I done? What the fuck have I done?



 




CHAPTER 21

   
 Malcolm awoke the next morning with Tapestry curled up against him. He’d planned on leaving during the night, as the guilt and shame over what he’d done were almost too much for him to bear. He’d considered it, and had decided in the end that it would only make things worse if Tapestry woke up, and he or Second Wind wasn’t there in the apartment with her. 
 The fact that Second Wind didn’t come back during the night gave him pause. The last time Malcolm had seen him had been after they’d stopped the fertilizer truck heist. Was it possible that Multi intercepted him on his way back to Vanderbrook? 

Of course it’s possible. Anything is possible. I can’t make assumptions yet.

 “Hey.” Tapestry walked into the living room, wearing one of his t-shirts. It was baggy on her, and her hair was loose and ruffled around her shoulders. 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. He felt suddenly awkward around her, too disturbed by what he’d done and his inability to own up to it. He wanted to apologize to her and admit the truth, but that felt like it would only serve to twist the blade he’d already thrust into Second Wind’s back. 
 “You should get ready,” said Tapestry. “We’ll have to stop by my house so I can change on the way there.” 
 Malcolm almost asked her what she was talking about, before realizing that it was probably something he should already know. Instead of pushing for more detail, he nodded and started toward his bedroom. 
 “It’s not going to be weird now, is it?” asked Tapestry. “I… didn’t expect you to say it back, you know. And I don’t need you to, if you aren’t ready.” 
 Malcolm felt his heart twist inside his chest. Those words had been meant for Second Wind, not him. And as far as he could tell, it was the first time she’d used them. It was an impossible situation, only made worse by his own confusing emotions for her. Did he love Tapestry? Did it matter, if he did or not? It wasn’t his place to say such things to her, not while wearing Second Wind’s mask. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Malcolm. “It’s not that I don’t… feel it. I just need a few days to get back to myself.” 

That’s within striking distance of the truth, isn’t it?

 He hurried into his room to get dressed before Tapestry could say anything else. They shared a quiet breakfast and then climbed into her BMW and drove across town to her house. The sun was out, and it was a bright, hot reminder of the changing season. 
 “I’ll only be a minute,” said Tapestry. “You should come inside. I’m sure Melanie wouldn’t mind seeing you.” 
 “Sure,” said Malcolm. 
 He followed behind Tapestry and into the house. Melanie was sitting on the couch in the living room, wearing a baggy t-shirt and panties, practically the same outfit Tapestry had been dressed in minutes before. She stood up, her face contorting with surprise.  
 “Aubrey!” she said. “I… You said you wouldn’t be back until later this afternoon. That’s what you told me. I wasn’t, uh… I mean, I just didn’t expect you back so soon!” 
 “And just why is this a problem for you?” asked Tapestry. Her gaze flicked from Melanie to the closed door to Melanie’s room. 
 “You should probably let me open that,” said Malcolm. 
 He walked through the living room, only half listening to Melanie’s frantic excuses. A short, dark skinned teenager wearing boxer shorts and nothing else jumped up from Melanie’s bed as soon as Malcolm opened the door. 
 “Hi,” said Malcolm. The boy younger than Melanie by at least a year or two, and even as he hurried to pull on his pants, Malcolm caught a vibe of both inexperience and pride coming from him. 

Did little Melanie just take this boy’s virginity?

 “Sorry,” mumbled the boy. “I should probably go.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “Melanie is wearing your shirt,” he said. “Here.” 
 He took off the sweatshirt and tossed it to him. 
 “Just give it back to Melanie when you can,” said Malcolm. 
 “Thanks,” said the boy. 
 He hurried out of the house, and Malcolm walked back into the living room and the argument exploding within it. 
 “Are you out of your mind, Melanie?” shouted Tapestry. 
 “Aubrey, relax.” Melanie sighed and crossed her arms. “It’s really not that big of a deal.” 
 “Premarital sex isn’t that big of a deal?” snapped Tapestry. “I mean, it would be one thing if you planned on getting serious with this boy, but he’s not even your age!” 
 “He’s about to turn seventeen,” muttered Melanie. “And he’s really cute! And he plays basketball, and he’s really funny. If you’d just take a second to get to know Colin, I think you’d really like him.” 
 “He’s not allowed in my house anymore,” said Tapestry, stiffly. 
 Melanie expression shifted into a glare. 
 “You are such a hypocrite!” shouted Melanie. “Do I even need to point out the obvious? You’re doing the same thing!” 
 Tapestry took the words as a slap in the face. 
 “I am not!” she protested. 
 “You’re not married, Tapestry,” said Melanie. “And Malcolm… he’s a few years younger than you, in case you forgot.” 
 Tapestry’s face turned bright red. Malcolm was a little unsure of whether the argument would stay limited to just words or whether it would involve projectiles. He stepped forward, putting himself physically between them, and furrowed his brow. 
 “Tapestry, didn’t you say we had somewhere to be?” asked Malcolm. “Why don’t you get changed? So we can go and make that happen.” 
 Tapestry nodded slowly, not meeting his eyes. She was still blushing, and walked out of the room a little too quickly. Malcolm turned to face Melanie with his hands on his hips and slowly shook his head. 
 “You really shouldn’t have said that to her,” said Malcolm. 
 “She started it,” said Melanie. “Don’t tell me you’re going to try to shame me for being a teenager, too. Now that would be hypocritical!” 
 “Is that your word of the day or something?” Malcolm smiled. “Look, next time, just be smarter. Don’t let boys stay the night if you can’t afford getting caught.” 
 Melanie bowed her head slightly.  
 “I’ll apologize to her later,” she said. “I can’t face her right now.” 
 Melanie retired to her room, and a couple of minutes later, Tapestry reappeared in the living room, freshly clothed in a red tunic style sweater and black leggings. Malcolm didn’t say anything as they left her house and climbed into her car.  
 “She really shouldn’t be doing things like that,” said Tapestry. “I know you think I’m… old fashioned. But it’s true.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “She’s just a teenager, Tapestry,” he said, feeling a bit weird, given that technically, he was still one himself. 
 “And the fact that the boy was more than a year younger than her?” asked Tapestry. “She should at least be with someone closer to her own age.” 
 Tapestry glanced over at him, clearly expecting an answer. Malcolm tried not to scowl, wishing she’d just let it drop. 
 “I don’t think age gaps are a very big deal,” said Malcolm. “If they love each other, it shouldn’t matter.” 
 Several seconds passed in silence. Malcolm felt his confidence in his words fading as he considered what he’d said. 
 “Does it matter to you?” asked Tapestry. “That… I’m old? Is that why it was hard for you to… say it back?” 
 “Of course it doesn’t matter to me!” said Malcolm. “It’s not about that. I… can’t explain it. I just haven’t felt like myself recently.” 

I feel like I’m playing a video game from someone else’s save file.

 Tapestry focused on driving, and was quiet for long enough that Malcolm thought the conversation was over. Finally, she cleared her throat. 
 “I’m here,” she said. “If there’s anything on your mind that you need to air out. I’m here for you, Malcolm.” 
 She reached her hand over and squeezed his knee. Malcolm suddenly ached to tell her the truth, to put all the deceit and trickery on the table and let her see him, and Second Wind, and what they’d done.  
 But he didn’t. He couldn’t. There was just no way. 


 




CHAPTER 22

   
 “Can you refresh my memory on… our target?” asked Malcolm. He spoke the words carefully, trying to sound like he mostly knew about what he was talking about. 
 “It’s the gifted woman I was telling you about the other day, the one that hasn’t aligned herself with the Champion Authority.” said Tapestry. “Reyna Torres. Codename Chaste Widow. Wax had been keeping track of her before he left town, and sent me the info to look into.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. 
 “Right,” he said. “And our plan is…?” 
 Tapestry looked at him as though he were stupid. 
 “We’ve been over this already, Wind Runner,” she said. “We don’t know exactly what Chaste Widow’s power is, but it lets her kill easily and without leaving a trace. Several recent murders have her handiwork all over them.” 
 “Question: Why the name?” 
 Tapestry gave him a sour smile as she parked the car on the street of a suburban neighborhood. 
 “Her husband was killed in front of her,” said Tapestry. “And since then, every man that’s gotten close to her has experienced an untimely death immediately after.” 
 Malcolm scratched his head. 
 “Maybe you should handle this one on your own?” he offered. 
 “I can’t afford to,” said Tapestry. “She has a dangerous, uncontrolled power, Malcolm. Even though she hasn’t turned into a monster yet, we need to take care of her before she does anymore killing.” 
 “Take care of her?” asked Malcolm. “What exactly do you mean by that, Tapestry?” 
 Tapestry sighed. 
 “I don’t like this any more than you do,” she said, slowly. “But we can’t let Vanderbrook fall deeper into chaos. If we can capture her, good. But it’s challenging to hold her for long enough for more champions to arrive and contain her properly, given the current worldwide situation. So…” 
 “So… what?” 
 She got out of the car without answering him. Malcolm followed after her, still unconvinced by her reasoning, but unwilling to let her go into a dangerous situation on her own. 

Maybe she’s right. If this woman has done as much killing as she says, we can’t just let her keep at it.

 Tapestry approached the target house, pulling her pistol out of its holster and moving cautiously, scanning her eyes over the windows and shrubs beside the porch. Malcolm realized that he hadn’t bothered to ask her for a description of the target. It was probably something she’d already told Second Wind. 
 Tapestry paused outside the door of the house. She reached out and tried the handle. It was unlocked, and the door swung open without resistance. Malcolm followed her inside. 
 The two of them entered a spacious living room in time to see a tan skinned woman walk out of a bathroom, wearing only a towel. It took Malcolm a second to place where he’d seen her before. She’d been the out of place woman in Terri’s Tavern, the one he’d flirted with a couple of nights in row. 
 “Freeze!” Tapestry pointed her pistol at the woman. “Get down! On the ground!” 
 Malcolm felt a headache coming on, and it seemed to have a variety of different causes. For one, the woman also seemed to recognize him, given how her eyes lingered on his. She could, if she wanted to, ruin everything just by mentioning their acquaintance. Tapestry would, if she thought about it for long enough, realize that the only way Malcolm could have been in two places at once was for there to have been two of him alive at once. 
 The woman looked like a deer caught in a car’s headlights. She swallowed and lifted her hands up. Malcolm crossed his arms, wondering if this was the reaction Tapestry had expected, coming into the situation. Could she justify attacking a woman who offered no resistance in return, regardless of how dangerous her power was? 
 “What…?” The woman was slowly shaking her head. “Why? Who are you people?” 
 “The jig is up,” said Tapestry. “We know what you’ve been doing, Reyna. If you surrender, this will all go more smoothly.” 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said the woman. “I’m nobody. I haven’t done anything to anyone.” 
 “You sound like you already know why we’re here,” said Tapestry. “Is there something you want to come clean about?” 
 The woman’s eyes flicked over to Malcolm, and there was a curious gleam in them, as though she half expected him to come to her defense. He kept his mouth shut, still too uncertain to come to any definite conclusions. 
  “Please…” said the woman. “I’m not resisting. I will do whatever you want me to. Just let me change into some clothes first.” 
 Tapestry gave a slow nod, clearly still suspicious. Malcolm followed them to the edge of a bedroom, knowing better than to try to enter, even though it meant leaving Tapestry by herself. 
 He waited for about thirty seconds on the other side of the closed door before hearing sounds of a struggle. Malcolm ran into the room in time to see something totally unexpected. 
 Reyna, Chaste Widow, was kissing Tapestry. It was a full on, passionate kiss, and Tapestry looked as though she was being physically held in place by it. Malcolm could only stare, feeling a strange eroticism emanating from the two women. Tapestry made a noise, and he snapped back to his senses. 
 “Hey!” he shouted. He ran over and pushed Chaste Widow back. Tapestry crumpled to the ground, her face pale. “Tapestry!” 
 She wasn’t breathing. Malcolm checked for a pulse and didn’t find one, at least at first. It kicked back in after a second or two, and Tapestry let out a gasp. 
 “Go… after her…” Tapestry said, weakly. “Don’t… let her kiss you.” 
 “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 “Just go!” 
 Malcolm nodded and rushed back out into the living room. He’d expected Chaste Widow to have disappeared out the front door, but it looked as though she’d gone downstairs into the basement of the house, instead. He stepped through the open door, closing it behind him and locking it to make it harder to escape, if she tried to run again. 
 The basement was lit only by a single bulb hanging from a loose cord in the rafters. It was sparsely furnished, and all of the corners were shadowed, making it almost impossible for Malcolm to tell where Chaste Widow was. 
 “Hey,” he said. “If you meant to kill my partner, you bungled the job. She’s made of stronger stuff than that.” 
 There was no response from the darkness. Malcolm stayed close to the edge of the staircase, hoping that the basement didn’t have another exit. A secret tunnel seemed unlikely, and he hadn’t seen any other way in or out from the house exterior of the house. 
  “Do you want to start over?” asked Malcolm. “We’ve met before, you know. In Terri’s Tavern. I get the sense that you aren’t evil, or at least you had a good reason for doing what you did.” 

Do I really think that, or am I just getting better at sweet talking my enemies?

 “I remember,” said Chaste Widow. “I didn’t mean to do that to your partner. She surprised me, and I just… panicked.” 
 She stepped out of the shadows. She still only had a towel on, and her expression was all remorse and fear. 
 “Like I said, she’s tough,” said Malcolm. “Now, tell me about the men.” 
 “It’s hard for me to think right now,” said the woman. “I’m just so scared!” 
 She took a step toward him, and the fold of her towel came loose. Malcolm had noticed her body the first time he’d met her. It was everything he’d imagined it to be. Her breasts were large, with faint, half circle tan lines. She had a trim waist, thick thighs and a firm butt. 
 She made a feeble attempt at covering her nudity, slowly closing the distance between them and averting her eyes. Malcolm wasn’t stupid. He knew what she’d try to do next. 
 “Hey…” He reached out with his hands, taking her shoulders, and also taking her power with his mimicry. “It’s okay. I’m here now.” 
 “I’m so scared,” she said. “Please… will you hold me?” 
 She turned her mouth up toward his. Malcolm grinned and gave her a quick kiss. As expected, nothing happened, her power canceling out against itself, now that he’d absorbed it from her. The look on Chaste Widow’s face was enough to make Malcolm chuckle. 
 “I’m out of your league,” he said. “Sorry. Nice try though.” 
 “You…” Chaste Widow slowly shook her head. “My power… doesn’t work on you?” 
 “So when you kiss people, they die?” asked Malcolm. “That seems more unfortunate, than useful. Is there any way for you to-” 
 He was interrupted by Chaste Widow’s lips. She gave him a quick kiss, the same kind he’d given her, and then followed it up with a deeper, more passionate one. Malcolm was too bewildered to do much in the way of kissing her back. He shook his head as her lips broke from his. 
 “I don’t think jamming your tongue into my mouth will make your power more potent,” said Malcolm. 
 Chaste Widow flashed a coy smile. 
 “What happens if I surrender?” she asked. 
 Malcolm blinked, feeling as caught off guard by her sudden change of heart as he had by the deep kiss. 
 “What?” 
 “If I surrender to you,” she said. “Theoretically, what would happen?” 
 “And why would you do that?” asked Malcolm. “You tried to kill my partner and me to escape. You don’t seem like the surrendering, submissive type.” 
 Chaste Widow leaned in closer to him, letting her naked body push against him. 
 “I’m not,” she whispered, her voice taking on a decidedly sexual tone. 
 Malcolm considered it. If she surrendered, either he or Tapestry, or more likely, both of them, would have to keep guard over her until the Champion Authority sent someone to transport her to another location. It could take weeks, maybe even months. 

That wouldn’t work. Especially not with Rose injured and Second Wind missing. I need my mobility.

 “Okay,” said Malcolm. “If you surrender, and promise not to kill anyone else, and become my informant for the indefinite future, we’ll call it even.” 
 It was Chaste Widow’s turn to look surprised. 
 “You… barely know anything about me,” she said. “Why would you trust me like that?” 

Because I’m lazy, and don’t really have a choice.

 Malcolm kept the thought to himself. Instead, he considered what he did know about her. Her husband was dead, and she’d gone on a vengeance inspired killing spree in the aftermath, picking up men from bars and giving them her kiss of death. She’d seemed polite, controlled, and focused when he’d spoken to her in Terri’s Tavern. 
 “The men that you killed,” said Malcolm. “Did they deserve it?” 
 Chaste Widow didn’t react to the question. Malcolm wasn’t sure whether to take it as a yes or no, but he was already reasonably sure of his suspicions. 
 “So you’re letting me go on trust alone?” she asked. 
 Malcolm grinned at her.  
 “Maybe it’s because you’re such a good kisser,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 23

   
 Getting Tapestry to accept his reasoning, as it turned out, was nearly impossible. She was still recovering from Chaste Widow’s kiss of death when Malcolm found her upstairs. After it became clear that he would have no real luck convincing her, he opted for the brute force approach, carrying her weakened body out to her car and driving her home. 
 “You’re a sucker,” said Tapestry, in a strained voice. “I bet all she did was drop her towel, and you suddenly were filled with sympathy for her.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm tried to keep from smiling at how close that was to the truth. “Look, like I said before, we couldn’t feasibly keep her as our prisoner until the Champion Authority could send someone out here.” 
 “And if she keeps murdering people?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Then we come after her again,” said Malcolm. “More importantly, if she holds up her end of the deal, we’ll have a gifted informant. That could come in handy in tracking down Multi.” 
 Tapestry gave him an odd look. 
 “We’ve already started tracking down Multi,” she said, in a confused voice. “Do you not remember talking about this yesterday morning? The evidence we found after the bombing of the police station?” 
 “Oh, that,” said Malcolm, trying to sound casual. “Right. When are we going to act on that?” 
 Tapestry coughed. 
 “We would have today,” she said. “But I’m going to need some time to recover. If I do some baking I should be back to myself by tomorrow morning.” 
 “Sounds good,” said Malcolm. “I’m going to run some errands for the afternoon. Will you be fine at home?” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “Apart from friction with Melanie, I should be.” She hesitated as Malcolm pulled the car into her driveway. “About… what I said last night. While we were…” 
 “Tapestry…” The last thing Malcolm wanted was to have this discussion over again. He’d already done enough blundering in his attempt to keep Second Wind’s life rolling along smoothly. He still felt a deep guilt over what he’d done, and knew that it would probably drive a rift between him and his copy, if Second Wind found out about it. 

I have to eject from this situation. If he comes back soon, great. If not… I’ll figure something else out.

 “Look,” he continued. “I just feel a little overwhelmed right now. You know how much I care about you. Just give me some time.” 
 They weren’t the words that Tapestry had been hoping for, but were good enough. Tapestry smiled at him and nodded. 
 “I know,” she said. “And I will.” 
 “Do you want me to help you inside?” asked Malcolm. 
 “No,” said Tapestry. “I can manage.” 
 He gave her back her keys and watched her disappear through the front door of her house. Malcolm started walking down the street, taking out his phone and turning his attention to other pressing matters. 
 He was worried about Rose. He’d hadn’t spoken to her in almost two days and needed to know how she was doing. Malcolm dialed the number for the spryte phone, feeling his heart beating a little faster in his chest as he listened to it ring.


 “Helllooooo?” Fantasy drawled into the phone, feminine and openly flirtatious. 
 “Fantasy,” Malcolm said. “I need to speak with Rose.” 
 “Oh,” she said. “Of course.” 
 The change in her voice was concerning. Fantasy was always playful and inappropriate, even when the situation was dire. For her to sound so serious now made him think that something was really wrong. 
 He waited for a while, and then he heard the phone being picked back, and Rose clearing her throat. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Rose,” said Malcolm. “It’s me.” 
 Rose let out a soft, relieved sigh.  
 “I was worried, you know,” she said. “Thought you’d be checking up on me a little more closely, given how much of a worrier you are.” 
 Malcolm smiled. 
 “Well, not this time,” he said. “But I did worry. How are you holding up?” 
 He could almost sense Rose shrugging on the other end of the line. 
 “Well enough,” she said. “Rion managed to get the bullet out, though she attributes the success of the operation to the alignment of Mars and Jupiter, whatever that means.” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “That sounds like her,” he said. “Can I see you?” 
 “I already asked Shield Maiden,” said Rose. “She didn’t even bother giving me a real answer. She just gave me that smile of hers and pretended like I’d never asked.” 
 “I don’t see why it’s such a big deal,” said Malcolm. “I’ve been down there before.” 
 “Wind Runner has been to Underworld before,” corrected Rose. “Not the Gifted Vigilante.” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “Point taken,” he said. “But you’re recovering okay?” 
 “Better than I’d expected to,” said Rose. “My body seems to heal more quickly than most people, but only when I’m in the dark.” 
 “You’re the Queen of the Shadows,” said Malcolm, in mock wonder. “Mistress of the Night.” 
 “And you’re the King of Lazy Sarcasm,” said Rose. She paused and took a breath, and Malcolm heard her shudder as she exhaled. 

She’s not okay.

 “Did something happen?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose was silent for long enough to make Malcolm wonder if he’d lost the connection. He resisted the urge to swear under his breath, wishing so badly that he could talk to her in person and hold her in his arms. It was painful, hearing her voice, knowing she was hurting, and being so far away from her. 
 “Brenden called,” she said. 
 Malcolm furrowed his brow. 
 “Brenden has your number?” asked Malcolm. “The number for the sprytes.” 
 “I gave it to him,” said Rose, softly. “Before I knew he was going to…” 
 “Right,” said Malcolm. He scratched his head. “Did you talk to him? What did he want?” 
 He couldn’t keep a hint of annoyance out of his voice. Perhaps it was even jealousy. Brenden had called Rose while she’d been recovering, while Malcolm was off filling in for Second Wind. The fact that Brenden had recently tried to kill Rose didn’t seem to factor into his base emotional reaction. 
 “He… told me he was sorry.” Rose’s voice wavered as she spoke. “He said so many things, all this stuff about love and about how he was just so mad and confused.” 
 “Rose, he shot you,” said Malcolm. “That’s not something that you just apologize for.” 
 “I know, I know,” said Rose. “I just… It’s so hard for me to think. I hear his voice, and…” 
 She paused, and Malcolm could hear her trying to master her emotions. 
 “I just can’t believe he did it,” said Rose. “I can’t remember anything about him, except… for the way he makes me feel. And that scares me… so badly. I don’t understand how he could do what he did. How can you hurt someone that loves you like that?” 
 The question was on Malcolm’s lips. He dared not ask it aloud. 

So, she loves him?

 This time, he knew his jealousy for what it was. Rose was crying softly on the other end of the line. Malcolm silently cursed Shield Maiden’s name for not letting him down into Underworld to see her. He forced the rational part of his mind to take control of his voice. 
 “What can I do, Rose?” he asked. “I don’t want you suffer like this. Tell me how I can help?” 
 He felt so many emotions twisting in his chest. He would try to help, however he could. Even if it tore him apart. Even if she wanted distance from him, and a chance to sort out her own feelings. All that mattered was that she was suffering, and it wasn’t something Malcolm could bear to see. 
 “He wants me to meet him again,” said Rose. 
 “No!” Malcolm snapped. “Absolutely not. I don’t care what he said to you Rose. He tried to kill you.” 
 “I know…” Her words came out intermingled with a sob. “I know. And I don’t think I could do it, either. It would too much for me to see him again. But… I need to know why, Malcolm.” 
 “Where is he?” 
 “Promise me that you won’t hurt him,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm hesitated, and hoped she wouldn’t read too much into it. 
 “I promise,” he lied.  

If he gives me any excuse, I will gladly break that promise. I’ll be a liar, just this one time.

 “Please,” said Rose. “Ask him why. Tell him that… I’m just so confused. And I need to know why. And the full story. My… story.” 
 Malcolm agreed. Rose gave him the address to another motel where Brenden had told her he was now staying. 
 “I’ll see what I can find out,” said Malcolm. “You should rest.” 
 “…I miss you,” said Rose. 
 “I miss you too,” said Malcolm. “So much.” 
 They were both silent for a few seconds. The pause in conversation was both comforting and expectant, as it was clear that there were some words that could fill that particular space, if either of them wanted to say them. Malcolm’s heart ached for her. 
 “I should get going,” he said. “Don’t want to waste the rest of the afternoon if I’m going to meet Brenden.” 
 “Right,” said Rose. “Thank you.” 
 She made a noise that suggested that she’d just kissed the phone. Malcolm chuckled, and they teased each other for a bit before saying goodbye. 


 




CHAPTER 24

   
 The second motel was even shabbier than the first. Malcom didn’t know what that said about Brenden, maybe the guy was just down on his luck. Whatever the reason, the place was a dump. He could smell the stench of stale cigarette smoke and the essence of unwashed bodies even before he entered the lobby. 
 He found Brenden’s room and hesitated before knocking. There was no telling how the man would respond to Malcolm showing up instead of Rose. Malcolm knew very little about him, and what he knew wasn’t good. He was volatile, homicidal and he owned a gun.  

If he tries to shoot me, I’ll at least have an excuse to deal him some pain.

 Malcolm tried not to dwell on the thought as he knocked. The door opened after a couple of seconds. Brenden raised an eyebrow when he saw Malcolm on the other side. His eyes were bloodshot, and there were dark bags underneath them. He still wore the same clothes Malcolm had last seen him in. 
 “So, she sent you,” said Brenden. “What are you… her boyfriend? Or… just a friend?” 
 Malcolm smiled slightly at the question. Part of him wished that he’d worn his mask, though he hadn’t bothered with it when he’d intervened during Brenden and Rose’s meeting. No, he decided. It was better for both of them if Brenden could see his face, read his emotions, and get an understanding of the new life that Rose had made for herself. 
 “I’m someone who cares about her,” said Malcolm, sidestepping the question. “And I’m here for answers.” 
 He flexed his hand. Part of him wanted to cut to the chase and attack Brenden, hurt him until he gave up the story that Rose was seeking. He forced the urge down, knowing that violence might have the opposite effect and lead to Brenden refusing to say anything. 
 “Answers…” mumbled Brenden. “Yeah, cause those are so easy to come by in life.” 
 There were bottles on the floor, more than there should have been, given that he’d only been in the motel room for a night or two. Brenden’s breath smelled of whiskey even though Malcolm was standing well clear of him. 
 “She needs to know the truth,” said Malcolm. “Will you give it to me?” 
 He almost hoped that Brenden would refuse. It would give Malcolm enough of an excuse to do what he really felt like doing. He pictured Rose holding her stomach after Brenden had shot her, the look of betrayal and despair on her face. 
 “The truth,” muttered Brenden. “I wanted her to remember the truth. I wonder if she’d even believe me if I told it to her straight.” 
 He reached over to the room’s small table, picking up several different liquor bottles and setting them back down until he found one with something left in it. 
 “She wants to hear it, regardless of whether it’s easy or not,” said Malcolm. 
 “But she sent you…” Surprisingly, Brenden’s voice carried a note of hurt in it. “She sent you to ask her questions and do her fucking dirty work.” 
 “She sent me because you tried to kill her,” said Malcolm.  
 He wanted to say more about that, to share with Brenden how much pain he’d put Rose through by offering it back to him, first hand. Malcolm took a slow breath and forced himself to be patient. Brenden started chuckling, apparently sensing his struggle. 
 “Alright then,” said Brenden. “Why don’t I tell you the truth? Does that sound swell to you, mister concerned boyfriend?” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything. Brenden took another drink, steadied himself, and then nodded. 
 “Rose… Rosalina… was one of the first,” he said. “She discovered her gifts on the day of the Phenomenon. I was with her when it happened. I won’t go into detail about what we were doing at the time, for your sake.” 
 He grinned, and Malcolm felt a surge of unnecessary jealousy. 
 “She was powerful,” said Brenden. “She helped people. She was the fucking poster child for how a person should act when given an advantage over others. She linked up with the Champion Watch, that’s what it was called before it became the Champion Authority. She did it full time, fighting criminals. Fighting monsters. The works.” 
 Malcolm had already assumed as much about Rose’s past, based off what she’d told him. She had, over time, remembered a few details. The last year leading up to her becoming a spryte, however, was still a mystery. 
 “What happened when she turned?” asked Malcolm. 
 Brenden let out a long groan. 
 “You just want to jump straight to the point,” he said. “Fuck it. Fine. We were leaving for vacation. They called in a travel warning on the radio, some kind of demon who generate blasts of concentrated force. It was between us and the airport.” 
 Brenden smiled slightly, but there was such sadness in it that Malcolm almost felt bad for him. 
 “Rose was so confident,” said Brenden. “She thought she could just take him on, right then and there, and we’d be able to keep going. Enjoy the Bahamas, like we’d been planning.” 
 Brenden locked eyes with Malcolm. 
 “The demon hit our car,” he said. “We flipped over two, three times. I was stunned, but okay. Rose was already out of the car. Hope… was in the backseat. My daughter… Our daughter.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t stop the surprise from showing on his face. Rose had told him once before that what she’d really wanted was a normal life. A husband, kids, a yard with a picket fence. Did she know that she’d once had it? 
 When he turned his focus back to Brenden, the expression on the man’s face made it hard for him to want to hear the rest of the story. There was too much pain there, and too much loss. 
 “She would have been okay,” whispered Brenden. “She should have been okay! I thought she was in her damn car seat. Just a little baby, didn’t even notice she wasn’t still under the blanket. I was dazed, and stupid, stupid, so fucking stupid. I pulled the carrier out and I was sprinting away. And then… Rose just lost it.” 
 Malcolm closed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair. 
 “She lost it,” Brenden repeated. “She went fucking psycho! Her skin, her face… she was suddenly just like the monster she was trying to protect us from. And it spread out from her, wrecking everything. Like a fucking black hole.” 
 Brenden had to take a minute to breathe, drink, and shudder before he could continue. Malcolm waited, though he didn’t need to hear the end. 
 “Hope wasn’t with me,” muttered Brenden. “She wasn’t in the car seat. And when Rose, or whatever she’d turned into was done, there was no car left. Hope was just… gone. Do you get it? Do fucking understand why I came here, now? I need to stop the thing that killed my daughter.” 
 It took Malcolm a couple of seconds to realize that Brenden was waiting for him to say something. 
 “She didn’t kill your daughter,” he said, slowly. “That wasn’t her, Brenden. She wasn’t in control.” 
 Even as Malcolm spoke the words, he knew that they were not what Brenden needed to hear. Fury overtook the man’s face. 
 “You weren’t there!” he screamed. “You don’t understand! I have to do this. I have to make her remember… and then…” 
 Brenden pulled the gun out in a sudden rush of movement, aiming it at Malcolm’s face. 
 “Tell me where she is,” said Brenden. 
 Malcolm used his wind manipulation, tearing the gun loose from Brenden’s hand before he could get a shot off. He sighed, feeling more sympathy for the man than he’d expected to. 
 “Brenden,” he said. “Killing Rose isn’t the answer. It won’t change the fact that your daughter’s dead.” 
 He leaned forward, trying to meet Brenden’s eyes as he looked away. Brenden let out a sigh. 
 “Maybe she’ll kill me,” said Brenden. “Maybe that’s what I’m hoping for.” 
 “Brenden…” Malcolm sighed and looked away from him, feeling emotionally fatigued. Brenden shifted and reached for something. Malcolm thought he was picking up a bottle of whiskey until he heard the crackle of electricity. 
 Pain and numbness surged through him, originating in the bare flesh of his neck, where Brenden had thrust the end of a taser against him. Malcolm crumpled to the ground, black stars dancing across his vision. 

A taser. Electricity. My weakness.

 Brenden snarled as he leapt onto Malcolm. He’d picked the gun back up and struggled to get the barrel against Malcolm’s head. Malcolm could only barely hold him at bay, his muscles cramped and weak from the high voltage shock. 
 “I’ll kill you, and then I’ll kill her!” shouted Brenden. 
 “No!” Malcolm pushed hard, twisting the gun around and turning the barrel toward Brenden. His hand closed over Brenden’s clenched fingers, and the gun went off. The sound of it was horrifying, as close to his ears as it was, but the blood splatter, and the instantaneous loosening of Brenden’s muscles was even worse. 
 The bullet had taken Brenden in the chin, sparing his face, but exiting up through his skull and brain. Malcolm rolled him to the side, looking down at his blood soiled shirt, and then at the gun still in Brenden’s hand.  
 He stared at the unmoving body, his emotions roiling. As he calmed down, Malcolm was surprised to find that he wasn’t shocked or disgusted by what had just happened. He felt cold, empty, and above all, relieved. 

He won’t be able to hurt Rose. And he would have, if this hadn’t happened. He would have found a way to do something.

 Malcolm took the gun from Brenden’s hand. He left the motel through the window after using a sock to wipe down any surface he remembered touching. He cut into a nearby alleyway, and then used his wind manipulation to fly away as quickly as he possibly could. 


 




CHAPTER 25

   
 Brenden’s body would eventually be found. Whether the murder of a single man from out of town would warrant the attention of the news media, in the current chaotic local climate, was less certain. Malcolm figured the police would investigate Brenden’s murder, but he doubted they’d have the manpower they needed to do a thorough job of it. Still, it was possible that the death could be traced back to him. 

Back to me? Or back to Wind Runner, back to Second Wind?

 He scowled as he landed behind an abandoned building, just down the street from his hideout. It was another mistake he’d made that he’d have to explain to his copy and apologize for. Not a mistake, he corrected himself. A choice he’d made, for Rose’s safety as much as for his own survival. 
 He took out his phone and slowly dialed the number for the sprytes. It rang twice, and then someone picked up. 
 “…Hello?” Rose sounded anxious. Malcolm bit his lip and considered what he should tell her. 
 “Hey,” he said. “It’s me.” 
 Rose was silent for a moment. Malcolm heard the sound of her taking a slow breath. 
 “What happened?” she asked. 
 “He wasn’t there,” lied Malcolm. 

She can never know. Not what Brenden told me, and not what I did to him.

 Malcolm was surprised by how little guilt he felt over telling the lie. The alternative, telling her the truth, would have caused her so much pointless pain. She didn’t remember. It was in the past, and Malcolm wasn’t sure that he trusted Brenden’s emotional retelling of the series of events. 
 “He… wasn’t there?” asked Rose. 
 “I think he knew that I was coming,” said Malcolm. “The owner of the motel said that he’d already checked out, but needed to pay a fee for the state he’d left the room in.” 
 Rose was silent on the other end. Malcolm prayed that she’d just let it drop. She’d already been hurt by Brenden, emotionally and physically. Why go down that path any further? 
 “…Okay,” she said. “Well, thanks. I was worried, you know. About you. About what might happen.” 
 “You don’t have to worry about me,” said Malcolm. “How are you doing? Did you get some rest?” 
 “I did,” said Rose. “I’ll be moving around again by tomorrow. I miss you.” 
 “I miss you, too.” 
 They talked some more, but not about anything important. Malcolm told her about filling in for Second Wind. He left out what had happened between him and Tapestry, feeling as though he’d rather get her opinion on that in person, instead of over the phone.  
 He was distracted by his own thoughts. He remembered Leah, Rose’s sister. Rose had suspected that she’d been keeping something from her. Why didn’t she tell her about Brenden, and Hope? 

Why didn’t I tell her the truth? Maybe it’s too much to be shared without breaking her.

 “I should go,” said Rose. “Dinner’s already started.” 
 “Go ahead,” said Malcolm. 
 “Tomorrow,” said Rose. “I want to see you.” 
 “I should have time,” said Malcolm. “Assuming I don’t have to fill in for Second Wind again.” 
  “Alright,” said Rose. “Have a good night. And…” 
 Malcolm waited, but she didn’t say anything else. 
 “Good night Rose,” he said. 
 He hung up the phone and started back toward his hideout. It was an hour or two past sunset. Vanderbrook was dark, but not yet quiet, and an unseasonably cold breeze stirred through the streets. 
 Malcolm saw a figure waiting for him by the warehouse. He knew who it was. As if confirming his suspicions on cue, Second Wind stepped out of the shadows, blocking Malcolm’s way to his hideout. 
  “Good,” said Malcolm. “About time. Where have you been?” 
 Second Wind didn’t answer him. The wind blew through the street, and a plastic bag tumbled lazily between them. Malcolm waited, sensing that the discussion they were about to have could only go in one direction. 
 “Is this really how you see things?” asked Second Wind. “That you can just… step back into my life, whenever you want? Take whatever you want from me when I’m not around?” 
 Malcolm felt a sudden stab of guilt. He averted his gaze from Second Wind’s, wishing he could take go back into the moment and refuse to open the door for Tapestry when she’d come knocking. 
 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I honestly am. The two of you… were closer than I realized. I didn’t react to it as I should have.” 
 Second Wind glared at him. 
  “So, you came along and thought you’d just… give her what she needed?” Second Wind’s voice was cold. 
 “It was stupid,” said Malcolm. “I made… a very dumb mistake. But honestly, I didn’t have much of a choice but to fill in for you. You left Tapestry here in Vanderbrook alone as the only champion in town.” 
 “I had my reasons,” said Second Wind. 
 “And just what the fuck were they?” snapped Malcolm. “Where did you run off to? Are you going to answer that question, or are you just going to make me out to be the bad guy?” 
 He immediately wished he could take his words back, or at least changed the tone he’d used. Rather than being chastened by the words, Second Wind exploded at him. 
 “I am doing what I have to do to protect this city!” shouted Second Wind. “To protect the world! Have you forgotten that I’m Wind Runner? That’s who I am, and who you were! Would you have abandoned Tapestry to fend for herself, unless it was absolutely necessary?” 
 Malcolm frowned. He had to admit, Second Wind had a point.  
 “But why then the secrecy?” asked Malcolm. 
 Instead of answering, Second Wind narrowed his eyes further into a glare. 
 “Hey,” said Malcolm. “You’re looking at this the wrong way. We’re a team! Team Malcolm! You’re Second Wind, I’m the Gifted Vigilante! But we’re both working toward the same goals!” 
 Second Wind’s laugh was cold and seething with anger. 
 “The same thing…” he said. “You strut back into my life and help yourself. And then you say we’re working for the same thing.” 
  “We aren’t just working for the same thing,” said Malcolm. “We are the same. Hey, we’re both Malcolm! Take a step back from evil twin territory and just be real for a second.” 
 Second Wind slowly shook his head. 
 “No,” he said. “The differences have snowballed. Even as something as small as you being first, and me being… second, is enough to push us onto different paths.” 
 “We’re on the same path,” said Malcolm. 
 “I’m your slave,” said Second Wind. “Your body double. Something to keep your life warm for you while you run off on your latest adventure.” 

That sounds a lot like what I just did for him.

 Malcolm kept the thought to himself. 
 “No, we aren’t the same anymore,” said Second Wind. “You’re the Gifted Vigilante. I’m Wind Runner. And you need to stay the hell out of my business.” 
 Malcolm stared at him, at the same face, the same eyes. At his own reflection, except not. 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked. 
 “You know what it means,” said Second Wind. “You can’t have both lives. And if you try to keep getting involved in mine again, the two of us will end up fighting.” 
 The words would have sounded like a threat, coming from anyone else. Second Wind was just stating what Malcolm already knew. He was no longer Wind Runner, and that meant giving up not just his identity, but the friends that went with it. People he cared about. 

Tapestry. I was a fool to get so close to her. But I guess, from her point of view, she’ll still have “me”.

 “You expect me to just walk away?” asked Malcolm. “To leave Vanderbrook, and pretend like the people here aren’t in danger?” 
 “If you have to,” said Second Wind. “How did you… How did WE think this was going to end? This has just been a long series of careless decisions. From when we took in Rose, to chasing after Rain Dancer. And then making… me.”  
 He smiled. Malcolm felt another sudden stab of guilt and resignation. He had made dumb decisions. He thought of Tapestry, and how things had been before Second Wind. She would have discovered Rose and the betrayal Malcolm juggled behind her back. 
 And even with Rose, he’d made mistakes. Perhaps getting involved with her initially was just the biggest one of them all. She had no memories, and hid in Malcolm’s apartment out of fear and vulnerability. And he’d let her offer herself to him, never stopping to consider that she might have loved ones, a history, a meaning in life beyond being a spryte. 

And now I’m keeping secrets from her, too. Secrets that I don’t own.

 He’d made a mess of things. And now Second Wind was asking him to step back from it and let someone else take responsibility for cleaning it up. 
 “I can’t,” said Malcolm. “No. I won’t. I’m going after Multi, as the Gifted Vigilante, at the same time you and Tapestry do.” 
 “I’m not going to warn you again,” said Second Wind. “Stay out of my life.” 
 He turned and walked away, lifting off into the sky as soon as he could. Malcolm let out a long sigh and fought the urge to punch something. It was a losing battle. His knuckles ached afterward, and the cement pillar he’d chosen was no worse for wear. 


 




CHAPTER 26

   
 Malcom couldn’t just go back to his hole in the ground hideout that night. It felt cold and empty, and reinforced how alone he was. He wanted to call Rose, but guilt over Brenden’s death and the secrets he held weighed too heavily on him. 
 Instead, he went to Terri’s Tavern for a beer. The place was nearly empty, and Scribe had few words for him as he sat down and accepted a beer. Malcolm drank it slowly. His knuckles ached, and he found himself wishing he’d taken Tapestry’s power instead of holding onto… 
 “Hi.” Chaste Widow flashed a smile at him as she took the bar stool to his left. Malcolm sighed and took a long sip of his beer, realizing that he actually preferred his loneliness to having to participate in a real conversation. 
 She didn’t say much at first. She ordered a drink and seemed to pay it all of her attention, leaving Malcolm to stew in his own thoughts for as long as he wanted. It was a tactic that he simultaneously hated and appreciated. 
 “Do you ever feel guilty?” he asked. 
 Chaste Widow gave the question consideration. 
 “In general?” She shrugged. “No.” 
 Malcolm finished his beer. Scribe seemed to sense that he’d want it refilled before he’d even started to ask. 
 “You know what I mean,” said Malcolm. “You make choices. Often ones with lasting consequences. Choices that get you labeled as one of the bad guys. Uh, bad girls, I mean.” 
 He winced. She was very attractive, and between that, the setting, and her close proximity to him made it hard for him to focus. 
 “A bad girl,” said Chaste Widow. “Yes. That’s exactly what I am.” 
 There was a hint of dry sarcasm in her voice. Malcolm watched her, drinking his new beer faster than intended. 
 “You seemed like you had a reason,” said Malcolm. “The men that you… kiss. You don’t pick them at random.” 
 Chaste Widow slowly shook her head. 
 “No,” she said. “I don’t. So, to answer your question a second time, the reason I don’t feel guilty, even though I do bad things, is because there are people out there who do worse things.” 
 “That reasoning seems a little flimsy,” said Malcolm. 
 Chaste Widow smiled and leaned in closer to him. 
 “Maybe to you,” she whispered. Her face was way too close his. “But I’ve seen the expressions on their faces. The men I killed… they were truly evil. Rapists, sadists, kidnappers. And you know what their faces told me when I killed them?” 
 Her hand slid up his thigh. She came in even closer. Her lips brushed against Malcolm’s, not a kiss, but incidental contact. 
 “They looked at me like I was the evil one.” Chaste Widow gave Malcolm’s inner thigh a squeeze and was suddenly back over on her stool. “So that is how I keep the faith, and banish the guilt. Bit of a double negative, I guess you could say.” 
 Malcolm raised an eyebrow at her. 
 “That simple, huh?” 
 She nodded. 
 Four drinks and two hours later, Malcolm walked alongside a drunk and flirtatious Chaste Widow. He still didn’t want to head back to his hideout, even though he knew he’d need to wake up early the next morning. 
 “So,” said Chaste Widow. “Do you see yourself as evil?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I’m not as good at answering those sorts of questions as you are,” he said. 
 “You could let me be the judge,” she said. “Of just how bad you really are.” 
 She stepped in closer to him, kissing his neck, and then his lips. Malcolm turned his head away from hers, feeling suddenly tired. Not of her, but of bad decisions. 
 “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 He just shook his head. Chaste Widow was silent for a little while, the two of them still walking with their arms linked. 
 “I haven’t kissed anyone since…” she trailed. “Well, it’s been a while. At least since I’ve kissed anyone without them dying afterward.” 
 She reached her free hand over and traced Malcolm’s lips with it. 
 “Let me kiss you,” she said. “And I’ll kiss you back. Wherever you want.” 
 Malcolm’s hormones surged, fueled by alcohol and emotional fatigue. He took a deep breath and forced himself to shake his head. 
 “Not tonight,” he said.  
  “What?” Chaste Widow looked shocked, as though she’d never been rejected before. “But... you know I’m not just teasing you, right?” 
 She moved in closer to him and made to slide her hand down his pants. Malcolm caught it and gave it a reproachful, but soft squeeze. 
 “Not tonight,” he repeated again.  
 Chaste Widow was pouting, but she gave him an accepting nod, her face showing her respect for him. 
 “Good,” said Malcolm. “Well… It’s late.” 
 “It’s very late.” Chaste Widow cleared her throat. “And I should be going. Thanks for being such a tease tonight, you big meanie.” 
 “And thanks for the company,” said Malcolm. 


 




CHAPTER 27

   
 Malcolm’s sleep was uneasy that night. It was dreamless, but he woke often, each time feeling anxious. He was up far earlier than he needed to be and didn’t waste any time getting dressed. He ate a quick breakfast, donned his black clothing and mask, and left his underground lair. 
 He wasn’t about to let Tapestry and Second Wind face Multi on their own. It was just too dangerous. Despite everything Second Wind had said and the threats he’d made, Malcolm’s fear of what would happen if he let the two of them go in alone was even greater. 

It would be suicide. Multi is too smart, and too powerful.

 Dawn hadn’t yet broken over Vanderbrook’s skyline when he stole away from the warehouse. He made his way to the park across the street from Second Wind’s apartment just as rays of light began to peek above the horizon. He found a bench hidden from direct view line of Second Wind’s windows and sat down, concentrating on listening using the wind. 
 There was nothing discernable at first. He knew Second Wind was home, as he could hear the sounds of his soft snoring. Close to an hour passed before he saw Tapestry’s black BMW pull up in front of the apartment. 
 He watched as she walked up to the apartment and tried the locked door handle. She knocked until Second Wind opened the door, and then stepped inside. 
 Part of Malcolm was shamefully curious of how his copy behaved around Tapestry when the two of them were on their own. Especially after Malcolm’s brief foray back into his old life. He held his breath and listened to their conversation. 
 “You look terrible,” said Tapestry. “Not feeling much better, I take it?” 
 “No, I’m fine,” said Second Wind. “Or as they said back in your day, I’m fit as a fiddle.” 
 Malcolm heard the sound of Tapestry’s fist impacting against shoulder muscle. It wasn’t a light tap, either. 
 “Seriously,” said Tapestry. “This might be the only chance we get. You need to be focused, Wind Runner.” 
 “We have to move today, whether I am or not,” said Second Wind. “It doesn’t seem like he’s planning on staying in that old factory for long.” 

Old factory? So Multi set up shop in the abandoned industrial park. Why does that place seem like a hotbed for monster activity?

 “You’re right,” said Tapestry. “But we still have to be careful. We’ll move in slow, and scout it out as we go. That’s the only way we can pull this off.” 
 Malcolm took a breath and felt an airborne dandelion tuft sneak into his throat. He coughed. Across the street in the apartment, he heard Second Wind draw in his own breath quickly. 
 “What is it?” asked Tapestry. “What’s wrong?” 
 He felt his hopes of going unseen blow away with the wind. He’d been stupid enough to forget that anything he could do, Second Wind could do just as well. Of course he’d be using the wind to listen. After the last words they’d shared the night before, he’d have to assume that Malcolm would try to crash their party. 
 Second Wind left the apartment through the open window. He soared across the street, toward the park. Malcolm made no move to run or hide as his copy landed in front of him, both of Second Wind’s hands clasped into fists. 
 The two of them squared off against each other, adopting identical fighting stances. Malcolm didn’t see anger in his copy’s expression, just a cold determination to follow through with his warning. 
 The only important difference between the two of them, in the context of a fight, was their abilities. They each had wind manipulation, which canceled out any advantage it might give. Malcolm still had Chaste Widow’s death kiss power. Second Wind most likely had Tapestry’s regeneration.  
 Neither power would lend itself to a fight like this. This was a fight not to kill, but to make the other submit. They knew each other too intimately, like two brothers, but even closer. The goal for both of them was to dominate, or at least defeat, rather than destroy. 
 Malcolm felt he owed it to his copy to make the first move. He feinted forward with a punch, spinning and speeding himself with the wind for a spinning kick in the wake of it. Second Wind dodged, dropping low and coming up for an upper cut.  
 Malcolm leaned back far enough for it to miss and immediately shielded over his head, knowing Second Wind would reverse it for a downward strike. He countered with a quick jab to Second Wind’s stomach, which he traded for a kick to the thigh muscle. 

Why does it have to be like this? Why can’t we both just get along?

 If Second Wind was having similar thoughts, he didn’t let it show in his eyes. He darted forward, gearing up to throw one of the wild, hard punches that Malcolm so often relied on when fighting unskilled opponents. 
 Malcolm reacted to what his copy was about to do on instinct, but moved a second too late. The punch was a feint. Instead of carrying it all the way forward, Second Wind spun into his guard and through his forehead into Malcolm’s face. It was a cheap and vicious attack, and Malcolm had probably only been a few seconds away from trying it himself. 
 He stumbled backward. Second Wind pressed forward with his advantage, pummeling Malcolm’s abdomen. Malcolm kept his guard up, desperate to protect his head. Tapestry had finally found them, and she let out a furious shout. He wasn’t sure who she’d meant it for. 
 Second Wind kneed Malcolm hard in the stomach. He groaned and fell forward, deciding that it was time to play the card he’d hoped to keep in his deck. He slipped a hand into the back of his waist band and pulled out Brenden’s taser, tagging Second Wind in the shoulder with it before his copy had time to react. 
 It was as though Malcolm had flipped a switch and turned his copy off. He wondered if he would have done such a thing, had it been a real and simple possibility. Second Wind crumpled to the ground, legs twitching slightly. Malcolm heard Tapestry shout something else. He glanced over and saw that she had her gun trained on him. With his mask still on, all she saw when she looked at him was the vigilante. 
 “Leave him alone!” she shouted. “I don’t know why you’re here, and I don’t care. We’re past that point.” 
 “No.” Second Wind spoke before Malcolm could. “No… It’s over. Put the gun down, Tapestry. He wins.” 
 Malcolm stared at Second Wind. His copy had surprised him so many times in the past few days that he couldn’t help but wonder if the process was as seamless as Multi and his duplicates had made it appear. He had no idea what was going on in Second Wind’s mind, and given how familiar of a face the man wore, it scared the hell out of him. 
 “You win,” said Second Wind. “It’s yours. You can have it. I’m done.” 
 He slowly stood to his feet, and then leapt into the air. Malcolm crouched, ready to jump into flight to follow him. Tapestry cocked her pistol. 
 “Don’t move!” she shouted. “I swear to god, I will shoot you.” 
 It wasn’t an empty threat, and he didn’t take it as one. Malcolm stood where he was, watching Second Wind’s figure disappear into the clouds. What was his copy thinking? Was this really the end of their partnership? What did that mean for Malcolm, and for Vanderbrook? 

It’s too soon to think about that. Better to focus on immediate problems.

 “What did he mean by that?” snapped Tapestry. “Tell me! Explain everything, including why two of you seemed to know each other.” 
 “It’s complicated,” said Malcolm, gruffly. “We’re… friends, of a sort.” 
 Tapestry didn’t look like she believed him, and he didn’t blame her. 
 “Where did he go?” asked Tapestry. “And why… what did you do?” 
 “That’s a really good question.” Malcolm sighed. “But I don’t think I have an answer that would make sense to you. Now, are you going to shoot me? Or are we just going to stand here all day?” 
 Tapestry glared at him. 
 “You’re a renegade,” she said. “It would be simpler to shoot you, and be done with it.” 
 Malcolm leapt into the air. Tapestry didn’t fire. 


 




CHAPTER 28

   
 Malcolm didn’t go far, only disappearing out of Tapestry’s sight before doubling back to watch the apartment. He was almost tempted to ditch his mask, change his clothes, and attempt to sub in for Second Wind, right then and there. But there were too many continuity issues, enough that Tapestry would know that something was off. 

Besides… I don’t know what Second Wind is planning. He might cool down and come back soon.

 Even as the thought entered Malcolm’s awareness, he knew it wasn’t the case. Somewhere, a line had been crossed, and he was pretty sure it was his doing. He doubted that there was any coming back from what had just happened, not after how serious a warning Second Wind had issued the night before. 
 So instead, Malcolm watched from the down the street. Tapestry returned to the apartment to retrieve her keys and then climbed into her car. She pulled onto the street, and drove in the opposite direction of her home. 
 He frowned, following her on foot until her car turned around a corner in the distance. He flew up onto a building where he could watch its path more easily. She was headed toward the old industrial park. Toward Multi. 
 Malcolm’s phone rang. It was the number of the spryte phone. He answered, expecting Rose, but throwing his voice just in case it was one of the others. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Hey,” said Rose. “You aren’t at your hideout.” 
 “You’re feeling better, then?” he asked. 
 “Much.” 
 “Good,” said Malcolm. “Can you meet me? I need your help.” 
 Ten minutes later, Malcolm and Rose stood on top of one of the abandoned buildings overlooking Vanderbrook’s old industrial park. Tapestry had left her car on a nearby street and was slowly approaching an old electronics factory, gun in hand. 
 “Hold on,” said Rose. “Explain this to me again. Your copy is missing in action?” 
 “He’s gone,” said Malcolm. “And this time… I don’t think he’s coming back.” 
 “Okay,” said Rose. “And that makes it your responsibility to protect the blonde champion, because…?” 
 “You know her name,” said Malcolm. “And it’s my responsibility because this is my fault. I put her in a situation where she feels like she needs to charge in on her own.” 
 “It’s not your fault that she’s stupid,” said Rose. 
 Malcolm gave her a look, though he was glad to see that her spirits had improved. He tried to keep Brenden off his mind, the way his body had gone slack after the gun had gone off during their struggle. 
 “Are you okay?” asked Rose. 
 “Fine,” he said. “So how do we follow Tapestry inside without giving away our presence?” 
 Rose licked her lips. 
 “The windows are dark, meaning there’s plenty of shadow inside,” she said. “If you can land us near the entrance, we’ll only be exposed for a couple of seconds before I can use my power to cover us.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly. Tapestry was slowly creeping toward a side door, scanning for danger as she went. 

Something feels off here, and not just the fact that she’s alone…

 “Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Rose. 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “Just way too much to think about, right now.” 
 They waited until Tapestry had been inside for a minute before descending and following her through the same door. 
 Rose was right about being able to conceal them with her shadows, but the factory was dark enough to make it almost unnecessary. Old automated machines looked like strange, silhouetted monsters, frozen in place. Dust lingered in the air, and the place smelled of oil and rust. 
 Malcolm’s unease prickled down the back of his neck. It was obviously a trap. Multi was too organized to use such a place as his base, or even for storage. It was a trap, and now that they were inside, it was too late for them to do anything about it. 
 From the center of the room, a computer screen flickered on. It stood on top of a table, out of place amongst the old industrial equipment and conveyer belts. Malcolm watched Tapestry cautiously approaching it, gun out. He signaled for Rose to follow. 
 Multi’s face appeared on the screen. Malcolm was again reminded of just how much his old boss had changed. The hallmarks of a demon were all there, off color skin, skull bumps, but the real change had taken place in his eyes. They were gleaming black, little onyx gems reflecting cold determination and ruthlessness. 
 “Tapestry,” said Multi, enunciating each syllable slowly. “So good of you to finally arrive.” 
 Malcom heard the sounds of shuffling feet coming from the perimeter of the room. He didn’t need the light to know that the noise was dozens of armed Multi copies moving into place. He tried to keep his fear in check, closing the distance toward the computer screen with Rose at his side. 
  “And let’s not labor under any illusions,” said Multi. “Mr. Vigilante, why don’t you and your spryte also come out? Join us. Let’s all talk together.” 
 Tapestry stiffened, gripping the gun tighter in her fingers. She was standing in front of the computer screen, the blue white light giving her a ghostly glow. Malcolm could barely make out the details of her expression as he and Rose came to stand within range of the screen. 
 “Friends of yours?” asked Tapestry, flicking her head toward Malcolm and Rose. “I always assumed that becoming a demon made you too vain to trust anything other than a copy.” 
 Multi chuckled. 
 “It would be closer to the truth to call them friends of yours,” said Multi. “Better friends than you might think. Ah, but we should start from the beginning. I’ve summoned you here for a reason.” 
 “I’m not interested in talking,” said Tapestry. 
 Malcolm winced. He reached out into the dark and listened. He sensed that there were at least fifty, maybe sixty Multis waiting in the shadows. He knew that there were rifles trained on them waiting for a command, or for one of them to make the wrong move. There were far more Multis than the three of them could confront, even if they were working together. 
  “You don’t have to talk,” said Multi. “Just listen. I’ve regained many of my memories from my former life, Tapestry. Enough that I see a… small amount of value in having you serve under me.” 
 “Serve… under you?” Tapestry was smiling, but Malcolm could sense the tension in her body language. 
 “Of course,” said Multi. “It would be quite similar to how things once were. Back in… what was it we called it? The Dome? Yes… I would give you orders, and you would carry them out.” 
 “You’re a demon,” Tapestry pointed out, as though he might have forgotten. “You’re not in control. And we aren’t interested in being your instruments. You already have your copies. Why would you need anyone else?” 
 “I’m not just offering this to you,” said Multi. “In fact, Wind Runner was the one I truly wished to make this offer to.” 
 Multi’s eyes watched Malcolm through the screen for long enough to make him start sweating under his mask. 
 “Wind Runner has… a very special kind of potential,” said Multi. “I’m genuinely surprised that he isn’t here, actually. I’ve already spoken to him about this. We were almost at the point of reaching an understanding.” 
 “Enough,” said Tapestry. “You can lie all you want, but don’t drag Malcolm into this.” 

I really wish I could have a say here.

 “I’m not lying,” said Multi. “You must have noticed his absence over the past few days. Did you wonder about where he was?” 
 Confusion flickered across Tapestry’s face. Multi picked up on it, and understanding dawned in his eyes. 
 “Oh…” Multi said. “Oh, that is rich. No, of course you didn’t notice that he wasn’t around. Wind Runner, truly, you are just too much. I’m sure, Tapestry, that I must be mistaken, then.” 
 Tapestry didn’t say anything. Malcolm couldn’t take being on the outside edge of the conversation any longer. 
 “Enough of this,” he said, gruffly. “I didn’t come here to listen to the two of you talk. I came to fight.” 


 




CHAPTER 29

   
 He’d barely gotten the last word out of his mouth when five gunshots rang out, each one sparking the ground inches from Malcolm, Tapestry, and Rose’s feet. Multi slowly shook his head on the screen, thumbing a cigarette into his mouth and furrowing his brow. 
 “You came here because I lured you here,” said Multi. “To fight? It would be pointless. You might be able to escape, but what of the others here? Could you get them all out before one of my copies gets a lucky shot?” 
 Malcolm scowled. He might be able to use his wind manipulation to deflect some of the bullets, but the darkness made that all the more difficult. He found himself wishing that he still had Danny’s power. Being able to use thermal imaging had been helpful, and he could have used it to see the Multis in the shadows. 
 “That’s what power is,” said Multi. “And it’s the only thing that really matters anymore. The world isn’t like it used to be. The agenda set out for the future will not be voted on, not by the people, not by politicians pulling together for some purpose. It will be set by the sword, and enforced through overwhelming power.” 
 He took a long drag on his cigarette. 
 “I mean the three of you no harm,” said Multi. “I’m not a killer. Join me. Take all the time you need to consider my offer. I’m not an evil man, one of the demons that terrorizes the world for entertainment. I’m the one who will keep that sort of monster in check.” 
 “No,” said Tapestry. “And you are a monster. You knew what my answer would be. And you knew the only way to get me to hear you out was to lure me into a trap. Now that I’ve refused, as expected, you can kill me without feeling bad about it.” 
 “You aren’t the only one here,” said Multi. He raised an eyebrow in the direction of Malcolm and Rose. 
 “Forget it,” Malcolm said, gruffly. “I’m not about to ally myself with you.” 
 Multi’s gaze focused on Rose, who’d been quiet for the entire encounter. 
 “And what of you, Rose?” he asked. “I held off on asking because I was under the impression that I already had an alliance with you and the other sprytes.” 
 Rose smiled coldly at him. 
 “I think I can speak for all of us when I say that any agreement we might have had is void,” said Rose. “We don’t associate with suicide bombers.” 
 Multi shrugged. 
 “I can’t argue with that logic,” he said, grinning. “But what I can do is let a few secrets out of the bag. Let’s start with the most interesting one, shall we?” 
 Multi’s smile set Malcolm on edge. He glanced over at Tapestry, and then toward Rose. The way Multi’s attention remained focused directly on him told him enough. He felt his heart sinking into the depths of despair. 
 “Remember when I found you on the bus, Mr. Vigilante?” asked Multi. “Did you ever stop to wonder just what I was doing there? Why I took interest in you, but didn’t attack?” 
 “You…” Malcolm’s blood ran cold.  
 “Me,” said Multi. “And you. And… what was his name again? Brenden?” 
 Malcolm stiffened. From the speakers on either side of the screen came the sound of rough audio, probably obtained from a hidden recording device. 
 “The demon hit our car,” said Brenden’s voice. “We flipped over two, three times. I was stunned, but okay.” 
 “No!” shouted Malcolm. “Rose! Don’t listen!” 
 Rose was staring, mouth slightly agape. Malcolm tried to grab her shoulder. She let him, all of her attention focused on what was being said. 
 “Rose was already out of the car. Hope… was in the backseat. My daughter… Our daughter.” 
 “…What?” Rose was slowly shaking her head. “No...” 
 Malcolm felt her trembling under his hand. He wanted to do something, to smash the screen, or unplug the speakers. But it was already too late. 
 “I thought she was in her damn car seat,” Brenden’s voice said, over the speakers. “Just a little baby, didn’t even notice she wasn’t still under the blanket. I was dazed, and stupid, stupid, so fucking stupid. I pulled the carrier out and I was sprinting away. And then… Rose just lost it.” 
 “No!” shouted Rose. “No… no… no…” 
 She fell to her knees. Multi chuckled, and paused the audio. 
 “And then,” said Multi. “There was a struggle.” 
 The sound of Malcolm and Brenden fighting followed. It went on for a shorter amount of time than he remembered, but the bullet sounded the same. Rose had her face buried in her hands, sobs wrenching from her even as she tried to hold them in. 
 “Rose!” said Malcolm. “Listen to me, I–” 
 “You!” she screamed. “You lied! You… didn’t tell me?” 
 She let out a body shaking gasp and fell forward onto hands and knees. Malcolm ran to her side. She slapped his hand away as he tried to set it on her back. 
 “No!” she screamed. Tendrils of black swam under the pale purple skin of her face like dark veins. Her eyes darkened, pupils expanding to fill them. Her hair twisted, strands of shadow intermingling with darks locks.  
 “Rose!” shouted Malcolm. “You have to calm down!” 
 “My daughter!” she screamed. “My family!” 
 Footsteps approached from the surrounding darkness. Malcolm saw a group of three Multis inch forward, illuminated by the weak glow of the computer monitor. Rose lashed out at them with a shadow, ripping gaping holes in their chests. 
 Multi looked conflicted. Malcolm recognized that expression from his old boss. 

This isn’t part of his plan. He doesn’t know what to do.

 The dark shadows of the abandoned factory were gasoline to Rose’s spark. Malcolm could see her drawing the darkness to her. She let out wailing wordless screams and attacked anything that came close to her. She’d attack him, too. She’d kill him if he tried to help her. 
 “She’s losing it…” muttered Tapestry.  
 “We have to get out of here!” said Malcolm. “This isn’t a normal episode. She’s-” 
 Rose’s scream intensified, morphing into a sound that made Malcolm’s bones ache. She thrashed, putting a hole in one of the factories walls with her shadows and disintegrating a group of Multis. 
 The darkness was gathering into her like a pulsing, infinite black hole. Malcolm had to lean away from it to keep from being pulled in. He seized Tapestry by the waist, pushed forward with all the strength his legs had, and made an attempt to fly to safety. 
 Rose’s pull held him where he was for a terrifying moment, and then slowly, only through pushing his powers dangerously close to the limit, was Malcolm able to pull away. All of the Multis were busy making pathetic attempts at taking the spryte on, most of them dying in the process. Rose never stopped screaming. 
 Malcolm carried Tapestry free of the factory and kept going. The sunlight outside was a shock to his system, as though Rose’s episode was enough to steal the bright light of day. He watched as long spears of shadow burst up through the mostly destroyed factory and wondered just how far away that was from the truth. 
 “Let me down!” Tapestry struggled against him, elbowing and even grasping at his mask at one point. 
 “Relax!” said Malcolm, through gritted teeth. “And quit fighting!” 
 He didn’t want to leave just yet. He was still hoping that Rose would calm down and come to her senses. Was it even possible for her to, he wondered? After learning that she’d not only had a daughter, but also been responsible for her death? 

I can’t imagine what she’s going through. And I can’t help her, either.

 The roof of the factory buckled and fell inward. Malcolm bit his lower lip, hoping she’d be okay. Darkness swelled within, pulling what was left of the building into a dark, spherical vortex. A feminine figure hovered in the center of it. 
 The sphere suddenly lurched into the air, flying at speeds beyond anything Malcolm could have managed. It disappeared over the edge of the horizon in less than a couple of seconds. A crater sat where the factory had once been, and there were no signs of any Multis having survived the chaos. 


 




CHAPTER 30

   
 “Put me down, this instant!” cried Tapestry. 
 Malcolm scowled as she brought a fist down against his back. He was halfway tempted to see how high of a fall her regenerative abilities would let her recover from. 
 He landed in an old park in the center of an abandoned neighborhood, feeling drained by the experience. He was worried about Rose, more than he ever had been during any of her previous episodes and disappearances. He wasn’t sure if she’d come back to herself, this time. 
 “You… have so much to answer for!” demanded Tapestry. “Who are you? And what’s your relationship to Wind Runner?” 
 Malcolm barely even heard her. He was scanning the skies for any sign of Rose. How had she flown, inside that sphere? Was that an ability only available to her when deep within an episode? 
 “Answer me!” Tapestry lunged at him, her hand groping for the bottom of his mask. Malcolm spun out of the way. 
 “Your questions will have to wait,” he said. “If I see Wind Runner… I’ll send him back to you.” 
 Even as he said the words, they felt hollow and empty. If he saw Second Wind again, it was more likely that things would end as they’d ended with Brenden.  That thought struck a raw note inside of Malcolm. How had all of his good intentions come to this? 
 He pushed back into the air before Tapestry could ask anything more, feeling a small twinge of guilt over how in the dark she was. It was easy to brood in Malcolm’s state of mind, but instead, he forced himself to hum his rock music and keep his mind on balancing his wind manipulation. It would let him stay in the air longer. It might let him find Rose. 
 He flew high, unconcerned by the clouds, and the chill of the thin air. He flew as high as he could while still keeping visibility on the ground below, and searched for Rose, like someone scanning a thick carpet for an inconspicuous lost earring. 

She could be anywhere. And in the state she’s in… the only sure thing is destruction.

 Malcolm flew slow circles around the town, pushing himself to the limit of how much flying he could do without snapping. Part of him wanted to flirt with the limit, and wondered what would happen if he did succumb to the temptation to turn into a demon.  
 He thought of his brother Danny, and of Rose. Of his fellow champion, Melt, who had snapped during combat, and later committed suicide. The memories weren’t things that Malcolm could let himself dwell on. At least not now. 
 During his first break from flying, Malcolm called the spryte phone out of desperation. Fantasy picked up. Malcolm’s words with her were brief, but enough to confirm that she hadn’t returned to their base yet. He knew that she wouldn’t have, and that it could be days, or even weeks, before she’d ever be in a state of mind to return. 
 He searched for hours. It was frustrating and pointless. He could either fly low and slow, and make out detail, or high and fast, and settle for trying to spot areas of recent destruction. Each time he did, it was just Multi’s handiwork, or leftover damage from other, unrelated incidents. 
 The sky was dark by the time Malcolm finally gave up. He flew back to his hideout, landing on wobbly legs, half-sure that another minute in the air would be enough to make him cross over the line. 
 There was someone waiting for him next to the hatch leading below. Malcolm blinked and felt his heart sail as he stepped in close enough to see in the dim confines of the warehouse. It was her. And… she was naked. 
 “Rose!” Malcolm ran to her. He pulled off his mask and let it fall to the ground. He kissed her passionately, and felt Rose give a small, surprised squeal. He cupped her naked breasts in his hands, and pressed forward against her, his exhaustion giving way to fierce, sexual need. 
 She had her hand down his pants, stroking his hardness eagerly, a mischievous smile on her face as though she wanted him to take her right there in the dirty warehouse. Malcolm had so many questions, but they slid to the back of his mind in favor of the pleasure she offered. 
 He frowned, noticing something strange. She was shorter than she should have been. Rose was already pulling his pants down and lowering herself to her knees. She ran her lips over his erection and began to suck in an uncharacteristically eager manner, lips and tongue focused and intent. Malcolm met her eyes, and felt the truth, along with his anger, hit him like a runaway bus. 
 “Fantasy,” he said. 
 She winked at him and slid his shaft out of her mouth. Rose’s naked form shifted, skin turning from purple to a soft gold, hair from black to fine blonde. She was still naked, and she’d always been a bombshell, but that was the last thing on his mind. 
 “It was Shield Maiden’s idea,” said Fantasy, slowly rising to her feet. “And I agreed with her. We needed to know for sure. Both who you were, and whether you had anything to do with Rose’s disappearance.” 
 Malcolm almost exploded at her, but managed to check his reaction in time to see the truth of her words. 

I did have something to do with it. It’s my fault. I led her to Brenden, and then I kept secrets from her.

 “For the record, we’d ruled out you being Wind Runner,” said Shield Maiden. “It’s … a little unbelievable to me. There’s footage of both of you together that we’ve seen on the news… Though I guess anyone could have been under the mask in those clips.” 
 Fantasy flashed a flirtatious smile. Malcolm glared at her. 
 “Well, you have your answer,” he said. “You know who I am now. Are we done here?” 
 “We care about her, too,” said Fantasy. “Both Shield Maiden and I. Keep us in the loop. We’ll help however we can.” 
 Malcolm gave a small nod, feeling betrayed by the deceit. 
 “You know…” said Fantasy. “Since I’m already here, and since I’m already… naked.” 
 She stepped in close to him again, kissing his neck, sliding one arm under her breasts to make them more prominent. Her nipples were large, and the tips were hard. 
 “You have an odd way of caring about your friends.” Malcolm turned his back to her and set about unlocking the hatch to his hideout. “You have my number. Call me if you hear anything.” 
 He didn’t look back as he climbed down the ladder.  


 




CHAPTER 31

   
 Malcolm was exhausted, but sleep eluded him that night, and for good reason. His throat felt like it had a lump in it. He couldn’t close his eyes without seeing Rose’s face, and hearing her screams as the audio recording of Brenden’s words played. 

I caused her so much pain. I just wish… I could do the last few days over.

 He knew that it wasn’t all his fault. Regardless of whether he’d told her immediately, or successfully hidden it from her, she would have found out eventually. Malcolm felt the lump in his throat tighten with empathy as he thought about the weight she carried. 
 His phone vibrated next to his bed. He picked it up immediately, his hopes high. He had a new text message from Tapestry, and it simply said that she needed to speak with him, immediately. 
 Malcolm sighed, debating with himself over just when constituted immediately. He was leaning his head back against his pillow when it suddenly struck him that he’d never given Tapestry his new phone number. There’d never been any reason to. Which meant that she found it through other means. 
 A cold chill ran through Malcolm. He got out of bed and rushed to pull his clothes on. He pulled on his mask a little reluctantly, unsure of whether it would serve him anymore to continue the charade of the Gifted Vigilante. 

It’s just another secret for me to carry.

 It was still early, and the sky overhead was a deep, dusky purple that reminded him of Rose. He flew across Vanderbrook in what felt like a single bound. He couldn’t help but savor the sensation of the wind on his clothes even as his thoughts were drawn back to his worries. 
 The lights were on in the living room of Tapestry’s house. Malcolm landed in her front yard, and considered his approach carefully. Just by showing up at Tapestry’s, he would be betraying that he knew where she lived. How much longer would it be before she connected the dots? 
 The front door opened before he’d reached the porch. A familiar voice, Malcolm’s own voice, came from within the house. 
 “Please, come inside,” said Second Wind. “We have so much to discuss.”   
 Malcolm’s confusion only lasted until he entered Tapestry’s living room, and saw what awaited him. Second Wind sat next to Tapestry on the couch. Tapestry was clad only in her nightgown, eyes red from crying, face set into a hopeless expression of despair and numb shock. And it was obvious, at a glance, why. 
 Second Wind had done it. His skin was pale white and ghostly, like fresh ash from a dead fire. He’d shaved off all of his hair, which made the regular, rough bumps along the crown of his skull that much more pronounced. He was a demon, and he was grinning at Malcolm, savoring his reaction like fine wine. 
 “You’re a fucking idiot,” said Malcolm. “How could you be so fucking stupid?” 
 “The polite thing to do would be to say hello,” said Second Wind. “Ask me how I’m doing. Make small talk. Warm up the room, before jumping straight to questioning my decisions.” 
 “Your decision?” asked Malcolm. “Your mistake, you mean. Your foolish, idiotic, mistake!” 
 He gritted his teeth. There was something else about Second Wind’s demeanor that unnerved him almost as much as his copy’s radically altered appearance. He seemed to be in control, relaxed, even. He seemed to have his faculties about him, which was rare for a demon, but virtually unheard of in one that had just turned. 
 “Not a mistake,” said Second Wind. “A decision. One that I came to after a lot of careful thought and planning.” 
 It was only then that Malcolm noticed Second Wind’s wrist. His grey metal champion stabilizer had been removed, and replaced with a black band similar to the stabilizer, but wider, it extended over half of his forearm. 
 “It’s Multi’s design,” said Second Wind. “That’s part of where I’ve been recently. Testing this little doohickey. He still calls it a stabilizer, and the name is actually appropriate. No bomb or tracking device, just an emotional control system. To let me think and feel as I should, and take full advantage of my new abilities.” 
 He stood up and took a few steps toward Malcolm. 
 “I think it’s time that we end with all the secrets. For everyone’s sake. Don’t you?” 
 Malcolm glared at him. He could see the confidence in Second Wind’s eyes. He had no idea what sort of tricks his copy might have up his sleeve, now that he’d gone over to the metaphorical dark side. 
 “Tapestry…” said Malcolm. “I’m sorry.” 
 He pulled off his mask. Tapestry’s reaction was muted. She blinked a couple of times and slowly shook her head in disbelief. Malcolm felt his heart breaking as he looked at her, but there was also a weight that slid off his shoulders. He was finally giving up the lies, and it felt right, if also painful. 
 “I… can’t handle this,” she said.  
 Second Wind laughed. 
 “Why don’t I answer a few of the questions I’m sure you have?” he offered. “He was the original. Created me right before the incident that destroyed Rain Dancer, expecting to die.” 
 “Stop it,” said Malcolm. “This is cruel.” 
 “Oh no, I think keeping this from her was cruel,” said Second Wind. “See, Tapestry, for the past few weeks it’s mostly been me. The one that courted you properly, that was me. The one that didn’t work so hard to push you away, also me. The one that you had sex with most recently, however…” 
 Tapestry clamped her hands over her mouth and slowly shook her head. Her eyes filled with horror and disgust… and tears. 
 “I thought you might react like that!” said Second Wind. “I know, it’s messed up, isn’t it? Good thing you can tell us apart now.” 
 Second Wind’s grin was an evil thing. Malcolm took a step in Tapestry’s direction. She immediately held up her hand, warning him to stay back as though warding off a rabid animal. 
 “No…” whispered Tapestry. “How… could you do something like this? I thought… I thought I was in love. Now I don’t even know with who, or… what.” 
 “I know,” said Second Wind. “Oh, how well I know your pain. Identity… existence. It’s a complicated thing. But since we have so much more to discuss, I’m going to leave this conversation for the two of you to finish later.”  
 Malcolm felt emotion surging in his chest, anger and frustration. It was for Second Wind as much as it was for himself. There was no real distinction between the two of them, as far as his feelings were concerned. Second Wind was just the long fermenting crust of one of his most profound mistakes. 
 “I think what we need to discuss now,” Malcolm said, carefully, “goes beyond words.” 
 He lunged forward, pulling the taser from the cargo pocket of his pants and stabbing it toward Second Wind. It was a surprise attack, but one he’d used before. Despite that, Malcolm expected it to work, and at least in execution, it almost did. 
 The taser never made contact with Second Wind’s shoulder. An ethereal green appendage grabbed it before it came within a few inches of his skin, glowing and vibrating with power. Second Wind grinned at Malcolm, and after a couple of seconds, gave a small shrug. 
 “Multi took some blood sample from dozens of other champions, sprytes, and demons,” said Second Wind. “Apparently, that’s all I need now. It’s like my power mimicry is on steroids. Just ask Tapestry.” 
 Tapestry’s eyes widened suddenly, as though she’d remembered something important, something that cut through the fugue of her confusion and pain over the identity of the man she’d fallen in love with. 
 “Malcolm!” she shouted. “Get back! Don’t let him touch you!” 
 “Too late.” Second Wind grinned as he took hold of Malcolm’s hand. Malcolm felt an odd tingling sensation, similar to his power mimicry, but in reverse. It was immediately followed by a sudden cessation of awareness, as though he’d just closed one eye, except it was his superpower that was gone. 
 “I absorb abilities for keeps now,” said Second Wind. “And not just one at a time. Tapestry’s will prove to be the most useful. Yours… I’m just taking it to spite you.” 
 His smile was a cruel thing. Malcolm let out a roar of pure anger and took a swing at him. Second Wind slammed him against Tapestry’s wall with the wind, and Malcolm crashed hard enough to leave an impression. 
 “I’ve already become more powerful than I can explain in the time we have,” said Second Wind. “More powerful than Savior was. More powerful than anyone will ever be able to match. And I’m going to do what you never could. Set the world onto a new path.” 
 “A new path…” said Malcolm. He shook his head, though part of him held a desperate hope that there was enough of himself left in Second Wind to give him a moral compass.  
 “A new path,” repeated Second Wind. “Of course, first I’ll have to knock it off its old one.” 
 He nodded one last time to Malcolm and Tapestry, and then flew from the house in a sudden burst of movement. The stillness left behind by his departure made Malcolm aware of the pounding pain in the back of his skull. 
 “…Tapestry,” he said. “I am so sorry.” 
 She wouldn’t look at him. She slowly shook her head. Melanie had been awoken from the commotion, and was making her way downstairs slowly, only half awake and confused. 
 “What’s going on?” mumbled Melanie. 
 As though in response, the ground began to shake underneath their feet, and light flashed through the windows. Malcolm walked outside onto the lawn and stared up at the sky. Mushroom clouds were rising from three separate explosions on the horizon. Another blast created a fourth. The lights of the neighborhood flicked off, though the ambient glow of Armageddon was easy enough for them to see by. 
 He turned around to see if Tapestry and Melanie had followed him. The door was shut. He tried the handle, and found it soundly locked. 
 “Tapestry!” he called, knocking on it. “Hey! Don’t shut me out! We need to figure out what we’re going to do!” 
 A couple of seconds went by. When Malcolm stopped banging on the wood, he heard her reply. 
 “…I don’t even know who you are,” she said. 


 




CHAPTER 32

   
 The next few hours passed by in a blur. The looting had begun by the time Malcolm reached his apartment. He found the pistol that Tapestry had given him, the only thing that seemed to matter much as bands of angry men and angrier monsters ran through the streets, causing havoc as the world went completely off rails. 
 Electricity was out all across Vanderbrook, but Malcolm got a small update midway through the morning when a police vehicle slowly made its way down the street, booming an announcement over its loudspeaker. The officer inside claimed that martial law was in effect, which would have seemed more credible if a demon hadn’t approached with a small gang in tow to flip the cruiser over and light it on fire. Malcolm actually recognized the demon, one by the name of Bicep who was a regular at Terri’s Tavern. 
 He made the trek back to Tapestry’s house that afternoon. Her car was gone, along with most of the food in her fridge, lots of clothing, and toothbrushes. She and Melanie wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon, and Malcolm couldn’t blame them. 

She doesn’t owe me anything for my lies. And with Vanderbrook the way it is, she’s doing what’s smart for her family.

 His apartment had been looted by the time he got back to it, though what anyone would want with his PS4 and flat screen with dubious prospects of electricity ever returning was an open question. 
 He took what little clothing had been left to him, along with a few things he’d bought for Rose, and made the move to his hideout. Without electricity, it felt dank and dreary, but it was well hidden and felt appropriate, given the chaos descending on the town. 
 Over the next several days Malcolm learned that it wasn’t just Vanderbrook that was in turmoil. While out scavenging for what he could in the midst of the destruction, he joined a small, ragged looking crowd gathered around a man with a battery powered radio. A deathly silence fell over the group as they listened.  
 London, New York, Paris, Chicago… The list of major cities that had been virtually wiped off the map by Second Wind went on and on, extending into Asia, South America, even Australia and Africa. Multi had contributed in his own way, blowing up major highways within the United States, crippling power plants and points of infrastructure. It was as though his suicide bombings in Vanderbrook had just been a warmup for what came next. 
 The radio message ended by warning people to stay inside, and to avoid any marauding groups of men or monsters they might see. It made no mention of a governmental response, military, police, or even armed militia fighting to maintain order. 
 The crowd of people seemed to understand it on the same level that he did. As soon as the message looped back to its beginning, a husky man made a grab for the radio, trying to steal it for himself. Punches were thrown. A gun went off. Malcolm slipped away as soon as he could, holding his gun in one hand and his taser in the other. 
 He felt naked without his powers, and spent half an hour waiting for a group of men pillaging buildings near his hideout to move on before sneaking into the warehouse and down through the hatch. The sense of hopelessness that overtook Malcolm that night was almost enough to make him give up. 
 But he didn’t. He was still alive, and that meant that he had to keep going, even without the superpowers that he’d come to take for granted.  
 He would find Rose, and make things right with Tapestry. Those were both foregone conclusions. The last promise he made to himself, the one that he knew was long overdue, made him tremble both anger and fear. 
 He would track down Second Wind, and kill him. 


 




  



CHAPTER 1

   
 The trap’s execution was flawless. Malcolm smiled as he examined it, brushing a tree branch aside and dropping to one knee in the early morning dew to get a better look at his catch. It was a fat weasel, with enough meat on it for at least a meal, along with a pelt that might have some value to the right trader. 
 The unlucky creature had gone for the morsel of food he’d left at the wide end of the hollow log. Pulling it loose had triggered the rock above it to fall, which caused the panicked weasel to flee into the log. Malcolm had rigged a small, self-tightening noose to the narrow escape hole on the other end, and the weasel had wiggled into it, eventually strangling itself. 
 He pulled the animal loose, carefully resetting all the elements of the trap. It reminded him of a board game he’d played when he was younger involving a marble ball and a convoluted series of tracks and widgets it would roll through. It was a memory from another time, another world, really. 
 Six months had gone by since Second Wind, Malcolm’s duplicate turned demon, had begun to reign destruction and terror down on the world. Six months since Malcolm had lost his powers, his friends, and everything else that really mattered to him.  
 For the first few weeks, Malcolm had expected the situation to bounce back, or at least reach an equilibrium. It hadn’t happened, and he had come to expect that it wouldn’t happen, at least not on its own. 
 Chaos had regularly erupted in the streets in the time after Second Wind’s one man apocalypse, with sprytes, demons, and regular old hooligans running wild and taking what they wanted. Basic utilities like electricity and water were turned off or destroyed. The only news available came from tiny, battery powered radios, and it was always just a daily tally of Second Wind’s murderous exploits. Every major city in the world had been razed. Millions of people were dead, and most of those left lacked the modern necessities they’d come to expect in life. 
 Somehow, Malcolm had held on to his faith that eventually the pendulum would begin to swing the other way. It hadn’t happened, and his deflating hope made him feel like a stock trader watching shares of a dying company slowly depreciate until there was pointlessly little value left. 
 Malcolm realized that his hope had been foolish. It was surprising really, how quickly civilization had collapsed in on itself. It seemed as though it should have taken longer. Electricity, the internet, and running water were all conveniences that had been around for longer than he’d been alive. It seemed counterintuitive that they could be permanently cut off overnight, even after the fact. What was left of the oil and gasoline had been hoarded by the constantly warring gangs, at least in Vanderbrook and the surrounding area. 
 Malcolm finished resetting the trap. He tucked the weasel into the length of twine that now served as his belt, and headed further into the woods. The brook was up ahead, and it had reached unseasonably high levels, making it deep enough for him to occasionally catch a fish or two. 
 Malcolm had a couple of basic traps set up alongside the brook, but nothing comparable to the sophistication of his log trap. They were mostly basic twine nets designed to trap fish within little inlets he’d dug along the bank until he could arrive and collect them. They only rarely ever worked, but were easy enough to set up, and only took him a glance to check. 
 Today was his lucky day. A long, silver scaled fish was in one of the traps. It looked tired from struggling against the net, and only gave a small thrash as Malcolm took it in his hands and pulled it loose. He gave it a small thwack against the rocks and carefully threaded it onto his belt. 
 After making sure the traps were in place to possibly catch him more fish, he turned around and started back toward Vanderbrook. He considered, as he often did, whether it would be smarter to abandon his base in town and move into the outlying forests. 
 Towns and cities were not safe places anymore. Malcolm had learned that lesson within the first couple of days after Second Wind’s ascension to demonhood. Gangs ruled the streets, some of them armed with guns, some of them backed by monsters, and most of them with nothing to lose. The gangs fought each other for territory and resources, and anyone caught in the warpath was given as much consideration as a squirrel on the highway. 
 Malcolm’s gun was probably the most valuable thing he owned. The three bullets he had left were a close second. He also had a taser, useless to him now that he’d exhausted its battery, and a medium sized hunting knife. He wasn’t stupid. He avoided the gangs like everyone did, and because of that, he was still alive. 
 A branch cracked just beyond the trees to his left. Malcolm froze, slowly dropping to the ground and sliding up against a large tree. He waited and listened, and then watched as a figure came into view. It was a demon, a tall one with unusually lanky limbs and deep green skin. The demon sniffed the air for a couple of seconds, stared at where Malcolm was in his hiding spot, and then headed off in another direction. 

The dip I took in the brook last night might have just saved my life. Score one for hygiene.

 It felt odd to remember that there’d been a time when Malcolm would have had the option to face off against one of the monsters. Now, he treated them like he treated the gangs, avoiding even the demons and sprytes he’d known from Terri’s Tavern. Avoiding all of them… except for Rose. 
 He still looked for her, though it had been weeks since he’d had any real hope. Thinking about her, the pain he’d caused her, the intimacy they’d once shared… It hurt Malcolm in a way that few things could. It made him feel hollow and pointless, like he was past the part of his life where any real enjoyment could be derived.  
 Thinking about Rose was a reminder to Malcolm that he was the kind of person who could do horrible things. He’d killed Brenden, her deranged fiancé, though it had been in a life or death struggle. He’d kept Brenden’s story to himself, the story of how Rose had accidentally killed her own daughter. He’d done it because he thought it was for the greater good, sparing Rose from a memory that could do nothing but hurt her. 
 Those had been Malcolm’s choices. In a strange way, they seemed a reflection of the widespread chaos his copy, Second Wind, had wrought upon the world. He’d taken to calling himself Zeus, though many people were too scared to speak his name openly.  

Zeus. He thinks he’s a god. And since nobody is strong enough to challenge him, why wouldn’t he?

 Malcolm waited in his hiding spot until he was sure that the demon had disappeared into the distance. Then, he slowly rose to his feet and continued on, back to what remained of his former hometown. The town he hadn’t managed to protect. 


 




CHAPTER 2

   
 The sky was choked with grey clouds overhead, and the air smelled of dust and smoke. Most of Vanderbrook’s outermost neighborhoods had been completely abandoned. The pressure of the looters had forced suburban families to run from their homes during the early days of the collapse. 
 Malcolm took his time moving through the neighborhoods and toward the center of town. He was careful, and he passed by the few people he saw on the way with as much caution as he could manage. Their clothes were dirty and ripped, and though Malcolm knew his own were just as bad, he couldn’t help but attribute desperation to their appearances. And desperate people were unpredictable. 
 A small, outdoor trading bazaar had sprung up on Vanderbrook’s old main street. It was ringed off by a wall of parked cars, useless for anything else without gasoline to feed their empty tanks. Here, there were a couple of armed guards, men paid by the traders in the area to “protect” them from the dangerous gangs in the areas. 
 Malcolm stepped into the circle of cars and made his way over to Greg’s trading stand. Greg was one of the few local traders willing to trade in bullets, one of the common currencies after the collapse, along with rice, canned food, and other long-lasting food staples. 
 Bullets were the only resource Malcolm cared about accumulating. It made him feel cold and heartless to value them so highly, but being heavily armed was now a necessary part of his survival. Especially given the amount of traveling outside of Vanderbrook he did, searching for Rose. His gun was the only hope he had at keeping himself alive. 
 “Malcolm,” said Greg. “Good to see you. Plenty of food out in the woods today, I take it?” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “Take your pick,” said Malcolm. “You can have one or the other. The fish is the meatier of the two, but weasel’s pretty tasty. Tastes like chicken.” 
 Greg forced a laugh. 
 “I’ll take the fish,” he said. He reached down under his rough, wooden trading counter and pulled out a single bullet to set on top of it. 
 Malcolm frowned at him. “Come on. One bullet?” 
 “Margo’s gang had a shootout with Bicep and his guys the other day,” said Greg. “The value of bullets has gone way up. Take it or leave it.” 
 Malcolm groaned. He pulled the fish loose from his belt and passed it over to Greg without meeting the man’s eye. It was necessary for him to collect all the bullets he could, even if it meant making bad trades to obtain them. And eating weasel for the night. 
 “Pleasure doing business with you,” said Greg, with a nod. 
 “You know, I’d call you a cheap ass swindler if you weren’t so polite,” said Malcolm.  
 “It’s a good business strategy, given the circumstances,” said Greg. “It’s why I have repeat customers.” 
 Malcolm picked up the bullet and slipped it into his pocket. He lingered in the bazaar for a few minutes longer. The spectrum of items for sale was limited to the stuff of survival. Clothes, food, weapons, candles and fuel for those lucky enough to be able to afford them. Clean water in jugs. Malcolm got his from the brook, as did most others brave enough to venture out of Vanderbrook and into the woods. 
 He listened to the gossip of the crowd. A couple of teenagers were arguing with an older man about the Europa mission. Malcolm, along with most of the rest of the town, had heard about it a few weeks earlier. 
 “They’ll rescue Savior and everything will go back to normal,” said one of the teenagers. 
 “You’re a fool if you think things will ever go back to normal,” said the man. “And there’s no way the mission goes off without a hitch.” 
 A rocket had been launched out of desperation, taking off from one of the small corners of California where law and order still reigned. Funded by the billionaire aerospace financier Tom Willis, the mission had originally been planned to put the first humans on Mars using solar sails and an advanced reaction drive. In the wake of Second Wind’s destruction, changing the target from Mars to Europa, where many claimed Savior still lived in exile, had been an easy enough sell. 
 “Things have to go back to normal!” shouted one of the teenagers. “They have to! We can’t live like this forever! Savior will come back, and he’ll kill Zeus, and, and…” 
 The teenager trailed off. Malcolm empathized with his frustration. So much had been lost in such a short amount of time. For him personally, the lack of electricity or running water was just the start. 

I lost my powers. And I lost my friends. 

 He refused to let himself dwell on those types of thoughts as he headed out of the bazaar. Feeling sorry for himself wouldn’t accomplish anything. He had food for the night, and an extra bullet for his gun. That should have been enough to content him. 
 “Wind Runner!” A high pitched, mocking voice came from within a nearby alleyway. “Where are you going, Wind Runner?” 
 Malcolm was still recognized by his champion identity, though it was common knowledge to those who remembered him that he’d lost his powers. It didn’t gain him anything to be Wind Runner anymore, beyond the occasional pitying glance or disappointed stare.  
 Bennett, the leader of a small, poorly equipped local gang, stepped out into the street. He was a tall and beefy looking, and he had a face that seemed to be perpetually set into a sneer. He was in the habit of mugging anyone he suspected to be weaker than him and his gang, and the two thugs flanking him left no doubt in Malcolm’s mind what he intended. 
 “I’m going down the street,” said Malcolm. “I’m surprised that you couldn’t work that one out yourself, Bennett. Though I’m sure you’re pretty used to having simple things explained to you.” 
 Malcolm kept walking, hoping that he could shake Bennett and the thugs off with bravado alone. He had his gun on him, but the last thing he wanted to do was use it. A gun with four bullets was good as a deterrent and little else. He didn’t have the ammunition for a firefight against multiple opponents.  
 “What are you going to do, Wind Runner?” called Bennett. “Fly away?” 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth and pulled his gun out from where he had it tucked into the waistline of his pants. Bennett was the kind of man who he would have enjoyed fighting, back when he was a champion. He was a cocky bully, one that deserved what he had coming to him. 
 “Back off,” said Malcolm. “Or I open fire.” 
 “Rumor has it that you barely even have bullets for that thing.” Bennett stared at Malcolm, a slow smile creeping onto his face. His eyes darted to the side. Malcolm whirled, but not quickly enough to get completely out of the way as a hidden fourth goon swung a baseball bat into his shoulder. 
 Malcolm stumbled back. He fired, and was rewarded with a cry of pain as one of Bennett’s goons took a bullet to the leg. It wasn’t enough to stop them, not now that they’d struck the first blow. Malcolm didn’t have time to take aim again before Bennett and his thugs were upon him, punching, kicking, and eventually, stripping loose his pistol. 
 He let out a wordless cry of anger and hopelessness. Each time Malcolm felt like he was finally getting his footing back in the world, something else was taken from him. Would it just be his gun this time? Or would it be his life, too?  
 Shouts sounded in the distance. Gunshots attracted attention in Vanderbrook, scavengers knowing that if they arrived on the scene at just the right time, they could strip a body of whatever was left on it of value. Bennett swore under his breath and kicked Malcolm hard in the ribs. 
 “You’re not even worth me wasting a bullet on you to end your life.” He kicked Malcolm again, and one of his ribs surged with pain. “Thanks for the gun, Wind Runner.” 
 Something wet landed on Malcolm’s cheek, and then he heard Bennett and his thugs retreating, leaving him lying in the street. Malcolm stumbled to his knees, wiping away spit and feeling his face burning with hot shame.  
 They’d even taken the dead weasel from him. Malcolm scowled, knowing it meant he’d go hungry that night. He slipped a hand into his pocket and found that they’d missed the extra bullet he’d traded the fish for. 

Maybe I can trade it for some food…

 The thought wasn’t all that comforting, given the extent of what he’d lost that day. His face was bruised and puffy. His chest ached each time he took a breath. He stumbled through the streets, trying to avoid areas that would have any people in them, not trusting that he wouldn’t get jumped a second time if he stayed out in the open. 
 He’d been a champion once. 


 




CHAPTER 3

   
 Malcolm spent most of the rest of the day collecting materials to make more traps. There wasn’t much else he could do. He didn’t want to spend any more time in town than he needed to after the mugging, and aside from doing nothing, he didn’t have many other options. 
 He set up one more fish trap, and scoped out a tree that he might be able to use for a rock trap before heading back to his hideaway. He made his way there along a roundabout route, not wanting to telegraph to anyone where he lived.  
 He’d already given up his apartment, along with most of the remaining belongings inside of it. The section of Vanderbrook he’d once lived in was now too volatile for him to risk leaving any of his possessions on their own, and letting his guard down to sleep at night was totally out of the question. 
 Malcolm’s hideout was a small, very well-hidden cellar under a simple hatch in the ground in the ruins of an old warehouse. It was cold, and had a musty smell to it, but he’d found a small, solar powered LED flashlight in the early days after the collapse to use for light. 
 Malcolm waited across the street, watching until he was positive the coast was clear, and then slipped into the warehouse. He worked open the combination lock and pulled the hatch open, dropping down and replacing the lock on the inside to keep out any intruder that might happen upon it. 
 Everything as just as he’d left it. A single small mattress. A scattering of now useless electronics. A few rough changes of clothing; he’d sold all of the nice stuff in the first few weeks, before he’d developed the skill to trap his own food. He had no food now, of course, but he did have several full jugs of water, which he turned his attention to next. 
 Malcolm cleaned his wounds slowly, using only the water, but scrubbing as roughly as he could bear. They were mostly on his face - at least the injuries he could do something about. His aching shoulder and possibly cracked rib would have to be ignored. 
 He drank as much water as he could, filling his stomach until it was painful enough to make him forget his hunger. It was only late afternoon, but lacking anything else to do, he collapsed onto his mattress and forced himself to get some sleep. 

Tomorrow’s another day. Fingers crossed. Maybe it will suck less.

 He didn’t fall asleep immediately. He never did. As soon as his head was resting against his pillow, his thoughts turned to Rose, and to Tapestry. He hadn’t heard anything from either of them for months, long enough to make him question if they were still alive. 
 The thought of his friends being dead or in danger chafed at him like nothing else could. Malcolm had accepted the fact that he’d lost his superpowers, his wind manipulation, and his power mimicry. What he couldn’t accept was how much that had limited him when it came to protecting the people he cared about. 
 He couldn’t fly off to nearby cities and ask if they’d seen Tapestry, or if a shadow spryte had been spotted anywhere nearby. He couldn’t sweep in, find the people he loved, and fly them to safety. He felt powerless, and he could accept what that meant for himself, but not for what it meant for others. 
 Malcolm would keep looking for them as soon as he was back on his feet. He’d trade whatever he could catch for bullets, and would slowly build up enough value to trade for a new gun. Then, he’d set out. 
 The plan seemed audacious to him even as he thought of it. He could barely do enough foraging to feed himself, let alone having a surplus to bring to the trading square. Still, Malcolm held to it, resolving that somehow, he would find a way forward. A way back to his friends. 
 He fell asleep to the echo of that precious thought. 
 *** 
 The traps were empty the next morning. Malcolm’s entire body ached with pain, and he’d reached the stage of hunger where true exhaustion kicks in. Hating himself for what he knew he had to do, he slowly made his way toward the bazaar, fingering the bullet in his pocket. 
 It was a strange comfort to see how destitute so many of the other people living in Vanderbrook were. Malcolm didn’t wish similar circumstances to his own on any one, but seeing people who shared them made it easier to shake off the self-loathing, and the sense that he somehow deserved to be hungry and dirty. 

And powerless. Maybe I deserved that, too.

 Or maybe not. He shook away his thoughts as he walked over to Greg’s little outdoor shop. The trader frowned as he saw him approach, which made Malcolm more aware of the swelling and the cuts on his face. 
 His attention was diverted from Greg by an unusual amount of commotion coming from further within the trading square. Malcolm felt his old instincts kicking in, drawing him toward the sounds of jeers and laughter. 
 Several well-armed men were leading a chained woman into the center of the market. She wore only her underwear, and she was even dirtier and more roughed up than Malcolm. But he recognized her, even with the bruises and slow healing scratches on her face. 

Chaste Widow…

 She was a slender, tanned woman of Asiatic descent, and she’d once been a regular at Terri’s Tavern. Her underwear didn’t leave much to the imagination, showing off the ample curves of her breasts and butt. Malcolm felt a flash of anger as he considered the chains around her wrists, and what that meant for a woman as attractive as she was. 
 “She’s for sale!” shouted the man carrying the other end of her shackles. “And she’s cheap. This bitch is one of the cursed!” 
 Malcolm frowned. The word “cursed” had become as common a way of referring to champions and monsters, the same as “gifted”, the original term, had been before the collapse. In Chaste Widow’s case, it actually seemed appropriate. 
 “She’s fine lookin’,” said one of the men in the crowd. “How’s she cursed, though?” 
 “Why don’t you kiss her and find out?” asked the slaver. “Three of my men! Three!” 
 He lashed out with his free hand, striking Chaste Widow across the shoulders and knocking her to her knees. 
 “Three dead men, and I don’t even have the heart to lie and pawn this psycho slut off on someone else,” said the slaver. “I should just kill her. But these are hard times, as I’m sure you all know. So she’s for sale, but I make it clear to anyone interested… kissing her means death. Her lips touch yours, and you die.” 
 Malcolm had been one of the few, if not the only person to kiss Chaste Widow and survive her kiss of death. At the time, it had been as simple as absorbing her power and becoming immune to the effects. He’d taken it for granted, barely even considered what he was doing. So much had changed since then. 
 “Well?” shouted the slaver. “No need to be coy about your offers. Just shout them right out.” 
 The crowd immediately began to disperse. Most people backed up like they might from someone with a contagious disease. It didn’t seem to be the reaction the slaver was hoping for. 
 “Anyone?” shouted the slaver. “Just give me an opening bid. I’ll consider it, I’m not picky.” 
 Malcolm fingered the bullet in his pocket. His stomach ached from hunger. A single bullet would be worth a loaf of bread, possibly a big one, if Greg was feeling generous. 
 “I’ll take her,” he said. He felt a little ashamed that it had taken him so long for him to force the words out. 
 The slaver frowned at him. “You don’t look like you have–” 
 Malcolm walked up to him and pressed the bullet into his palm. The slaver looked down at it, and then let out a laugh. 
 “A single bullet,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s good luck or bad luck for you that this just happens to be the caliber I need for my pistol. She’s all yours, kid. But be careful about those lips. Fine for most places, but don’t let them touch your mouth.” 
 Malcolm slowly exhaled, trying to keep a sudden surge of anger contained. 
 “Take the shackles off her,” he said. 
 “You sure?” The slaver quirked an eyebrow. “I was going to give you those along with her.” 
 “Take them off,” Malcolm repeated. “Now.” 
 He could feel the coldness in his own expression as he watched the man working the key and pulling loose Chaste Widow’s bonds. She didn’t say anything, not even when Malcolm came closer, and offered her what he hoped would pass for a reassuring smile. 
 “It’s okay,” said Malcolm. “Remember me? I’m not going to do anything weird. You can go free. I only bought you to let you go.” 
 Chaste Widow wouldn’t meet his gaze. Malcolm waited for a minute, wondering how long it would take her to process the situation. She looked like she was in a state of numb shock. 
 He turned to glance around at the rest of the market. A half dozen people who’d been watching quickly looked away from him, too paranoid to even make eye contact. Malcolm started to take a step back toward his hideout. Chaste Widow grabbed his wrist. 

I can’t just leave her here…

 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you some water. And some clothes.” 
 She didn’t say anything, but her grip on his wrist tightened. 


 




CHAPTER 4

   
 Back at his hideout, Malcolm gently helped Chaste Widow down the ladder and into his dim and dusty abode. If she was at all bothered by it, she didn’t mention it. In fact, she still hadn’t said a single word to him. 
 “I know I’m repeating myself, but you’re free to go, if you decide you want to,” said Malcolm. “Or welcome to stay here, if you need some time. I have some water jugs in the corner by my bed. No food, though.” 
 His stomach made it impossible for him to forget that fact. He would have to go hunting again before the day was out. Probably sooner, rather than later, given how fast his energy was draining. 
 “Uh…” Malcolm scratched the back of his head, trying to find the words for another point he had to address. “Just so you know, I don’t have my powers anymore. It’s a story for another time, but I figured you should be aware. Your power might kill me if we kiss.” 
 He cringed, hating the way he’d phrased it even as the words left his mouth. Surprisingly, Chaste Widow gave a slow nod. 
 “I won’t… kiss you,” she said, softly. 
 Malcolm had turned his LED light on, and he could see the sad expression on her face. She looked tired and broken, so different from the feisty, confident woman he’d met in Terri’s Tavern months earlier. It felt like both of them had lived an entire lifetime since then, and he suddenly wondered if he looked to her as worn down as she did to him. 
 “Clothes!” he said, as his eyes wandered down to her bra clad breasts. “Uh, it’s all men’s stuff. Probably baggy on you, but better than nothing. Take your pick.” 
 He gestured over to the sad pile of somewhat dirty clothing on the ground that his wardrobe consisted of. Chaste Widow nodded and slowly started looking through them. 
 “I need to get us food,” said Malcolm. “I’m going to leave the lock by the ladder while I’m gone, okay? Just so you can still leave, if you want.” 
 She didn’t answer him. He wondered if she understood exactly how much trust he was placing in her. If she wanted to, she could snap the combination lock on the inside of the hatch as soon as he left and steal Malcolm’s hideout for herself. 

And what an impressive hideout it is. No food, no running water. Truly an estate fit of a king.

 “I’ll be back as soon as I find something,” he said. “Don’t expect filet mignon.” 
 That got a small smile out of her. Malcolm felt himself grinning in response. He climbed out of the hideout, martialing his trust as he closed the hatch behind him. 
 One of the fish traps had done its job in the time since Malcolm had last checked it. He grinned as he pulled an impressively sized fish out of the net and thwacked it once against the rocks. His log trap was still empty, but in the process of checking it, he discovered a rabbit in the bushes nearby and managed to get his foot down on top of it. 
 It was a better catch than he’d had in days. He smiled to himself as he tied it to his belt. The bushes where he’d found the rabbit were full of wild raspberries, and he filled his pockets with as many as he could. 
 Chaste Widow was outside the hideout when he got back. She’d picked up one of his rags and soaked it with water, and was slowly cleaning herself up as best she could. She’d taken off her bra and panties, and Malcolm felt a conflicting mixture of emotions as he approached, doing his best not to ogle her naked body. 
 “Uh…” he said. “I’m back.” 
 She put an arm over her breasts and glanced over her shoulder at him. Her eyes lit up when she saw the food on his belt. 
 “I’ll have to make a fire up above so we can cook,” he said. “I can wait for you to finish, though.” 
 “I’m as clean as I’m going to get,” she said. 
 She pulled her panties back on, along with one of Malcolm’s shirts, and then walked over to him.  
 “Here.” Malcolm pulled the berries out of his pockets. “You can snack on these while you’re waiting.” 
 Chaste Widow took half of them. Malcolm grinned at her and made a show of eating the half he had left in a couple of wolfish bites. 
 She followed him down the ladder as he went to get his fire-starting kit, and then back up. Malcolm spent a couple of minutes gathering loose newspaper and bits of wood to use as kindling. Chaste Widow kept following him, almost like a lonely puppy. She carried some of the wood, but didn’t say anything. 
 Malcolm built his materials into a fire bundle and started striking at his flint. He glanced up at her a couple of times. She’d meet his gaze now, and it made emotion flutter in his chest when she did. He had no idea what to say to her. He wanted to ask how she’d been, but it wasn’t a question that he thought she’d be comfortable answering. 
 And likewise, the last thing he wanted to talk about was his own descent into the dirt and grime of the post-collapse world. An awkward silence hung on the air between them, and as much as Malcolm hated it, it was still preferable to dredging up painful memories. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Chaste Widow, as Malcolm started to cook their food on sticks over the small flame. 
 “You’re… sorry?” asked Malcolm. “For what?” 
 “I broke my promise to you.” 
 It took him a couple of seconds to realize what she’d meant. In one of his last jobs as a champion, Malcolm and Tapestry had hunted Chaste Widow. He’d made a judgement call, letting her go instead of taking her prisoner. He’d made her promise to stop killing, in exchange. 

Is that a promise anyone could hold to in this new world? Especially an attractive woman?

 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve broken a lot of promises, too.” 
 He didn’t elaborate any further, and tried keep his thoughts from turning back to Tapestry and Rose, and all the pain he’d caused them. 
 “It wasn’t… like I wanted to,” said Chaste Widow. “I didn’t have a choice. In the first few weeks, I lost my house. Money stopped mattering. There was no law, and men would just try to… force me. And die, from my kiss.” 
 “You don’t have to explain it to me,” said Malcolm. 
 “It was all I had,” said Chaste Widow. “My power actually felt like something useful, for once. But it wasn’t enough, in the end. Your powers were like a sword. Mine was just… a tiny knife.” 
 “A sword…” said Malcolm. “Ha.” 

A sword that I’ll never be able wield again.

 He’d spent more time than he cared to admit in the months after losing his powers, trying desperately to summon them back. He would set up his empty water jugs and concentrate with all the will he had, trying to control the wind and knock them over as easily as it once had. 
 It’d never worked, and always left him feeling like a ridiculous child, playing at being a Jedi or being stuck in The Matrix. His powers were gone. He’d accepted it. It meant being less than he’d once been, acknowledging a weakness, a deformity. It made him feel like a paraplegic that’d lost all hope and finally accepted that they would never walk again. 
 “Smoke,” said Chaste Widow. 
 Malcolm glanced at the skinned rabbit he was cooking over the fire. It was starting to burn on one side. 
 “Oh,” he said. “Right.” 
 He put the fire out once the rabbit and fish were cooked. He didn’t have any plates or silverware, so he and Chaste Widow impatiently waited for the spitted meat to cool before digging into it with bare hands. The rabbit was tender and greasy. The fish was a little undercooked. Neither of them cared, and devoured both in far less time than it had taken Malcolm to prepare. 
 “Thank you,” said Chaste Widow. 
 “You’re welcome,” said Malcolm. “I think this is the first meal I’ve shared with someone else in months.” 
 She furrowed her brow at that. 
 “What about your friends?” she asked. “The other champions.” 

My friends…?

 Malcolm couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. 
 “I’m not a champion anymore,” he said. “And as for having friends…” 
 He shook his head. Chaste Widow gave him a pitying look, which coming from her, carried a significant weight. 
 “Can I stay here tonight?” she asked. 
 Malcolm nodded immediately. He’d only recently begun to discover how alone he was, and he didn’t like it. 
 “Of course,” he said. 


 




CHAPTER 5

   
 The two of them spent some time in quiet companionship, neither of them saying much. Malcolm made another trip out to his traps, finally finding the energy to set up a second log trap and improve the fish nets. By the time he made it back to his hideout, the sun had long since set over the horizon. 
 Chaste Widow had decided to stick around, and Malcolm offered her his mattress for the night. Her injuries were more pronounced than his, and it made him feel good inside to act as a generous host. 
 “Sleep next to me,” she said. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “No,” he said. “That’s… not a good idea, I don’t think. I have bad dreams.” 
 “So do I.” 
 She patted the spot next to her on the bed invitingly, but still, Malcolm refused. He was content with a blanket and an extra pillow. The concrete was cold and hard underneath him, but he took warmth from his actions earlier in the day. It was the first time in a long time that he’d stopped to care about someone other than himself. 
 Malcolm slept easily, and probably more soundly than he should have. He dreamed of flying again, and was deep in the realm of fantastical memory when soft hands sliding under the waistband of his boxers drew him awake. 
 Chaste Widow had slid off the mattress and joined him under his covers. Malcolm could feel her soft body against him. She was naked, the points of her breasts pushing against his shoulder as her hand fished around inside his underwear. 
 “Uh…” moaned Malcolm. “What are you…?” 
 He let his question die on his lips as her palm closed around his shaft. He’d developed an erection at some point during the night, even though his dreams had been tame. He breathed a sigh of pleasure as Chaste Widow slowly began to stroke her hand up and down. It had been such a long time. 

Why is she doing this? Does she feel like she has to?

 “…Stop,” Malcolm managed to say. “Please. I don’t want you to feel like you owe me anything.” 
 Chaste Widow didn’t stop. Malcolm guiltily let himself enjoy a few more seconds of the hot, stroking sensation before reaching out and taking her wrist. 
 “Stop,” he repeated. 
 “I’ve been forced to do this before,” whispered Chaste Widow. “This… and so much more. Just because I can’t kiss without killing doesn’t mean I can’t do… other things.” 
 “I’m not forcing you,” said Malcolm. “And I never would. Please, let’s both just go back to sleep.” 
 Chaste Widow disappeared under his blanket instead of listening. A second later, Malcolm felt a hot, wet tongue sliding circles over the tip of his erection with luxurious slowness. 
 “Oh…” moaned Malcolm. 
 “So many times, I didn’t have a choice,” she whispered. “Each time I thought… I’d be used to it, for the next time. But it doesn’t work like that. It just got worse and worse.” 
 “Hey…” said Malcolm. “You aren’t thinking clearly. I’m a friend. Not somebody to force you into doing anything.” 
 “It’s my choice!” snapped Chaste Widow. She gave his shaft another lick, as though to emphasize her point. “This time… I can choose you. Because you’ve been so kind to me. I can choose to share myself with you, and know that if you say yes, it’s out of kindness. And caring.” 
 She kissed his thighs, and then all along his hardness. 
 “Please…” whispered Chaste Widow. “Say yes. Let me do this for you.” 
 Malcolm reached his hand down to her and cupped her cheek. The way she spoke of her pain, of all that had happened to her, was heartbreaking to him. He wanted to say no out of principle, out of a sense of what he felt was best for her, and what he felt she probably needed. 

Maybe it isn’t for me to decide what she needs.

 He gave a slow nod, and then almost gasped with pleasure as her lips engulfed his erection. He pressed his head back against the pillow, and for the first time in months, let himself fall back into a cloud of erotic pleasure. 
 Chaste Widow kept going at an even pace, her mouth gliding with slow, sensual movements. The sensation stirred emotions in Malcolm that he hadn’t expected, remnants of his feelings for Rose and Tapestry. An echo of the sadness he’d felt when he’d first seen Chaste Widow as a slave. 
 She kept up with her lips and tongue until Malcolm was at his bursting point, and then climbed forward. Malcolm came very close to forgetting the nature of her power as she carefully worked herself onto his rod, finding the right angle and exhaling as she slid down. 
 For several minutes, the two of them were just a man and a woman. The dismal world outside was forgotten. Their injuries, the lack of food, rough conditions, it was all secondary to the gentle movements of their bodies and mutual erotic pleasure. 
 Chaste Widow shuddered and made a tiny, climactic noise only seconds before Malcolm found his own release. The two of them shared his mattress for the night, not out of any deep, loving connection, but simple affection and companionship. They didn’t have much, but a peaceful night wasn’t too much to ask for. 
 *** 
 Or so Malcolm thought. It was deep into the night, only a few shades away from sunrise, when he heard the sound of movement coming from outside the hatch. He froze as he heard someone trying the handle, and then roughly knocking in an attempt to wake him up. 

One of the gangs has found my hideout. Even if they don’t get in today, they will eventually…

 Chaste Widow was tense on the mattress beside him. Malcolm was annoyed at the ideas percolating in his head. Perhaps they could lay a trap for whoever was outside, if he hid somewhere and she stayed in bed, naked and inviting? He pushed the plan aside immediately, knowing the toll it would take on the battered woman. 
 “Wind Runner!” The voice was muffled, but Malcolm still recognized it. He breathed a slow side of relief and set an encouraging hand on Chaste Widow’s shoulder. 
 “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s a friend.” 


 




CHAPTER 6

   
 Malcolm and Chaste Widow dressed, and then climbed up the ladder and out of the hatch. He wasn’t able to completely let go of his tension until he’d made it outside and seen the faces of Wax, Anna, and Greenthumb in the dim predawn light. 
 He couldn’t believe that they were still alive, and from the expressions on their faces, they couldn’t believe that he was, either. None of them rushed forward to pull him into a hug, though Malcolm sensed it was less out of desire, and more out of respect for the time they’d spent apart. 

Six months in this new world is like a decade in the old one…

 “You are sight for sore eyes,” said Wax. “Truly, Wind Runner. It’s a miracle that you’re still alive.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, only then examining the champions in closer detail. Wax was no longer the pudgy, bald man who would have looked at home in a cubicle or in the driver’s seat of a bus. He was muscular now, and he wore a black trench coat that hung in a manner suggesting it carried several pounds of weapons. 
 Greenthumb and Anna were standing close to each other, too close for Malcolm not to notice. Greenthumb was half leaning on his walking stick, and Anna had a bandage underneath her hair. They both looked worn, but still confident to carry out whatever their current mission entailed. Malcolm found his smile fading a little as he scanned over them a second time, his curiosity getting the better of him. 
 “I would have figured Tapestry to be more the kind of champion to show up on my doorstep in the middle of the night,” he said. “She’s not with you… is she?” 
 Wax frowned, and gave a small shake of his head. “We haven’t seen her since before the collapse. Sorry.” 
 The words cut deeper into Malcolm than he’d expected them to. He closed his eyes and massaged his temples, feeling like a fool for having pushed her away at the worst possible time. If he’d found the words for an apology, found a way to make her listen to him, he could have protected her and Melanie, kept them from heading off on their own. 
 “Wind Runner, don’t focus on what’s been lost,” said Wax. “The fact that you’re still in one piece is as close to a sign as we’re liable to get. The reports we’ve heard of Vanderbrook make it sound like a meat grinder, and Halter City is currently Multi’s main base of operations.” 
 Malcolm frowned at that. He hadn’t heard much of Multi since their last encounter with him. It had been a trap that he’d managed to lure Malcolm, Tapestry, and Rose into, and he’d taken the opportunity to reveal the truth to Rose in a way that triggered an episode in her. 
 “And elsewhere?” Malcolm asked. “Is there anywhere safe in the country, anymore? We don’t get much news here, outside of the occasional unsubstantiated rumor.” 
 Wax and Greenthumb shared a look. 
 “There aren’t many safe havens,” answered Greenthumb. “A few cities in California, and a handful in various midwestern states are still mostly intact. But threat of the demon Zeus keeps most of them from trying to establish themselves firmly.” 
 Malcolm winced at the mention of Second Wind. If any of the others noticed, they didn’t let it show. 
 “How much do you know about Zeus?” asked Malcolm. 
 Wax shrugged. “Probably no more than you do.” 
 “I… don’t necessarily think that’s the case.” Malcolm took a slow breath. “The three of you deserve to know the truth. All of it.” 
 From the expressions on their faces, Malcolm knew that they had no idea what he was about to tell him. Even Chaste Widow drew in closer, coming around to the other side so she could see his face as he spoke. 
 He started with the events from the last time “he” had seen them, just before he’d first split his life and shared it with Second Wind. Wax’s expression tightened when Malcolm explained his power mimicry and how he’d used it to borrow his power. 
 He gave them a truncated version of his time as the Gifted Vigilante, purposely leaving out details relating to Rose, the other sprytes in the area, and Chaste Widow’s history. The important information all related to Second Wind, now known as Zeus, and he gave them that in full. 
 When he finished, all three of the champions were staring at him, eyes dark. Malcolm sighed and felt part of the weight on his shoulders slide free. 
 “I’m not sure how helpful any of this will be to you,” he said. “But I felt like you needed to know.” 
 “So, all of this… is because of you?” asked Anna. “If you hadn’t made a copy of yourself…” 
 “Millions of people would still be alive,” finished Malcolm. “The Champion Authority would still be strong enough to fight back against the monsters. Yes… It’s my fault.” 
 “It’s no more your fault than Multi turning to evil was mine,” said Wax. “Though I do fault you for absorbing my power without my consent. I’m surprised it even worked for you. I didn’t realize that the seed of it was still in me, given that I can’t use it, myself.” 
 “Copies can’t make their own copies,” said Malcolm. “Second Wind, or uh, Zeus, does have at least one limitation when it comes to how powerful he can be.” 
 Greenthumb had stayed silent during Malcolm’s tale. He tapped his walking stick on the ground, his face pensive. 
 “This only reinforces our reason for being here,” said Greenthumb. “You can still help us, Wind Runner. Even without your powers, you would be a useful ally. For example, could you guess at Zeus’s motive? The two of you shared a mind once, no?” 
 Malcolm scratched his head. He’d considered it many, many times before, turning over the actions of his copy and examining all the angles. 
 “He’s carrying a lot of pain,” said Malcolm. “Not just from my past, but from his present. And all of it… leads back to people and monsters abusing their abilities.” 
 “Is this revenge for him, then?” asked Greenthumb. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “No,” he said. “I don’t think so. I think he’s trying to burn the world down, so that he can lead the way to build it back up in the shape he wants.” 
 In truth, Malcolm had no idea what Second Wind wanted. Trying to guess at the motives of a demon, even one that shared the better part of his memories, was an exercise in futility. 
 “Wind Runner…” Wax’s expression was serious, and he locked eyes with Malcolm. “Will you join with us? We’re recruiting everyone we can. With enough champions and armed people, we might stand a shot at taking on Zeus, and any other monster that threatens the world.” 
 Malcolm was already shaking his head before Wax had even finished speaking. It wasn’t a refusal based on doubt or fear. Rather, he felt as though his loyalty was still owed elsewhere. 

Rose. And Tapestry. I can’t give up on finding them yet.

 “I’d be of no help to you,” said Malcolm. “I’m powerless, remember?” 
 “So am I,” countered Wax. 
 Malcolm shrugged. “This isn’t a fight that ordinary people should be throwing themselves into. Honestly, I think you’d be better off putting your faith in the spaceship that’s on its way to rescue Savior than you would in my abilities.” 
 He’d meant the comment as a joke, but it was a clear from the champion’s expressions that they didn’t take it as one. 
 “The mission failed,” said Wax. “The ship’s crew stopped responding over the communications system.” 
 Malcolm frowned. 
 “How is that possible?” he asked. 
 Wax just shook his head. “One of them might have turned on the others. Or maybe there was a stowaway aboard the ship. A Multi who might not care that it was a one-way trip, once the crew was dead.” 
 “I doubt that,” said Malcolm. “It’s not like it’s easy to sneak aboard a spaceship.” 
 Wax didn’t say anything, and neither did Malcolm. It didn’t matter much why the mission had failed, just that it had. There was nothing left for any of them to put their faith into. No powerful champion to entrust the fate of humanity to. It was only them, and whoever they could recruit. 
 The thought made Malcolm all the more aware of how ragged the three champions looked. He doubted that Greenthumb was carrying the walking stick for show, and Anna seemed a little dazed. The bandage around her head suggested a recent head injury, perhaps one bad enough to affect her cognitively. And Wax… he was still Wax. Powerless, just like Malcolm. Not anyone capable of pulling off miracles. 

What am I supposed to tell them? To give up? Would I, in their shoes?

 “There’s nothing stopping you from helping us!” snapped Anna. “Why won’t you help? We need more people for this… It’s bigger than us.” 
 “I know,” said Malcolm. “And I’m sorry. There’s something else that I have to do, first.” 
 A few seconds of disappointed silence passed. Then, surprisingly, Chaste Widow stepped forward, moving between Malcolm and the champions. 
 “I’m gifted,” she said, without preamble. “If you’d have me, I’d join with you.” 
 She shot an apologetic look over her shoulder at Malcolm. He hated to admit it to himself, but it did hurt him a little to see her moving on so quickly. But it also strengthened his resolve in what he knew he had to do. 
 “You’re gifted?” asked Wax. “Why haven’t you gotten in touch with the champions before?” 
 “Wax…” said Anna. “We can ask her questions later. For now, we should take what we can get.” 
 Wax hesitated, but eventually nodded. 
 “We need to get going,” he said. “We’ll be in the area tonight, but then we’re heading out. If you change your mind, or discover anything that can help us, we’ll be camped by the wreckage of our old headquarters.” 
 “The Dome,” said Malcolm, remembering it fondly. 
 “Take care Wind Runner,” said Greenthumb. 
 The others nodded to him. Chaste Widow gave him a tight hug, pressing her cheek against his face briefly instead of kissing. And then they left, leaving him alone. 


 




CHAPTER 7

   
 Malcolm’s hideout smelled strange the next morning. It took him an embarrassingly long time to recognize it as the scent of a woman, the slightly musky mix of pheromones and traces of perfume. 
 He had no food left, so he contented himself by drinking water for the morning. He carried one of the jugs with him as he made his way out of his hideout and toward the forest where he’d left his traps set up. 
 One of Malcolm’s sneakers had been developing a hole for the past several weeks. He caught his foot wrong against a rock, and another stitch gave out, finally enlarging the gap enough to make walking awkward. He swore under his breath and hoped he could find some tape or a needle and thread to make the necessary repairs. 
 His traps had been destroyed. It only took him a single glance at them to know that it had been a malicious act, rather than random chance, or from an animal trying to escape. The twine had been stolen from all of them, and one of the logs had been stepped on and caved in. 
 Malcolm tried to keep his anger in check as he surveyed the damage. It meant that he wouldn’t have a regular source of food unless he could actively hunt. The main benefit to having the traps was that they’d been able to catch food even when Malcolm was tired and exhausted. Without them, he’d be fighting a losing battle. 
 He filled his jug with water from the river and drank until it was hard for him to tell if the pain in his stomach was from hunger or being overfilled with liquid. Then, he started off toward Vanderbrook, hoping that he’d stumble upon fortune in the trading square. 
 Greg was standing at his trading stall, setting out a variety of weapons and equipment for display. Malcolm caught his eye as he walked over, hoping that the man might have some basic work for him. Greg frowned when he saw him. 
 “You shouldn’t be here,” he said. “Bennett’s gang has been coming through all morning, and they aren’t fans of yours.” 
 Malcolm winced. 
 “I’ll have to take my chances. Speaking of which, is anyone looking for an extra hand for today?” 
 Greg slowly shook his head, sharing Malcolm’s disappointment. 
 “Sorry, man,” said Greg. “I doubt anyone here would want to risk inviting your trouble onto themselves.” 
 Malcolm thanked him for the heads up and started back through the crowd. He saw where Greg was coming from, and couldn’t fault him for it. 

How long has trouble followed me for? It’s like my shadow, always there behind me, in some capacity or another.

 A few men were sitting outside a building, passing a liquor bottle around between them. Malcolm overheard some of their conversation as he passed by. 
 “…saw her, too. A shadow spryte. Too wild for us to stick around to watch, though. Even though she was naked.” 
 Malcolm froze in mid-step. He approached the men tactlessly, dropping to a crouch next to where they were seated. 
 “Say that again,” he said. “The part about the shadow spryte.” 
 The man glared at him and opened his mouth. Before he could say anything, Malcolm reached out and snatched the bottle out of his hand. He held it off to the side, over the concrete, shaking it slightly in loose fingers. 
 “If you gents want to keep enjoying yourself today,” said Malcolm, “I suggest you give me the full story of what you were just talking about.” 
 He used his tone of voice to make it clear that he’d follow through with his threat, if he had to. One of the men told him everything he knew, which wasn’t much. He and a buddy had seen a shadow spryte in the outskirts of town, but it had taken off in a sphere of dark energy soon after. The man didn’t know in which direction. 

Rose. Did you finally come back? Have you remembered?

 Malcolm gave the men back their bottle. He resolved to restart his search, regardless of whether he was hungry, and whether he had a weapon to protect himself. He’d made it most of the way back toward his hideout when someone shouted out behind him. 
 “Wind Runner!” called Bennett. “Where are you going in such a hurry? We haven’t had our chat yet today.” 
 Malcolm slowed to a stop, knowing that it would only waste energy to run. He turned around and saw Bennett walking toward him slowly, carrying the pistol he’d stolen from him earlier in the week. He was flanked by his two thugs, and they all looked inordinately pleased to see him. 
 “Bennett,” said Malcolm. “I’m afraid I don’t have time for you today.” 
 He felt a cold, confident certainty taking hold in his chest. He’d let himself get distracted for too long. It wasn’t about his survival or his safety. His life had a focus, and hearing the rumor about Rose had revitalized his will. Nothing would stop him from finding her. 
 “You’d talk to me like that?” sneered Bennett. “I thought we were friends! Wind Runner, don’t tell me you’ve lost your manners along with your powers.” 
 He strode closer, an arrogant bully drunk on his own meager influence. Malcolm didn’t flinch back from him. He held Bennett’s gaze steadily. 
 “What do you have on you?” asked Bennett. “If you’re in a rush, just give me what you have and we’ll call it square. Sound good?” 
 “Sound’s great.” Malcolm reached a hand into his pocket, digging into it with exaggerated motions. “Just… one thing though.” 
 He gestured for Bennett to come closer, and had to keep himself from grinning as the gang leader stepped within Malcolm’s range. He no longer had his wind manipulation, but he was still fast, and his first kick swept Bennet’s legs out from under him before he had time to react. 
 The two thugs let out shouts of surprise. Malcolm was already moving, throwing himself into the air and onto Bennett before he could get back to up on a knee. He got one of his hands over the gun, angling it away from him, and then head-butted Bennett in the face with all the energy he had. 
 Bennett screamed, and then let out a wet cough, spraying blood onto Malcolm’s face and shirt. He managed to strip the gun free from Bennett’s hand. The safety was off, and he whirled to fire at the nearest thug. Nothing happened when he pulled the trigger. 

No bullets. Bennett already used up the ones in it in the time since he got it. I should have guessed.

 One of the thugs kicked Malcolm hard in the chest, knocking him back. The other carried a baseball bat and was pulling it back to swing a killing blow into Malcolm’s skull when he let out a tiny gasp. 
 Malcolm glanced down at Bennett, or rather, at the shield bubble that now encased him. His entire body was trapped in a multicolored, lightly shimmering egg of confinement. When Malcolm looked back toward the other thugs, similar bubble shields had already encapsulated them. He still held the gun in his hand, and kept his finger on the trigger as he slowly stood up. 
 Shield Maiden, one of the few benign sprytes remaining in the area, stood a dozen paces behind him. She was attractive in an alien way, her skin a mixture of swirling pink, purple, and blue, and her hair the color of bubblegum. She met Malcolm’s gaze and crossed her arms. 
 “You still have a habit of getting yourself into trouble, I see,” she said. 
 Malcolm smiled, though his mind raced ahead, trying to work out why she was there and what she wanted. 

She must have heard the rumor about Rose. That’s the only reason she’d show herself now.

 “What can I say?” said Malcolm. “Trouble has a way of finding me. Speaking of which… Something tells me that you aren’t just passing through town.” 
 Shield Maiden slowly shook her head. 
 “I take it you’ve also heard,” she said. “Rose has returned to the area. I would like to take the opportunity to try to bring her back to us.” 
 “Us, as in… you and Fantasy?” asked Malcolm. “Or have you recruited more monsters to your little clique since I’ve last seen you?” 
 For a moment, it seemed as though she wouldn’t answer the question. 
 “No,” she said, finally. “We haven’t. It’s been a little too dangerous for us to operate openly in recent times.” 
 “That’s the understatement of the century.” Malcolm wiped a hand across his cheek, frowning at the blood that came off. Bennett’s blood - not his. 
 “Come with me,” said Shield Maiden. “You look as though you could use a day to… clean yourself up.” 
 “We should start immediately if Rose is close by,” said Malcolm. 
 Shield Maiden shook her head. 
 “You need to compose yourself, first,” said Shield Maiden. “The role you’ll be playing isn’t one you can rush into.” 
 “The role I’ll be playing?” 
 Shield Maiden nodded. “It’s up to you to remind Rose of what she has to come back to. She has to make the choice to return to her old life.” 

Her old life. I wonder if she even remembers it…



 




CHAPTER 8

   
 Malcolm followed Shield Maiden on foot for a time. She spoke little, but it wasn’t because of him, as far as he could tell. She had a quiet way about her, and managed to be companionable without saying anything.  
 They stopped outside a set of stairs leading down into an old cellar in a part of Vanderbrook that had been abandoned long before the collapse. Shield Maiden smiled at him and gestured with her hand. 
 “I’ll have to put you in a bubble, beyond this point,” she said. 
 “Still don’t trust me?” asked Malcolm. 
 She shook her head. “This is our safe place. Trust has nothing to do with it. I couldn’t allow anyone to see the exact route down to Underworld unless we all agreed upon it.” 
 “Fair enough.” 
 He took a step away from her, and an instant later, a multicolored translucent shell burst into existence around him. It was an odd sensation, reminiscent of the buoyant upward tug of a hammock, mixed with a kaleidoscope of colors from the sun’s light interacting with the clouded surface. 
 Malcolm could still see enough to tell when they’d moved underground, but beyond that, he was in the dark. And he didn’t mind. Shield Maiden was taking a risk by taking him into her confidence. He was a former champion, a former enemy, someone who she’d fought against on more than one occasion. 

Rose must be a true friend, for her to take such a risk.

 Time went by, close to an hour. Malcolm was surprised when he saw a literal light at the end of the tunnel. Shield Maiden brought him through one last door, and then the two of them stopped moving. 
 “Are your feet underneath you?” asked Shield Maiden. 
 “Yeah.” 
 She popped the bubble, and Malcolm collapsed into an uncoordinated heap, despite being ready for it. Shield Maiden smiled at him. 
 He slowly stood up and followed her down one of the long, cement hallways that spider-webbed out from Underworld’s core. Malcolm was shocked to see that there was still electricity, evidenced by the LED lights lining the ceiling and air circulation. 
 “How do you still have the power turned on down here?” he asked. 
 He regretted the question as soon as it had left his mouth. Underworld had never been drawing electricity from the grid. Back when Rain Dancer had been alive, he’d used his electrical powers to charge batteries and keep the system running smoothly. 
 Malcolm had killed Rain Dancer. Rain Dancer had been Shield Maiden’s lover. A pit of guilt formed in his stomach as the silence dragged on for several seconds. She stopped walking and turned around, but her face was neutral, rather than angry. 
 “We got our hands on some solar cells,” said Shield Maiden. “Quite a few. It was no trouble to refit our electrical system to run off them. We still have to be careful about how much we use, but for the most part, we make do.” 

No mention of Rain Dancer. Probably better if I don’t bring him up unless she does.

 They continued walking and spilled out into Underworld’s main chamber. Malcolm was surprised to find it almost empty. The large dining table that had been the centerpiece of the room looked to be doing little more than collecting dust. He wanted to be polite, so he tried to keep the question to himself. Shield Maiden read the expression on his face anyway. 
 “There weren’t many Awakened Children here when the collapse happened,” said Shield Maiden. “Those that were here left slowly, often in search of their families, or other members who’d gone missing.” 
 “And… Leah?” Malcolm had to know. Leah had been Rose’s sister. 
 “We… haven’t heard from her,” said Shield Maiden. She didn’t elaborate beyond that. Malcolm’s heart sank at the idea that he might have even more bad news to deliver to Rose once they found her. 
 Footsteps came from another hallway across the chamber. Malcolm glanced over to see another spryte that he recognized. Fantasy, dressed in a loose pink gown, her blonde hair flowing almost down to her waist, looked very surprised to see him. 
 “Wind Runner!” she shouted. “Shield, you didn’t tell me we were going to be having guests!” 
 Fantasy’s gown showed off her assets quite spectacularly, the curves of her generous breasts, along with her trim waist and firm butt. Despite that, Malcolm glared at her. The last time he’d seen her, she’d used her power to disguise herself as Rose. It had been a ploy for her to discover the true identity of the Gifted Vigilante. It seemed so pointless now, but Malcolm still felt anger and frustration burning inside of him over it. 
 “Is that really you, Fantasy?” he asked, spitefully. “Or just another mask?” 
 “Oh please,” said Fantasy. “That doesn’t even make sense. Why would I disguise myself as myself?” 
 Malcolm shrugged. He was angry and didn’t need things like “sense” and “logic”. Shield Maiden shot him a disapproving frown. 
 “Malcolm, if you’re upset over what Fantasy did when Rose disappeared, you should know that it was my idea,” said Shield Maiden. “We knew the two of you were close, and we knew that you had something to do with her disappearance. And we didn’t know if you’d be willing to tell us if we just showed up and asked.” 
 Malcolm sighed. 
 “I still wish you’d approached it differently,” he said. “It hurts to have a trick like that played on you with the face of someone you love.” 

Someone I love. I do love her. And I never got a chance to tell her.

 “What’s done is done,” said Shield Maiden. “We will set out to find Rose tomorrow. That’s as much as I can do to make amends. Until then… you should make yourself comfortable.” 
 “Are you going somewhere?” asked Malcolm. 
 Shield Maiden nodded. 
 “I need to check in with my contacts on the surface to get a better idea of where to start looking for Rose,” she said. “Take the day to rest, eat, and clean yourself up. Fantasy will help you.” 
 Malcolm was about to raise an objection, but Shield Maiden had already turned to head down another tunnel. The sound of her footsteps echoed back into the large, central room. It underscored just how empty their base had become. Malcolm wondered how the two women kept from feeling lonely living there, and began to better understand their reason behind wanting Rose back so badly. 
 He felt a little awkward as he looked over at Fantasy, who was watching him with her arms crossed, with a tiny, mischievous smile on her face. 
 “Relax,” she said. “I’m not going to do anything weird. Have a seat at the table. I’ll get you some food. Are leftovers okay? I don’t really feel like cooking.” 
 “Anything is okay,” said Malcolm. He felt himself relaxing a bit, or perhaps just warming to the idea of having food to eat that he didn’t have to forage. 
 Fantasy brought him a plate with cooked venison, green peas, and instant mashed potatoes. Malcolm let out an audible sigh when he saw it, and started chuckling uncontrollably when the smell met with his nostrils. 
 “How…” He shook his head in disbelief. “This… is a better meal than I’ve eaten in half a year.” 
 “The peas are canned, and the potatoes come from a bag,” said Fantasy. “The venison is all Shield Maiden. She’s really good at hunting with her power. I’ve tried it with my illusions, but it’s harder to trick an animal than a human, if you can believe it.” 
 “I can,” said Malcolm. 


 




CHAPTER 9

   
 Malcolm had to relearn proper table manners as he ate. He devoured everything, and Fantasy willingly brought him seconds. His stomach was full almost to the point of bursting when he finished clearing his plate a second time. She brought him a glass of wine, which seemed equally decadent to his now simplified palette.  
 Once the meal was over, Fantasy cleared his plate and disappeared into another room. When she returned, she carried fresh clothes and a towel. She gestured for him to stand and follow. 
 “Come on,” she said. “You need a bath. I don’t think you realize just how smelly you are.” 
 “Fair enough,” said Malcolm. 
 She led him down a hallway, and into Underworld’s extravagant bath room. A massive hot tub, already steaming with water, was sunken into the center of the cement floor. Malcolm wondered how it had come about, but was more interested in climbing in than having his questions answered. 
 He’d already taken his shirt off when he realized that Fantasy was still in the room, watching him carefully. He raised an eyebrow at her. 
 “Are you going to watch me bathe?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” she said, simply. “Don’t think that just because you’re down here, you have our complete trust. You could do a lot of damage with your powers, Wind Runner.” 

So she doesn’t know that I’m powerless. Maybe it’s better not to tell her?

 He wondered if he was violating the tenuous trust that existed between him and the sprytes by not telling her. He decided that the story would have to be told eventually, but it could probably wait until after he’d gotten cleaned up and when Shield Maiden had returned. 
 “Well?” asked Fantasy. “Don’t tell me you’re too shy to strip in front of a pretty lady?” 
 Malcolm chuckled. 
 “Shy isn’t exactly the word I’d use,” he said. Truth be told, he found that as he pulled his pants and boxers off, a jolt of excitement went through him. He could feel Fantasy’s eyes on him. Despite the dirt and grime, his body had grown lean and muscular over the past few months. 
 He slowly lowered himself into the water, breathing a sigh of pleasure as the heat bled into him. Fantasy brought over soap and a wash cloth, and then surprisingly, sat down next to him, her bare feet and lower legs dipping into the bath. 
 “How complicated things have become,” said Fantasy, her voice wistful. 
 Malcolm met her gaze, wondering what she meant by that. He was about to ask when she continued. 
 “It’s been hard for us down here,” she said. “Not in the same way as you’ve struggled on the surface, I’m sure. But difficult. It’s hard to know what’s happening in the world.” 
 “It’s as you said,” replied Malcolm. “It’s even harder to be a part of it. The struggle is real. People die every day in Vanderbrook for reasons that are so petty and pointless that you just become numb to it, after a while.” 
 Fantasy picked up a bar of soap. She ran it across Malcolm’s shoulders, not scrubbing, but washing him with an absentminded casualness. 
 “You aren’t numb to it, though, are you?” she asked. 
 Malcolm exhaled slowly. 
 “I am, and I’m not,” he said. “It depends on the situation. Emotionally… I’m less than I was, back when the world made sense.” 
 Fantasy’s hands kept roaming. Malcolm was tempted to stop her, but the water felt amazing, and he found himself enjoying her company more than he wanted to. 
 “We were really close,” she said. “Closer than you might know, Wind Runner. Before Rain Dancer died, and before Zeus began his reign of terror… We were on a path toward a better world.” 
 “Better?” asked Malcolm. “With Rain Dancer’s methods? You might have been on a path, but I’m not sure it would have led you where you wanted.” 
 “Maybe not,” said Fantasy. “I don’t blame you for killing him, just so you know. That was a blunder of his own doing. But… How do I explain… Here, maybe it’s easier for me to just show you.” 
 She closed her eyes. Malcolm saw, more than felt, a shift taking place in the room. He could still feel the water of the tub, but in front of him now was a model of the town of Vanderbrook, not as it was now, but as it once had been. 
 Except, it wasn’t the Vanderbrook he remembered. Fantasy expanded the illusion, zooming in her focus until Malcolm could see the faces of people walking through the streets. He saw normal humans, but also sprytes and demons. 
 A human in a hooded sweatshirt passed by a blue skinned demon in a business suit without batting an eyelash. A spryte with bands of gold running up her arms like tattoos played with a group of children, tossing a ball into the air and holding it aloft with her power as the children jumped and reached for it. 
 The scene progressed further into a park on the north side of town. He remembered playing in it when he was a kid. He saw Fantasy in the illusion, younger than she was, but still a spryte. She was standing across from a teenage boy around the same age as her illusionary self, the two of them staring lovingly into each other’s eyes.  
 “I don’t remember his name,” said Fantasy. “I just remember that I loved him. Before I became a spryte, and after. I don’t know what happened to him…” 
 “I’m sorry,” said Malcolm. 
 “Don’t apologize,” said Fantasy. “Help me. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could still bring this world about?” 
 “It would,” Malcolm admitted. “But it’s not something that could happen overnight.” 

Or possibly ever. I could see humans and sprytes living in harmony… but demons?

 He thought of his brother Danny, and the struggle that had consumed him as a demon. Danny had tried to rise above what he’d been, to live peacefully, without hurting people. Malcolm felt old wounds ripping open as he considered what could have been if Danny hadn’t died in the fight against Rain Dancer. 
 “Maybe not overnight,” admitted Fantasy. “But it isn’t impossible. The world has already been knocked out of its old habits. What becomes of it while it’s built back up… is all a matter of choice.” 
 The illusion faded. Malcolm looked over at Fantasy and blinked in surprise. She’d stripped off her dress and was slowly sliding into the bath across from him. His eyes were drawn to the large nipples of her breasts, which were still mostly hidden by her long blonde hair. 
 “What are you –” 
 “Shh…” said Fantasy. “Don’t say anything.” 
 Malcolm glanced down, catching sight of his own reflection in the water. Or rather, catching sight of the face of the boy Fantasy had loved, overlain onto his own features through her illusion. 
 “Fantasy,” he said. “Not cool. I’m not interested in playing your games.” 
 Her cheeks reddened, and for a moment, Malcolm thought she was going to relent. Instead, she slid in closer to him within the tub, pushing her finger flat against his lips and closing her eyes. She looked like she was ashamed of herself, but clearly had no intention of stopping. 

She could do worse things with her illusions, I guess.

 He felt his lower half rousing to her proximity. Malcolm didn’t stop Fantasy as she lowered herself onto him and slowly began to move. It meant something else to her, something beyond simple pleasure. Something beyond Malcolm. He was just a stand-in for feelings destined for someone else. 
 But somehow, he found that he didn’t care. He was clean and fed for the first time in months. He was safe, and among the closest thing he had anymore to friends. And most importantly, he had a clue that could lead him to Rose. 
 He thought of Rose, and let himself imagine that it was her slowly riding him in the hot, wet tub. Fantasy caught his eye, and seemed to read his thoughts. She raised an eyebrow, asking him if he wanted her to use her illusions to complete the deception. It took all the willpower Malcolm had to keep from nodding. 
 Fantasy continued, using him for her pleasure and caring little for Malcolm’s own release. She let out tiny, sad moans, as though the sensation still reminded her of her forgotten, lost love. Malcolm let his hands run over her breasts, approaching the encounter with his desire balanced by passive acceptance. 
 Her movements were sensual and deliberate. Malcolm came before she did, letting out a somewhat embarrassed grunt as he released. Fantasy didn’t care. She didn’t even notice. She kept riding him, her movements prolonging his hardness, until she let out her own cry of ecstasy and shuddered atop his lap. 


 




CHAPTER 10

   
 Neither of them said anything more to each other, though Fantasy spent another few minutes helping Malcolm wash up. She handed him a towel when he climbed out of the bath, and then once he’d dried off, fresh clothing. 
 Malcolm pulled on a t-shirt and jeans, only noticing that Fantasy had also brought him a pair of boots once he’d finished donning his socks. He thanked her for them and followed her back into Underworld’s main chamber. 
 “You should get some rest,” said Fantasy. “It might be a while before Shield Maiden gets back.” 
 He slept in the same room that had once been appropriated for him and Rose, during his first, less than willing visit. It was surprisingly easy for him to get some sleep, and he wasn’t sure how long it had been, or whether it was day and night when a knock came at the door. 
 “Are you ready?” asked Shield Maiden. 
 “Sure,” said Malcolm. 

I’ve been ready since I first heard the rumor in the trading square.

 Shield Maiden led him through the main room and down a smaller hallway that Malcolm hadn’t noticed before. At the end of it was a large door with heavy metal cross for a handle, which she struggled to pull open. Malcolm assisted her, and found himself staring into the dank, dark sewer tunnels, which crisscrossed like catacombs. 
 Parked directly outside the door was a motorcycle and two helmets. Shield Maiden walked over to it and climbed on without saying anything, acting as though she didn’t even notice the overpowering smell of human refuse and mildew. Malcolm wondered just how it was that the odor didn’t leak through into Underworld. 
 “Well,” said Shield Maiden. “Get on.” 
 Malcolm frowned. He was not an overly masculine man, but there was something about getting on the back of a motorcycle behind a woman that gave him an instant of pause. He shook it off, seeing no reason why it should matter which of them was in front. 
 The first thing he did after putting on his helmet and swinging his leg over the side of the bike was grab Shield Maiden’s breasts. By accident, of course. He was taller than she was, and it was too dark for him to see where he was placing his hands. She stiffened slightly, but was merciful, and didn’t say anything as he found the correct place for them around her waist. 
 She started the bike and took off down the dark tunnel at a speed that, in Malcolm’s opinion, bordered on suicidal. Each time she turned around a corner, braking and leaning to counterbalance, he saw a vision of himself falling off and bouncing off a wall or into the waste. 
 Malcolm couldn’t decide whether it was a step up from being shield bubbled in and out of the spryte’s base. It was more exciting, sure, and there was still no way that he’d be able to remember all the twists and turns to make it back on his own. 

I think it really comes down to a strong innate desire to not die.

 The ride lasted twenty minutes, but felt as though it lasted twenty hours. A light appeared, quite literally, at the end of the tunnel as they neared their destination. Shield Maiden slowed down as they approached, carefully steering the motorcycle through a hole that had been cut in the metal grate which blocked off one of the sewer’s exits. 
 The sun was bright enough to make Malcolm’s eyes hurt and wash out colors. He blinked several times in quick succession as Shield Maiden steered the bike up a ramp, through what looked like a small sewage treatment facility outside of town, and then onto the road. 
 “Where are we going?” Malcolm shouted, or tried to. The bike was too loud, and their helmets too bulky for the question to reach audibility.  
 He contended himself by hanging on to her waist and watching the road, trying to get his own bearings. They were headed east, into one of the more upscale Vanderbrook neighborhoods. Beyond that lay a tourist destination that was, or had been a popular area for hiking and camping. 
 Remarkably, the roads had stayed in good shape after the collapse. Less people driving meant less wear and tear, which meant less potholes for Shield Maiden to hit and scare the hell out of him with. She drove fast, and though there were no speed traps waiting for them, Malcolm couldn’t help but consider the wisdom of it. 

How quickly could she slap a shield bubble over each of us in the event of a crash?

 They traveled for about an hour without seeing another human being. It was highway riding, straight across flat ground, and Malcolm would have found it boring if not for the wind and constant vibrations.  
 Slowly, something came into view in the distance. At first it just looked like a car crash that had been left abandoned, stretching across both lengths of the road. As Malcolm and Shield Maiden drew closer, it became clear that the cars and trucks blocking their path had been moved into place deliberately. 
 Shield Maiden slowed the bike. Malcolm squeezed his tired arms around her waist, desperately wishing that there was more he could do to warn her that it was a trap. From behind the truck stepped three men, two of them wielding clubs, one of them with a rifle. 
 The one with the rifle gestured for them to get off the bike. Shield Maiden seemed to comply, turning off the engine and pulling loose her helmet to let her strange, multicolored spryte hair spill into view. 
 Malcolm had forgotten the way most people reacted to encountering sprytes and demons. The men’s faces went white. The one holding the rifle began trembling visibly, the barrel of his rifle jumping back and forth between Shield Maiden and Malcolm. 
 “We just want any supplies you have!” shouted the gunman. “We don’t want any trouble. You can leave once we… once we take your stuff.” 
 “Are you fucking crazy, Earl?” hissed one of his friends. “Just let them go by. It’s too risky.” 
 “No,” said the gunman, forcing resolve into his voice. “This is our road. They have to pay up, like everyone –” 
 Whatever the man had been about to say was cut short by the appearance of Shield Maiden’s bubble around him. Her face was detached and expressionless as she waved it into the air. The bubble rose up, flying several hundred feet in the air before disappearing as swiftly as it had come into existence. 
 The gunman screamed as he fell. His friends watched on in for several stunned, disbelieving seconds. He died instantly on impact, and his body bounced a few feet back into the air before settling into a bloody, undignified pile. The stock broke off his rifle when it hit, which disappointed Malcolm a little, who’d been considering looting it for himself. 
 “The two of you seem more sensible,” Shield Maiden said, addressing the remaining bandits. “Will you allow us to go on our way?” 


 




CHAPTER 11

   
 They rode for several more hours, right up until the sun began to set. When Shield Maiden slowed the bike to a stop for the day, she seemed to be considering the area they were in carefully, as though they were close to their destination. 
 “Are you going to tell me when we get there?” asked Malcolm. 
 She shrugged. “I don’t know exactly where ‘there’ is. Rose was last seen in this general area, but it was days ago. She could be waiting just down the road, or a hundred miles in another direction.” 
 Malcolm frowned. He glanced across the relatively flat plains. There were a couple of farms in the distance, all of them abandoned and overgrown with weeds. The sun was an orange torch on the horizon, but there wasn’t anything else nearby that grabbed his attention. 
 “So… what?” he asked. “We look until we start to run out of gas, and then turn back?” 
 Shield Maiden smiled sadly and gave a slow nod. 
 “You can give up if you want,” she said. “You do have that choice.” 
 “Never.” Malcolm swallowed his doubts, knowing that she was right. 
 The motorcycle’s saddlebags were loaded with supplies for the night. Malcolm set about collecting loose boards from an abandoned farm to start a fire, while Shield Maiden set up a pop-tent. 
 They only had travel rations for dinner, but it was still better than what Malcolm had grown used to over months of scraping by in his Vanderbrook hovel. He managed to get his tinder bundle to catch spark, and slowly fed the fire as the last rays of sunlight disappeared over the horizon. 
 “You love her,” said Shield Maiden. “Don’t you?” 
 Malcolm smiled. Shield Maiden was not one for small talk. She always jumped straight to the point. 
 “I do,” he said. “And I have to find her. Even if it takes years.” 
 “It’s not easy to lose someone you love,” said Shield Maiden. “Especially when the world is in chaos.” 
 Malcolm chewed his lower lip, deciding how to approach the fact that had been hanging in the air over them. He’d killed Rain Dancer, the man Shield Maiden had loved. He didn’t know what to say, but he knew he had to say something. 
 “I’m sorry,” he finally managed. “About… Rain Dancer. I’m sorry that things happened the way that they did.” 
 Shield Maiden’s eyes locked onto his. Her face was so strange looking, pretty, but totally foreign in both color and pattern. But her eyes… they spoke to him as anyone’s would. He saw the pain, the loss… and the acceptance. 
 “How else could things have played out?” she asked, after a long while. “I cared for Rain Dancer. But I knew him as he was, not as he wanted to be or could have been. He was ambitious. He held grudges. And he… well, he was who he was.” 
 Malcolm didn’t say anything. Even though he’d been the one to bring the conversation in the direction of Rain Dancer, he now felt like the silence belonged to Shield Maiden. 
 “I cared for him… so much,” she whispered. “In some ways, it was like experiencing first love over again. I don’t have many memories left from the time before I became a spryte, so each touch, each kiss… every date. It was all new to me.” 
 Malcolm wanted to ask her for more details, but knew it would have the opposite effect. He stayed silent. 
 “He took me to an amusement park once.” Shield Maiden brushed her hair out of her face and smiled. “In the middle of the night, when there was nobody there. The rides were all shut off, but that wasn’t an obstacle to him. He took my hand, and asked me which one I wanted to try, and then he used his powers to bring it to life, and we had it all to ourselves” 
 Her smile faded. 
 “I think that was what he wanted, in the end,” she said. “Not peace, not really. He wanted to have a part of the world just for himself, to share with those he cared about.” Shield Maiden cleared her throat. “When the security guards showed up to the amusement park… he killed them.” 
 She said no more.  

That’s probably as good of a place for a story to end as any.

 The two of them sat watching the fire, both thinking their own thoughts. A sound in the distance drew Malcolm’s attention. He looked up, frowning as he scanned the landscape around them. 
 They were far enough out from Vanderbrook and Halter City and the light pollution for the night sky to provide the only illumination. The view made what Malcolm was looking at all the more unusual. A splotch of unnatural darkness was growing wider on the horizon, approaching them at high speed. 
 “Rose!” Malcolm stood up and took a step forward. Shield Maiden seized him by the shirt and pulled him back. 
 “Stay near the fire!” she hissed. “Stay in the light!” 
 The hairs on Malcolm’s neck stood up, even as his heart pounded with anticipation. The darkness resolved into the shape of a figure, one that slowly moved toward the edge of the fire’s reach. 
 It was the first time Malcolm had seen Rose since they’d fallen into Multi’s trap months earlier. Her skin was pale purple, lacking the healthy color he remembered. Her hair was tangled, long, and unkempt. 
 She’d lost weight, and it was most apparent in the gauntness of her face and sharpness of her cheek bones. Her clothes were ragged, shredded almost to the point of being lewd. Shadows moved about her arms and legs, sliding along her body like tribal tattoos come to life. 
 “Rose…” Malcolm said. He lifted his hand and extended it toward her. “It’s me. I’m here.” 
 Her eyes were dark pits, but they seemed to blaze as they met his. Shield Maiden pulled back on his shoulder and let out a cry as Rose’s shadow tendrils shot forward, coming within a hair of slicing into Malcolm’s chest. 
 He almost tripped backward into the fire, rolling to the side at the last instant. Rose seemed to hover over the ground, rather than walking, as she approached them. Shield Maiden roughly pulled Malcolm further away from her. She lifted a hand, preparing to encase Rose in a shield bubble, more for their protection than for hers. 
 Rose let out a scream that sounded more animal than human and swiped at Shield Maiden with a shadow. The blow struck the spryte in the chest with the force of a club swung by a giant. Shield Maiden flew a dozen or so feet in the air and landed in a crumpled pile. 
 “Rose!” cried Malcolm. “Stop! It’s me and Shield Maiden! You know us!” 

She did know us, once upon a time. Does she not remember?

 Shadows shot forward, wrapping around Malcolm’s arms and legs and lifting him into the air. His stomach twisted in panic. Even back when he’d had his wind manipulation, Malcolm had been outmatched by Rose in terms of pure power. 
 “Rose!” He screamed as he felt her begin to pull, stretching his limbs like a curious child might torture a spider. “No!” 
 She hesitated, holding him where he was for a moment. Slowly, Rose drew him in closer, until she held Malcolm no more than a foot away from her. 
 “It’s me…” he managed. “Malcolm.” 
 There was no sign of recognition in her eyes. 
 “Your little pet champion,” he said, feeling his heart ache for the time when she’d used those words. 
 Rose furrowed her brow and blinked. Her shoulders relaxed, and she lowered Malcolm to the ground. 
 “You… Do you know who I am?” she asked. 
 “Rose,” said Malcolm. “Rosalina. You’re a spryte, and a friend of mine.” 
 “Do you… know Brenden?” she asked. 
 The question struck Malcolm like a punch to the gut. Brenden had been her former fiancé, and the two of them had shared a life together up until the day that Rose had become a spryte.  
 “No,” said Malcolm. “It’s me. Malcolm. Your… friend.” 
 Rose slowly shook her head, her eyes showing no recognition. 

She remembers Brenden… But not me?

 It was a petty thing to take offense at, but Malcolm felt it taking grip of his heart and mind, regardless. He’d only known Rose for a couple of months. He was just a fling compared to what she’d shared with Brenden and her young daughter. 
 “My head hurts…” said Rose. “Why… where am I? What’s going on?” 
 “You’re having an episode.” Shield Maiden had recovered and made her way over to Rose. “Do you remember me, Rose? I’m a spryte, like you. And a friend.” 
 Rose frowned, but there was more awareness for Shield Maiden in her expression than there had been for Malcolm. 
 “I just… want to lie down,” said Rose. 
 “Exactly,” said Shield Maiden. “I’ll bring you to a place where you can lie down. A safe place, one that you used to call home.” 
 “Rose…” Malcolm felt selfish, but he was desperate for something, anything. “Do you remember Wind Runner? Do you remember fighting with him, and occasionally against him?” 
 He was smiling, though it was the opposite of how he felt on the inside. Rose glanced back over at him and shook her head. 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I… I’m so tired.” 
 “I’ll take you home, Rose,” said Shield Maiden. “You can ride on the back of my motorcycle.” 
 Malcolm felt a sudden, sharp pain in his chest and stomach, intense enough to drop him to one knee. Only then did he notice the tears streaming down his cheeks. He wiped them away quickly and cleared his throat, feeling like a fool. 
 “Are you okay?” asked Shield Maiden. 
 He forced out a chuckle, angling his face so it was more in shadow than in the light.  
 “Fine,” he said. “Just… take care of Rose.” 
 “I’ll bring her back,” said Shield Maiden. “And I’ll stop by your hideout in a day or two to let you know how she’s doing. She might remember more, you know.” 
 Malcolm nodded, though he knew that she was only saying so for his sake. The time he’d shared with Rose was gone, not just lost to the past, but lost in her memory. It hurt more than he’d known anything could, more than being shot, more than being electrified. 
 He could accept her hating him, or him falling out of her favor. But it was different for her to not know him, not to recognize his face or recall any of the times they’d lain together in bed. The kisses they’d shared, and the lengths they’d gone to when it came to protecting each other, it was all gone. 
 It was like having his heart ripped out. And it made him feel more alone than he knew a person could be. 


 




CHAPTER 12

   
 It wasn’t until Shield Maiden and Rose were almost out of sight on the motorcycle that Malcolm stopped to consider how far away he was from Vanderbrook. The highway they’d traveled on had snaked back and forth through the landscape. He could walk straight back, but, but he still had at least a solid day and night of walking ahead of him. 

I never told Shield Maiden that I lost my powers. She probably just assumed that I’d fly back.

 She’d left the tent, at least, not wanting to take the time to pack up and risk Rose doing something volatile. Malcolm collapsed on the ground inside of it, his heart still aching, head still pounding as though he’d been struck in the temple. 
 He didn’t get any sleep, and after an hour or two of nothing but his own, depressing thoughts, he couldn’t take it anymore. Malcolm packed up the tent, the fire-starting kit, and the remaining rations into one of the loose saddle bags and tossed it over his shoulder like a knapsack.  
 He traveled for the rest of the night, keeping the highway in sight as much as he could. His feet were tired by the time the sun rose, but Malcolm only stopped to eat a light breakfast before continuing on. Each step was a distraction, a way of keeping his mind from centering in on the fact that he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do, and yet felt more dogged by despair than ever. 
 It was midafternoon by the time Vanderbrook came back into sight, and nearing sunset as he approached his hideout. Malcolm felt a strange, claustrophobic sensation as he undid the combination lock and lowered himself into the musty cellar. He was right back where he’d been a few days earlier, with nothing to show for it.  
 Things would get better, he told himself. He’d wake up the next day and spend the morning building new game traps. He’d settle back into the familiar rhythm of surviving in Vanderbrook and wait for news from Shield Maiden. It would only be a couple days, like she said, before she’d bring him news of Rose’s condition. 

But will she ever remember what she’s forgotten? I doubt it…

 The despair was thick in his dusty hideout, as though he’d submerged himself into it. Malcolm massaged his forehead, collapsed onto his mattress, and tried to sleep.  
 ***  
 He managed it for a while. Until someone started pounded on his hatch, angry and demanding. Malcolm sat up. For a couple of seconds, he was completely still, listening and considering the best action to take. 
 The safest thing to do would be to ignore it, and go back to sleep. It didn’t sound like it was Shield Maiden, and he couldn’t imagine who else would be looking for him. He was curious, and after a few seconds, he stood to his feet, listening until he was sure whoever had been knocking was walking away. Malcolm then quickly climbed the ladder, pulled the lock off, and popped up to the ground above. 
 Tapestry stood in a shaft of moonlight, and she looked surprised to see him, even though she was the one who’d come looking. She wore her old leather jacket over a familiar white blouse, along with a black pair of jeans. Her blonde hair was shorter than Malcolm remembered it, or was it? She had it tied up into a neat, no nonsense bun. 
 She didn’t say anything. A dozen different questions cycled through Malcolm’s head, and he ended up picking none of them. 
 “You didn’t say goodbye to me when you left,” he said. 
 Tapestry slowly shook her head. “No. I didn’t.” 
 Her tone wasn’t angry, but there was a coldness to it that he’d never experienced from her before.  
 “So…” said Malcolm. “How have you been?” 
 He was surprised at how happy he was to see her. Now that the initial shock of her being there had passed, emotion and longing surged in his chest. He doubted it was the same for her, or if it was, she was far better at keeping it contained. 
 “Not bad,” said Tapestry. She glanced around at the ruined warehouse, and then at the hatch Malcolm had climbed out of. “I have it nicer than you do, in the town Melanie and I settled in.” 
 Malcolm smiled. “Melanie…” She was Tapestry’s great granddaughter, a regular firecracker of a teenager who’d been a burgeoning video game addict the last time Malcolm had seen her. “She’s doing well, then?” 
 “Well enough,” said Tapestry. “There are still small pockets of safety in the country, and we found one of them.” 
 “And how long do you think that will last for?” Malcolm couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice as he spoke. 
 Tapestry narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m not stupid, Malcolm. That’s why I’m here.” 
 She didn’t elaborate further. Malcolm wondered if this was part of her way of getting revenge on him. No, he decided. It was simpler than that. He’d broken her trust in a way that could never be forgiven.  
 The “trick” he and Second Wind had played on Tapestry would have left emotional scars on any woman, and that wasn’t even considering how it had come to an end. He’d let Second Wind take his place, including when it came to his relationship with Tapestry. Then, after Second Wind’s initial disappearance, Malcolm had stepped back into his own shoes, going as far as to make love to her as the man she thought both of them were. 
 It was as painful as it was confusing. Malcolm wanted so badly to explain what had been going on his head and the events that had led up to it. But he couldn’t go that deep with Tapestry right away. He was lucky that she was even speaking to him at all. 
 “How did you find me?” he asked. 
 “I asked for Wind Runner,” said Tapestry. “You aren’t as discrete as you think you are, Malcolm. People know where you live.” 
 “Wind Runner…” he said, darkly. “That’s not who I am anymore.” 
 “Sure,” said Tapestry. “And I’m just Aubrey now.” 

She lost her powers, too. I never stopped to give that as much thought as I should have.

 “I would have thought that your focus would be on just protecting Melanie,” said Malcolm. “Even just coming to Vanderbrook is dangerous, let alone digging for information.” 
 She opened her jacket for him. Malcolm saw the curve of her breasts first, and then the holstered gun. It was encouraging, but still not enough to put him at ease. He’d had a gun too, and it hadn’t done much more than make him a more enticing target. 
 “I just came to find out about something,” said Tapestry. “I wanted to check in with some of my contacts here in town.” 
 “Contacts?” asked Malcolm. “Did you meet with Wax and the others while they were around? They came to see me a couple of days ago.” 
 Tapestry shook her head. 
 “No,” she said. “I haven’t worked with any other champions since I first left Vanderbrook.” 
 “Then why are you back?” asked Malcolm. “Do you realize the risk you’re taking setting foot in this town? It isn’t a safe place.” 
 Tapestry’s expression hardened. 
 “I know it isn’t safe,” she said. “But the rumor that I overheard makes coming here worth it. I would have gotten in touch with the others if I’d known ahead of time that they were going to be around. Maybe I still can. But my focus right now has to be on finding out if what I heard is true.” 
 “What’s the rumor?” 
 Tapestry licked her lips. She proceeded as though she hadn’t heard his question. 
 “Have you heard of anything unusual?” she asked. “Strange arrivals or departures from Vanderbrook, or Halter City?” 
 Her evasion was not lost on Malcolm. For whatever reason, she was holding back. 

She’s the one keeping secrets, now.

 “Your arrival is pretty strange,” said Malcolm. “Though you always were a bit of a weirdo.” 
 She didn’t smile. That hurt Malcolm more than the coldness in her voice, though he reminded himself that even the old Tapestry rarely smiled at his teasing. 
 “Keep your ears open, if you can,” said Tapestry. “If my information is accurate, this could be big.” 
 “What’s your information?” asked Malcolm. “It would help if you told me.” 
 She let him have the smile he’d been waiting for, but it wasn’t of the kind Malcolm liked. 
 “I don’t trust you like that anymore, Malcolm,” she said. 
 The refusal dug into a wound Malcolm had forgotten about, and he felt like he deserved it. Of course she didn’t trust him. He’d deceived her, lied to her, and then, through Second Wind, betrayed her in the worst way possible. 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm. “Well… I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 
 “Quit feeling sorry for yourself,” said Tapestry. 
 Her words stirred an old anger in him, a frustration with how she always managed to act like she was watching everything play out from on high, hoarding her many decades of accumulated experience. 
 “What are you doing here, Tapestry?” he snapped. “You came to check out an interesting rumor? But you won’t tell me what it is? I’m not feeling sorry for myself, I’m feeling sorry for you. Because you’re an idiot if you came all this way to investigate a rumor. You’re more likely to get yourself killed than to find out the truth.” 
 She didn’t react the way Malcolm wanted her to. There was no surge of emotion. He wanted her to get mad at him. It’s what the old Tapestry would have done. The woman he saw now, who stood in a thin shaft of moonlight in a ruined world, merely shook her head and looked disappointed. 
 “My house was raided,” said Tapestry. “My old house here in Vanderbrook, I mean. Can you put me up for the night?” 
 Malcolm blinked. 
 “Uh… sure?” he said, carefully. “I mean, are you sure?” 
 “I’m just asking for a spot on the floor to sleep, Malcolm,” she said. 
 “You can have my bed.” 
 “I don’t want your bed.” 
 Malcolm licked his lips and shrugged. 
 “Right,” he said. “Well, come on down, then.” 




CHAPTER 13

   
 Malcolm felt oddly self-conscious as Tapestry glanced around his hideout. The illumination from his LED flashlight made the colors look washed out, but even if the basement had been open to the sun, it still wouldn’t have impressed anyone. 
 “I have some extra blankets and pillows,” said Malcolm. He rummaged through the pile he kept in the corner and handed a few of each to her. “Uh, not much for food, but there’s water.” 
 “This is fine,” said Tapestry. 
 She found a spot near the ladder, all the way across the cellar from where Malcolm’s bed was, and spread out one of the blankets. It left no doubt in his mind that she had no interest in talking to him any further that night, but he still had things left to say. 
 “I’m sorry.” Malcolm licked his lips and considered what else he could add. “I understand if you can’t forgive me for all of the secrets I kept, and how badly I hurt you. But I hope eventually, we can be friends again.” 
 Tapestry didn’t react for a couple of seconds. Malcolm thought he was being ignored until she stood up and walked over to him. She came into his personal space, within a foot of where he stood, close enough to make the air between them prickle with potential. 
 “You’ve apologized to me so many times before,” she said. “It’s meaningless.” 
 She stood where she was for another moment, as though daring Malcolm to try something that might potentially ruin what little thread of friendship they had left. He was smart enough not to, and as soon as she’d stretched out on her blanket, he climbed into bed. Sleep did not come easy that night. 
 ***  
 Tapestry wasn’t in the hideout when Malcolm woke up the next morning. He was surprised that she’d managed to climb the ladder and open the hatch without waking him up. 

She’s probably gone off to investigate this mysterious rumor of hers.

 Malcolm wasn’t about to make assumptions about whether she’d be coming back. He was hungry, and figured that if she did return, the least he could do was offer her a meal. 
 He sacrificed one of his old, tattered shirts for the sake of creating a few long pieces of makeshift string, and then converted an old pair of pants into a very simple fishing net. He walked through the outskirts of Vanderbrook and into the forest, back out to where he’d originally set up his now ruined traps. 
 It only took him a couple of minutes to build a new log trap, as he stumbled upon a spot perfect for it on the way to the brook. The fish were out in numbers, and Malcolm didn’t have to wait long before managing to scoop one out onto the grass with his pants-net. It almost managed to flop back into the water, but he gave it a quick stomp and finished it off. 
 He spent a few hours trapping, fishing, and gathering as much food as he could. Malcolm was surprised to notice how proficient he’d become at it over the months. He’d failed often enough to learn all of the pitfalls to avoid, and by early afternoon, he had a small feast of fish, squirrel meat, wild dandelions and onions. 
 He used his net to carry it all back, humming to himself quietly. In truth, Malcolm enjoyed having Tapestry back, as frosty to him as she might be, and as temporary as the situation might be. He had missed her far more deeply than he’d ever let himself admit. 
 His thoughts turned back to his last real intimate encounter with her. At the time, she’d thought that he was Second Wind, who at the time, had been posing as “Wind Runner”. It had felt confusing, illicit, and more than a little dirty to take his copy’s place in the bedroom, and at the end of it, Tapestry had said that she loved “him”. 

She loved Second Wind. Not me. We are different people, even if we shared the same base memories.

 Malcolm repeated the thought to himself several times, but it felt more like a hollow excuse, rather than the truth. It was an out, a way for him to easily discard any pesky, leftover feelings he might have for her. And his chest was burning with those sorts of feelings, his heart pounding with eagerness and desire at the prospect of sitting down with her and eating. He could at least give her a hug when she finally left to go back to her old life. Couldn’t he? 
 He winced and forced it all out of his mind. It wasn’t like that between him and Tapestry anymore. Hell, it wasn’t like that between him and Rose, either. He was alone, and it was better to accept that fact rather than get his hopes up for relationships that belonged to another world. 
 Malcolm started his fire as soon as he got back to his hideout. He let the fish cook on a hot rock, while slowly roasting both squirrels he’d snared over the fire. The smell of cooking meat jumpstarted his appetite, though it was a little less appealing after the fare in Underworld, and even the travel rations. 
 His mind continued to wander, and he continued to force his thoughts back into safe territory. He was just beginning to contemplate his own future when Tapestry arrived back, nearly sprinting across the warehouse’s concrete parking lot to reach him. 
 “We have to move!” she shouted. “Now!” 
 “Uh… It’s nice to see you, too,” said Malcolm, quirking an eyebrow. 
 “Look, I don’t have time to explain,” said Tapestry. “Do you trust me?” 
 Malcolm considered the question for longer than he’d realized he needed to. 
 “Yeah,” he said. 
 “Then come with me,” said Tapestry. “And bring any weapons you have.” 
 Malcolm smiled. 

That should be easy enough, given that I don’t have any.

 He did take the food, or at least the food that had already finished cooking, with him. He offered some to Tapestry as they jogged down the street. She politely declined, her nose scrunching up in a way that told Malcolm that she had not reached the point where squirrel had entered her normal diet. 
 Tapestry led him down an alleyway, and then over a fence into a small, abandoned parking lot. There were several wrecked cars on the far side of it, and nestled in between two of them was a dirty, heavily dinged BMW with military grade tires, metal lattice reinforced windows, and a club lock on the steering wheel. 
 “Wow,” said Malcolm. “I see you’ve gotten some upgrades.” 
 Tapestry smiled at him, her pride showing through her cold exterior. 
 “A few,” she said. “Get in. Quickly.” 
 Malcolm was tempted to make a quip about her bossiness, but bit it back. He climbed into the passenger seat next to her. Tapestry pulled out of the lot and onto the street, driving more slowly than Malcolm had expected. 

It’s smart, given how many streets have been blocked by abandoned cars.

 “Alright,” he said. “I think I deserve an explanation, now?” 
 Tapestry gave a slow nod. 
 “I’ve been keeping in touch with a few traders who regularly travel through Vanderbrook and other nearby towns,” she said. “One of them told me that they’ve made several deliveries to a hospital in Halter City.” 
 Malcolm frowned and shook his head. 
 “Halter City is Multi’s territory,” said Malcolm. “Though what use he’d have for a hospital is an open question.” 
 “That’s not all,” said Tapestry. “The guy told me about the hospital also said that on one of his trips inside, he had what he thought at the time was a hallucination. A vision of a strange, green portal in one of the rooms he was walking by.” 
 Malcolm blinked. 
 “Jade Portal?” he said, putting the pieces together. “She’s still alive. Rain Dancer didn’t kill her after all, and… Multi took her in?” 
 “Apparently,” said Tapestry. “Though she must be badly injured. Maybe paralyzed. Hence the hospital, and her not immediately taking off. Not exactly the easiest spryte to hold hostage.” 
 “Definitely not,” said Malcolm. “But I don’t understand. Why does this matter to us?” 
 Tapestry sighed. 
 “I keep forgetting how hard it is for young people to see the big picture,” she said. 
 “You are a young person. At least in body if not in mind. Now make with the explanation.” 
 Tapestry smiled again, though she caught herself more quickly this time. 
 “Jade Portal was the one who trapped Savior on Europa,” said Tapestry. “With her power, we can bring him back, if he’s still alive.” 
 Malcolm sat up a little straighter, running the idea over in his head. It could work. 
 “Of course,” he said. “She can make a portal to bring us onto the spaceship on the way to save him.” 
 “Exactly,” said Tapestry. “We find where the spacesuits are kept onboard, grab them, come back to Earth through the portal, and then have her transport us straight to Europa so we can bring Savior back immediately.” 

She’s thought this through. This is a good plan.

 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “I’m onboard. But we still have to find a way to Jade Portal. If she’s in a hospital that Multi is in control of, it’s not going to be easy for us to get in.” 
 “I never said it was going to be easy,” said Tapestry. “But I doubt Multi will be expecting us. It’s been months since he’s had a serious confrontation with any champion. We might be able to catch him off guard.” 
 “This is Multi we’re talking about,” said Malcolm. “When has he ever not planned for a contingency?” 
 “People change,” said Tapestry. “Especially demons. I think he’s more arrogant now, than ever. And his main concern is… well, it’s not you or me.” 
 Malcolm went silent, sensing from the tone of Tapestry’s voice that she didn’t want to have that conversation now. Bringing up Second Wind would be tearing open old wounds for them both. How must it have felt for her to discover that the man she fell in love with was not only a copy of the original, but had also become a demon and decided to betray her? 
 “I’m going to park on the edge of Halter City,” she said, breaking the silence. “We’ll have to be on guard until we get to the hospital. If anyone sees us, our plan falls apart.” 
 “Got it,” said Malcolm. “Let’s do this.” 


 




CHAPTER 14

   
 They waited in an alleyway until nightfall, crouched in the shadows. Halter City was patrolled by Multis and the only way they would remain undetected was by moving under the cover of darkness. They settled in behind a dumpster, ignoring the smell as best they could. 
 In many ways, Halter City had faired the chaos of the collapse better than Vanderbrook. The destruction overall was considerably less and more concentrated. A couple of blocks still had electricity, though the only people who lived in the apartments there were those who had somehow earned Multi’s favor.  
 There was even a modern, mostly functional economy in this section of town. Malcolm noticed a well-stocked bodega across the street from the alley and grasped at his growling stomach, afraid it would give their position away. 
 When dusk settled, they moved. It was easy to spot their enemy. Each Multi shared identical physical characteristics, and most of them carried rifles, or pistols. Malcolm and Tapestry would wait at the edge of one alleyway, watching until a Multi turned around a corner, and then they’d sprint across the street to their next hiding spot. 
 They waited behind an abandoned car across the street from the hospital, scoping the place out. If Tapestry hadn’t pointed it out to Malcolm as their destination, he wouldn’t have given it a second glance. The building looked unassuming, and perhaps that was a testament to how little thought Multi gave it in his grand scheme. 
 “So… what now?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry shrugged. “Why are you asking me?” 
 “You’re the one with the plan,” he said. 
 “Alright,” said Tapestry. “Is there a way we can get in that’s not the front entrance?”  
 He frowned slightly. 
 “The roof seems like… an option,” said Malcolm. 
 Malcolm felt a flash of annoyance at the fact that he no longer had his wind manipulation, but there was another building close by. They’d have to jump between the two of them, but it just might work. 

But assuming we can get in, we still have to find Jade Portal. And then…

 The thought led him to another issue that he hadn’t considered, and wasn’t sure if Tapestry had, either. 
 “How do we get Jade Portal to work with us, anyway?” he asked. 
 “We remind her who killed Golden Joab,” said Tapestry. “I doubt she’s here by choice. And if that’s the case, I’m sure she’ll be willing to cooperate.” 
 “That’s a pretty big assumption to hinge your plan on,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry set her hands on her hips and glared at him. 
 “It’s my plan,” she said. “Either help me or don’t.” 
 “Fine,” said Malcolm. “I forgot how bossy you can be sometimes.” 
 Tapestry glowered at him.  
 The two of them waited for a few more minutes, confirming that there were no Multis waiting to pounce on them. Then, they headed for the adjacent building nearest to the hospital. It was an old parking garage, with a number of abandoned cars scattered haphazardly inside. 
 They moved swiftly, jogging up the sloping cement ramps until they’d reached the top. The jump between buildings that Malcolm had theorized looked a hell of a lot further than it had from the ground. The wind pushed at Malcolm’s back as he stood on top of the parking garage’s safety railing, staring across a rather intimidating gap. 
 “Are you… sure about this?” asked Tapestry. 
 Malcolm frowned. He glanced down at the five-story drop. Tapestry would have to make the jump, too, but if he went first, he could be there to grab her if she came up a few inches short. 
 “It’s the only way,” said Malcolm. He took a deep breath. It was a windy night, and he couldn’t stop himself from smiling at the feel of the rushing air on his face, as though an old friend had just called him up for an adventure. 
 Malcolm leaned back on his heels, spotted the area on the hospital’s roof where he needed to land, and jumped. The wind batted at his clothing, and he felt it pushing at his back. Not because of anything he’d done, just of its own volition. 
 It was equal parts nostalgic and heart breaking. The moment seemed to stretch out for an eternity as he hung in the space between buildings. It was as close to flying as he would ever again approach. 
 He cleared the gap with inches to spare, only barely stumbling in the follow up steps. His heart was pounding in his chest, and a strange laugh escaped his throat. Malcolm turned to look back at Tapestry with a silly grin on his face. 
 “Wow,” he said. “Alright. Your turn.” 
 Tapestry nodded slowly, and pulled herself up onto the concrete safety partition like a condemned criminal approaching the gallows. She brushed a few strands of blonde hair out of her face, or at least tried to, as the wind seemed intent on pushing them back. 
 “Is there… anything I should know?” she asked, nervously. “Any tips on how to jump better?” 
 “You’ll be okay,” said Malcolm. 

I hope…

 He was beginning to question the sense in having Tapestry sneak in alongside him when she threw herself forward into a sudden, jerky leap. From the moment her body moved out into open air, Malcolm could tell that she was going to come up short. 
 There was a split second delay to his reaction, and he owed it to his subconscious mind’s assumption that of course, Tapestry would be okay. He was so used to seeing her recover from any wound, her body withstanding fire, bullets, and electricity, that her dying from a fall didn’t mesh with his concept of who she was. 
 But Tapestry was just like him. She had lost her powers. She was now a normal human, with a normal breaking point. And with wide eyes and flailing arms, she’d thrown herself into a jump that her legs weren’t strong enough to make. 
 Malcolm surged forward, leaning dangerously far out over a short concrete lip running around the edge of the hospital’s roof. Tapestry’s feet missed, but her upper body hit the concrete, and she managed to get an arm over, her nails digging for purchase on whatever they could find. 
 Which was Malcolm’s shoulder, protected only by the thin fabric of his clothing. He gritted his teeth, reaching his other hand around to her abdomen and pulling her up with all the strength he could summon. He fell backward onto the hospital’s roof, Tapestry crumpled atop him. 
 “…Oh my god,” she whispered. “When did… stuff like that… get so scary?” 
 “It’s always been scary,” said Malcolm. “We just had a higher tolerance for taking risks.” 
 She was straddling him, and turned her face so her eyes met his. Malcolm felt a surge of emotion as he felt her soft butt on his crotch. His heart was still pounding, and he wanted nothing more than to flip Tapestry underneath him, kiss her passionately, and– 
 “We’re wasting time,” said Tapestry, climbing to her feet. “Come on.” 


 




CHAPTER 15

   
 The door leading down to the next floor from the roof had been locked, but it was a simple mechanism. Malcolm was able to force it open by leaning his weight onto it and sneaking one of Tapestry’s old credit cards into the gap. They headed down a flight of stairs and into a building that seemed half abandoned. 
 There was only one nurse on the top floor, and she was asleep at her post. Most of the rooms Malcolm passed were empty, and the few patients he did see were either sleeping, comatose, or paralyzed. 

At least I hope it’s one of those three…

 It became clear that the hospital was either understaffed or running on a very thin margin. They passed by each room in sneaky silence, only glancing in for long enough to see if the patient inside was Jade Portal. 
 They found her on the third floor they checked. There was a nurse on that floor, and she was essentially doing her job, patrolling up and down the hallway. Malcolm and Tapestry waited in the stairway until she took a bathroom break, and then quickly hurried down the hall, checking room after room. 
 “Here!” hissed Tapestry, from outside a room with a closed door. “It’s her! She’s sleeping!” 
 Malcolm nodded and hurried over. They slipped through the door, closing it tightly behind them, and approached Jade’s bedside. 
 She looked frail, and it was clear from the machines around her that she was like many of the other patients they’d seen, paralyzed or in a coma. There was a pale green tinge to her skin, the telltale sign of a spryte. Malcolm was a little concerned that she didn’t react to their presence. 
 “Alright…” he said, glancing at Tapestry. “Now what do we do?” 
 Jade opened her eyes. She blinked a couple of times, focusing them, and her eyebrows shot up in surprise. The rest of her body remained unmoving, frozen in place. Malcolm wondered if that was the result of the injuries Rain Dancer had dealt her, or perhaps a chemical cocktail Multi was forcing on her to keep her from escaping. 
 “Jade,” said Tapestry. “Do you remember us at all? We were the two champions who you encountered at the Hawktail Casino?” 
 She couldn’t answer them with words, but Malcolm thought he saw a gleam of recognition in her eyes. Tapestry nodded to Malcolm, giving him an expectant look. He gave a shrug and stepped forward. 
 “So, uh, I know we were never the best of friends, or anything,” said Malcolm. “But for the record, I’m the one who killed Rain Dancer. He was our common enemy.” 
 “We don’t have all night, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “Just get to the point.” 
 Malcolm bit back a frustrated remark and continued. 
 “Look, we’re trying to rescue the champion that Rain Dancer forced you to imprison,” said Malcolm. “I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention to what’s been going on in the world, but things have fallen off the deep end, and we need his help to fix things. And for that, we need your help.” 
 Jade Portal blinked. Whether it was a yes or a no, Malcolm had no idea. 
 “So… We need you to open a portal from here onto the spaceship, Jupiter III.” He frowned. “Uh… It’s somewhere in space?” He glanced over at Tapestry, suddenly realizing a massive flaw in their plan. “Tapestry, how is she going to know where exactly to make the portal lead to?” 
 “I have that covered,” said Tapestry. 
 She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, unfolding it and smoothing out the creases. Malcolm realized that it was a news article about the ship, with photos of both its exterior and interior. 
 “That’s not going to tell her where it is right now, though,” he said. 
 “That’s not how her portals work,” said Tapestry. “Think about it. If that were the case, she’d have to account for both the Earth’s rotation and orbit every time she used her power, which I don’t think she’s doing.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “It seems like a big bet to make, given that she can’t speak to confirm it for us.” 
 Jade Portal blinked several times in quick succession. 

That’s either a definite yes… or a definite no.

 “That’s it, though, isn’t it?” asked Tapestry. “You use the concept of a place, rather than its absolute positioning? Blink once for yes.” 
 Jade hesitated, and then blinked once. Tapestry breathed a sigh of relief. 
 “Okay,” she said. “Perfect. Jade, here is our plan. We need to get onto the ship, but just for a few minutes, so we can borrow the spacesuits. Then, we’ll come back here and–” 
 Heavy footsteps sounded from down the hall, along with shouting. Malcolm looked at the door, searching for a way to lock or bar it and finding nothing. 
 “We don’t have time,” he said. “We have to do this. Now.” 
 Jade needed no further encouragement. She stared at the article Tapestry had in her hand, and closed her eyes. A luminescent green portal burst into existence against the room’s wall, almost like someone had turned on a broken projector in a dark room, bright and psychedelic. 
 “If she’s off by even a hundred feet, we’ll be stepping through this portal to our deaths,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry smiled at him.  
 “I’ll go first, if you’re scared,” she said. 
 The footsteps were almost upon them. The two of them didn’t have time to trade barbs. Malcolm walked over to Tapestry, grabbed onto her hand, just in case, and stepped through the portal. 


 




CHAPTER 16

   
 The sensation was indescribable. It didn’t feel like anything painful, but the immediate shock of transitioning from one environment into another was similar to being roughly woken up from a dream. Malcolm’s stomach turned over as he somersaulted through the air, weightless and inside a dimly lit spacecraft. 

Whoa… This is weird. And kind of spooky.

 Tapestry followed, pushing through the portal with more force than he had and colliding into him as she emerged onto the other side. The green portal disappeared an instant after she’d made it all the way through. 
 Neither of them said anything. Malcolm supposed that Tapestry was having a similar reaction to his own, struggling with the dizzying and physically confusing sensation of weightlessness. 
 They were in a small room with a single table in the center. Four open, circular hatches led to other parts of the ship, and there were handholds along each wall to make movement easier. Malcolm noticed that the four chairs around the table all had what looked like seatbelts, most likely to keep the astronauts from floating off once they’d sat down. 
 “Tapestry…” Malcolm said, realizing it had been almost a minute since either of them had spoken. “Are you okay?” 
 “I’m… alive,” she said. 
 Malcolm tapped off the wall, turning himself to face the direction he’d last seen her in. Tapestry was floating upside down, in relation to him. Making eye contact with her made his head hurt, as though some part of his brain was trying to work facial recognition and failing due to their shifting relative perspectives. 
 “This was part of the plan,” said Malcolm. “We did it. We’re aboard the Jupiter III.” 
 “The portal closed behind us, Malcolm,” said Tapestry. 
 “Jade will open it again,” he replied, sounding surer than he felt. “In the meantime, we need to find those spacesuits.” 
 Anchoring himself against the wall with one hand, Malcolm took a slow survey of his immediate surroundings. The room they were in looked like it was designed as a general meeting space, which made sense. A single LED light was active overheard, though there were at least a half dozen that he could see that were either turned off or nonfunctional. 
 Tapestry looked worried, and also like she was about to throw up. Malcolm gently pushed himself off the wall and over to her, moving much faster than he’d anticipated. He caught another handhold next to her to steady himself, and then set a hand on her shoulder. 
 “Are you okay?” he asked. “This is all part of the plan, remember?” 
 Tapestry took a deep breath. 
 “You’re right,” she said. “I just… don’t do enclosed spaces so well.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “I know what you mean,” he said. “But we’ll be okay. It kind of reminds me of our old headquarters. At least, the ambience of it.” 
 “Kind of.” She smiled, probably more at the fact that he was trying to cheer her up than anything. Malcolm noticed that her animosity for him seemed to fade as soon as they were under pressure, and felt guilty for appreciating the change. 
 “Does the article you have contain a map of the ship, by any chance?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry shook her head. “We’ll have to find the spacesuits on our own. I’m guessing they’d be near the airlock, or possibly the crew quarters.”  
 Malcolm frowned. “Speaking of which, where is the crew?” 
 The question hung in the air between them. Malcolm had heard only a few details about the sabotage that had befallen the Jupiter III, just enough to know that the ship wouldn’t be able to complete its mission. But this didn’t match up with what he’d been expecting.  
 He’d assumed that the astronauts aboard would either still be alive and just stranded on a damaged ship, or they’d all be dead, trapped inside a sarcophagus in space. But as far as he could tell, there was no trace of them whatsoever. No bodies, no blood, not even any signs of struggle. 
 “Maybe Multi had someone hack the ship,” suggested Tapestry. “Maybe he created a fake emergency, lured them into an airlock, and flushed them into deep space.” 
 “Maybe,” said Malcolm. “Or maybe he came through a portal, just like we did.” 
 “We’d see more traces of a violent confrontation if that was the case,” said Tapestry. She scowled, crossing her arms over her breasts. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 “Let’s just find the space suits and go from there,” said Malcolm.  
 He wanted to keep Tapestry’s mind off the fact that they’d arrived on the ship through a portal, and would need a return portal to stand any chance at getting home. He wanted to keep his own mind off it too, he realized. 
 Malcolm pulled himself along the handholds, moving through the circular connecting hallway toward what he assumed to be the front section. It led to the ship’s main command center, where the astronauts strapped themselves in and did the real work of the journey. There was window set into the front of the command center, smaller than Malcolm would have expected, but with a view that more than made up for it. He gasped as he stared out into space. 
 Jupiter loomed in the distance, at least four or five times the size of the Moon in the night sky on Earth. He could see the Great Red Spot staring back at him, like an incomprehensibly massive eye, watching the approach of their ship. 
 It made the hair on the back of Malcolm’s neck stand up straight. He guessed that they were a couple of days out from the planet, calculating that it was a six-month round trip, launched nearly three months earlier. 
 “Wow,” he said. He looked over his shoulder at Tapestry, who was making a concentrated effort to keep her gaze from the window. 
 “The spacesuits aren’t in here,” she said. “We have to keep looking.” 
 The next connecting hallway they went down ended with a series of four heavy hatches, two of them open, two of them closed. The open ones led to large storage rooms containing dozens of cryptically labeled supply crates. Malcolm glanced around, still not seeing what they’d come for. Tapestry’s anxiety was slowly beginning to infect him, too, but he did his best to shake it off. 
 Another hallway led to the crew’s sleeping area, which was an arrangement clearly designed with zero gravity in mind. Instead of beds, sleeping bags hung on tethers, with straps at the top to secure a person inside. Malcolm pictured what it would be like to sleep inside one, and it reminded him a bit of being a strand of seaweed, slowly swaying along with the current, tied down to the ocean bottom. 
 There was a hatch in the back of the sleeping area that led to a small exercise room, with a selection of different pieces of equipment. Some of them, like the stationary bike and elliptical, looked like anything else one might find back on Earth. Others were stranger, like a weird configuration of balls that Malcolm couldn’t guess at the proper usage of, and a long harness that would have made sense as a resistance line for squats, but was attached to the wall instead of the floor. 
 “Interesting,” said Malcolm. “I guess they really care about staying in shape.” 
 “They have to exercise to keep up muscle and bone density,” said Tapestry. “Weightlessness isn’t healthy for long periods of time. At least not if you’re planning on coming back to Earth.” 
 She wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes. Malcolm put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. 
 There was one more hatch in the back of the exercise area, and it led to a tiny chamber barely big enough for a single person. The lights were completely off inside, and Malcolm couldn’t guess what it was for. 
 The sensation of floating was incredibly distracting, and Malcolm almost lost his sense of direction as they drifted back toward the main chamber. He found himself comparing being weightless to his wind manipulation. However, although they were superficially similar, the two couldn’t have been more different. It was like comparing a sketch with a statue. 
 They went down the last connecting hallway and finally found what they were looking for. The spacesuits, along with a wide variety of tools, medical supplies, and repair parts, were in a small room with a sealed hatch on one end that Malcolm could only assume led to the airlock. 
 “Well, here we are,” said Malcolm. “This is what we came for.” 
 It took him a minute to figure out how to release the suit from the latch holding it and pull it down. He passed it Tapestry, and then pulled one down for himself.  
 “We should head back to the room we first came in through to wait,” he said. 
 Tapestry nodded, but didn’t meet his eye.  
 Getting the bulky suits through the cramped hallways was challenging, but they managed it. When they returned to the conference room, Malcolm sat down at the table and strapped himself into one of the chairs. Though he was securely fastened into an upright position, he still felt loose and uncomfortable, his body shifting in the zero-gravity environment. 
 Lacking any other option, the two of them waited for something to happen. Malcolm kept thinking he’d glimpsed the return portal out of the corner of his eye, but when he spun his gaze to find it, it was never there. Slowly, over the course of an hour, he came to the realization that there would probably be no portal back to Earth. 


 




CHAPTER 17

   
 “Multi discovered us,” said Tapestry. “That’s what the commotion was in the hospital, right before we left. We were fools to go through that portal when we did.” 
 Malcolm shrugged, an underwhelming gesture in zero gravity. 
 “What other choice did we have?” he asked. “Stay, and let Multi capture or kill us? It’s not like we have our powers anymore, Tapestry. We couldn’t have fought our way out.” 
 “We could have gotten Jade to open a portal to somewhere else,” she said. “Somewhere safe.” 
 Malcolm frowned at her. “When have you been the type for regrets?” 
 She looked at him, and he saw a heartbreaking amount of despair in her expression. 
 “Ever since I led us both into a death trap, billions of miles away from Earth, with no way back,” she said. 
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “First of all, we might still have a way back,” he said. “The fact that Jade hasn’t opened another portal doesn’t mean that she can’t. Just that she’s chosen not to.” 
 “Or that Multi’s killed her,” said Tapestry. 
 “Unlikely,” he said. “This isn’t the worst case scenario, remember? She could have opened up a portal for Multi and let him onto the ship to attack us, if she’d wanted.” 
 “And why doesn’t she?” asked Tapestry. “Who says she isn’t just waiting for more Multis to arrive on the scene so that she can do just that?” 
 “I do,” said Malcolm. “We trusted her to portal us here safely. That’s got to count for something.” 
 Tapestry looked like she was considering his logic, but her eyes remained dark. Malcolm had never seen her like this before. It was as though the hope had been burned out of her. 
 “This is all hypothetical,” she whispered. “It’s far more likely that Jade hasn’t opened a portal because she can’t. Because she’s dead. And so are we.” 
 “No, we aren’t,” said Malcolm. “We’re safe. At least for now.” 
 “Really?” Tapestry gestured to the LEDs, which seemed to be running on less than full power, resulting in the dim lighting conditions. “This doesn’t look like a ship in working condition to me, Malcolm.” 
 “Hey,” he said. “Don’t give up so easily.” 
 Despite his words, her cynicism was infectious. There wasn’t much either of them could actively do to improve their situation, and Tapestry was right. There was something wrong with the ship, and what chance did the two of them have of diagnosing it, let alone fixing it? 
 And even if the ship had been in pristine condition, what then? They weren’t astronauts. Working the instruments in the cockpit would be a guessing game. 

If it’s a guessing game, then let’s go get lucky with a good guess.

 “Come on,” said Malcolm. “If we’re stuck here anyway, let’s get familiar with all our options.” 
 He took Tapestry’s hand and pushed off in the direction of the hallway that led up to the command station. It was obvious which one was meant for the captain, given how it was oriented directly toward the observation window and had, by far, the most buttons and instruments on the panels on either side of it. 
 Malcolm settled himself into the seat, pulling the seatbelt across his stomach and chest, and then examined his surroundings. He’d been hoping for something obvious, perhaps a dimmer switch with “POWER” written beside it only turned up halfway. No such luck. 
 “Alright,” he said. His heart was pounding faster in his chest. What if he pressed the wrong button? He could damage the ship, and put them in even more dangerous circumstances… 
 “Don’t press anything,” said Tapestry. “Look, maybe… we passed by a manual, or something.” 
 “Maybe,” said Malcolm. “But I’m guessing the astronauts spent years learning the ins and outs of their roles.” 
 There was a red button. That was tempting. He let his finger hover over it, considering why a button might be colored red, and what that might imply it would do when pressed. 

It probably shoots the lasers.

 “Uh…” Malcolm scratched his head. “Hmm. Okay, here we go.” 
 He settled his finger onto a series of buttons labeled, helpfully, one, two, three, etc.  

You wouldn’t need that many buttons labeled in sequence for something that could be potentially dangerous, right?

 “I’m going to press one of them,” said Malcolm. “Okay?” 
 “Why are you asking me?” Malcolm could see Tapestry’s reflection in the observation window. She had her arms crossed, and was chewing on her lower lip. 
 “I just want to make sure you’re on board,” said Malcolm. “No pun intended.” 
 Tapestry didn’t say anything. Malcolm took her silence for assent, and pressed his finger down on the first of the labeled buttons. One of the monitors to the right of his chair turned on, but didn’t show anything except a black screen. 
 “Well, that’s encouraging,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry frowned. “How is that encouraging?” 
 “We’re still alive,” he said. “Nothing bad happened.” 
 He pressed the second button. Nothing happened. He pressed third, fourth, and then the fifth. 
 A bald man appeared on the screen. Malcolm furrowed his brow. 
 “Hello?” he called. “Hello? Can you hear us?” 
 There was a tiny webcam built into the top of the monitor. Malcolm waved his hand in front of it, trying to get the attention of the bald man on the other side. 
 “He’s not going to react right away,” said Tapestry. 
 “Why not?” asked Malcolm. “Do you think the webcam is off?” 
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry, in the voice of a patient teacher. “We are billions of miles away from Earth, at the moment. So far away that there is a communications delay measured in minutes, rather than seconds.” 
 “How many minutes?” 
 Tapestry shrugged. 
 “I guess we’ll have to wait and find out,” she said. 


 




CHAPTER 18

   
 The two of them waited. Malcolm was hungry, and he started to wonder about some of the crates that had been labeled as food back in the storage room. He was about to pitch opening one of them to Tapestry when the bald man on the monitor reacted. 
 It was reminiscent of watching someone have a heart attack. The man pushed his chair back and brought a hand to his chest. Malcolm and Tapestry could hear him gasping in surprise. The man shook his head in disbelief, and then finally focused his attention back on his own webcam. 
 “How… is this possible?” he asked. “Is this some kind of prank?” 
 “It’s not a prank,” said Malcolm. 
 “He’s not going to hear you for another half hour,” said Tapestry. “Let me do the talking.” She floated over Malcolm in his seat and crouched beside him. “Hello, whoever is on the other end of this connection? My name is Aubrey Kennison, and this is Malcolm Caldwell. We’re both former members of the Champion Authority who were transported here by a spryte with teleportation abilities.” 
 She went on to explain what their original plan had been, pausing each time the man spoke so they could listen. It was surreal, a conversation where neither party was able to listen to the other in real time, but both were desperate to get information across. 
 “Don’t press anything else,” said the man, who’d introduced himself as Melvin. “Wait! No! Actually, press the fourth button from the left on the third row. It should look a bit like the space bar on a computer. Then press the button directly to the right of it twice.” 
 Malcolm glanced at Tapestry. She gave a small nod, as though giving him permission. He pressed the button sequence. 
 The LEDs lighting the ship switched to full power, and a new, gentle hum came from some newly activated machine.  
 “We have power,” said Malcolm. “Thanks, Melvin.” 
 “You’re in a very tricky situation,” said Melvin, his words still out of sync with the moment. “We don’t know how the crew was lost. Ground control doesn’t have feeds from the cameras outside of the cockpit, so I don’t know the current state of things. If their bodies are aboard, you will need to dispose of them” 
 “We haven’t seen any bodies,” said Tapestry, talking quickly as not to speak over Melvin as he continued. 
 “It will take time for me to run a full diagnostic of the ship,” said Melvin. “I’ll have to call in the rest of the ground control team. We were not expecting… We’d given up the mission. This is so impossible, but so wonderful. We might be able to accomplish this! The first manned mission to Europa!” 
 Tapestry frowned. 
 “We aren’t interested in completing the mission,” she said. “Look, please, we came here through a portal. There is a spryte in Halter City, at the Lady of Mercy Hospital. If you go there and find her, she can bring us back.” 
 Malcolm listened, but he could already tell from the excitement he saw on Melvin’s face that it would be a dead end. 

He’s not going to do that. He’ll give us an excuse as to why it’s too dangerous. 

 The conversation continued in a confusing, delayed back and forth for close to two hours. By the end of it, Melvin had given them a list of things they should and shouldn’t do. At the top of the list was for the two of them to stay calm. 
 The ship’s features were more automated than Malcolm had expected. Melvin explained that it might actually be possible for them to fulfill the crew’s original mission if they were very attentive and listened to the instructions of the ground control team. 
 Tapestry fumed at Melvin’s refusal to even acknowledge her request to find Jade Portal. Malcolm tried to lighten the mood a little with his jokes, but she was clearly in no mood for them. 
 “That’s all I can do for you, for now,” said Melvin. “I have to meet with the rest of my team. It might take several hours for us to come up with a solidified plan for you. Don’t do anything in the mean time! Actually, perhaps it would be good for the two of you to get some rest. I know this is a lot to take in.” 
 The connection cut off. Tapestry made a noise and glared at the black monitor. Malcolm squeezed her shoulders from behind. 
 “Hey,” he said. “This is good. We’re making progress. At least now we have hope.” 
 “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “We’re still days out from Jupiter, and that’s only the halfway point for this mission. If we don’t get a portal out of here, we’ll be stuck on this ship for more than three months.” 
 He wasn’t sure what to say to that, so instead, he gave her an awkward, zero gravity hug. 
 “It will be okay,” Malcolm finally managed. 
 “For you,” said Tapestry. “What about Melanie?” 
 Malcolm scowled. 

What about Rose? What’s she going to think if she starts remembering me, and I’m nowhere to be found?

 “It’s not an ideal situation for either of us,” he said. “But we don’t have another choice right now. And I hate to rub it in… but this was your idea.” 
 Tapestry glared at him. 
 “Yes, I’m sure you hate to rub it in, don’t you?” she said. 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes as she floated down the connecting hallway. He took another look around the cockpit, feeling a bit overwhelmed by the extent of the controls, despite Melvin’s reassurance. 
 The interior of the spaceship felt very different with the power reengaged. Before, it had bordered on being creepy, given what little they knew of the crew’s disappearance and the poor lighting. 
 Now, there was a warm, almost soothing quality to it that Malcolm was sure had been an essential part of the original design. It felt like someone had merged a futuristic living habitat with an expensive hospital room, comfortable, but antiseptic.  
 The room they’d first entered when they’d flung themselves through the portal now felt more like a kitchen than a conference room. Malcolm noticed that the table had a latch on it. He lifted it open and found a variety of food packed neatly away. 
 He picked out some beef jerky sealed in airtight wrapping, and a pouch of some kind of juice with a straw attached to drink from. Tapestry had gone deeper into the ship. He figured she could probably use some time to herself. 
 He settled down into one of the seats, strapping himself in and carefully opening the packages. Crumbs and liquid droplets were not something he wanted to experience in zero gravity. 
 The food improved his mood almost instantly. Malcolm could see a path forward now. They would make it to Europa, find Savior, rescue him, and then return to Earth. Savior would be able to stand a chance against Second Wind. The Champion Authority would rise again. 

And then, I’ll live happily ever after. It’s all so simple and straightforward… And it will never go that smoothly.

 The spaceship suddenly felt confining to him. Which, he had to grant, it was. He and Tapestry were basically prisoners of their circumstances. They were in the same situation as men living aboard submarines, trapped in a small, unchanging vessel for months at a time. 
 He took a slow breath, forcing himself to stay calm. Malcolm had just finished eating his food when he heard Tapestry scream. 


 




CHAPTER 19

   
 Malcolm threw himself down the hallway, flying faster than it was safe to as he hurtled toward the origin of Tapestry’s scream. It had come from the direction of the exercise chamber. Malcolm noticed immediately as he entered that the hatch to the small chamber he’d seen before was now closed. 
 “Tapestry!” he shouted. 
 “I’m… okay,” she said. “I just… wasn’t expecting this.” 
 There was a switch next to the hatch. Malcolm pressed it, and the hatch opened. Tapestry was floating inside the tiny room, but what caught his attention wasn’t her, but the walls. 
 Each one, along with the ceiling, the floor, and even the back of the hatch, was covered with a high definition display. All of them were currently showcasing a park on Earth, grass, trees, and people walking around. The room was a simulation chamber, and Tapestry had apparently activated it by accident. 
 “Neat,” said Malcolm. “This must be for the crew’s entertainment.” 
 “That sounds about right,” said Tapestry. “I’m not sure how I feel about it.” 
 “Maybe you should try it again after a month or two of staring at blank walls,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry slid out through the hatch, scowling as she went by him. 
 “You haven’t eaten yet,” said Malcolm. “Come on. I think you’ll be in a better mood once you have a full stomach.” 
 He showed her what he’d discovered under the table. Tapestry didn’t seem that enamored with the selection of food, though she eventually picked a few things out to nibble at. 
 While she ate, Malcolm’s curiosity got the better of him. He floated back to the simulation chamber, pausing outside briefly before slipping in. The screens activated as soon as he closed the hatch, plunging him into a darkness lit only by the blue menu on one of the screens in front of him. The options “Past”, “Present”, “Future”, and “Personal” stood in a neat little row. 
 Malcolm considered for a moment before selecting “Past”. The screens shifted, displaying rows of tiny thumbnails, like the viewing gallery for the camera on his old phone. He singled out one that was of a park and pressed it with a finger. 

A park seems safe enough. Right?

 All the screens shifted. Malcolm found himself in a wide open park, with green grass displayed by the screen underneath his feet and a deep blue sky smudged with cotton candy like clouds above. There was a large pond in front of him with a man and a woman pedaling a swan boat. They were holding hands and appeared to be very much in love. A family sat on a blanket to his left, with three children playing monkey in the middle with foam ball. 
 It brought a nostalgic ache to Malcolm’s heart. He’d played games like that with Danny and his friends, as a child. How long had it been? He didn’t even know if there were any safe parks left in the country, anymore. 
 The wind was blowing in the simulation, and he felt a little frustrated by the fact that he could see the grass swaying without being able to feel it. He suddenly wanted to be in the simulation, or rather, he wanted to make it real. 
 The simulation chamber, Malcolm realized, was there as much for motivation as it was for recreation. It was there to remind the astronauts of what the world had been like, and presumably, what it could be like again. 
 It didn’t motivate Malcolm, at least not during his first experience with it. It made him want to lie down in bed, and deepened the weight on his shoulders. Failing was not an option for him and Tapestry, and that opened them both up to so many desperate situations, and so much danger. 
 He left the simulation chamber in a daze, his eyes only slowly adjusting to the bright LED lights of the rest of the ship. He floated through the ship slowly, feeling half tempted to curl up into a little ball, or maybe crawl into one of the tethered sleeping bags he’d seen before. 
 Malcolm found Tapestry in the cockpit, sitting in the captain’s chair. She had a scowl on her face and was pressing the buttons that controlled the communication system, to no avail. 
 “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 She made a noise and turned her scowl onto him. 
 “I need to get a message to Melanie,” said Tapestry. “So much has happened that I didn’t even stop to think about letting her know that I’m okay when we were talking to Melvin.” 
 “I think they closed the communications channel from their side,” said Malcolm. “You might have to wait until they get in touch with us.” 
 Tapestry glared at him. 
 “Don’t you have anyone back on Earth that you care enough about to check in with?” she asked. 

Rose… If she even remembers me.

 He shook his head, avoiding her gaze. 
 “No,” he said. “Not anymore.” 
 “Liar.” Tapestry’s fingers left the command console, and she turned her full attention onto him. “I know the truth, Malcolm. All of it.” 
 The tone of her voice let him know that it was finally time for them to have a certain conversation. One they’d both been avoiding since the start of their post collapse reunion. The shadow of Second Wind hung over them both. The shadow of Malcolm’s lies, mistakes, and deception. 
 “He told me,” said Tapestry. “Your copy. He explained everything on that night he confronted us in my house. His first night as a demon. He gave me… a detailed series of events. A timeline, practically, from when Rose first came into your life. Of how she’d been living in your apartment, and you’d been hiding her from me, right under my nose. Like I was just some kind of… idiot. Just your idiot partner who didn’t deserve any part of the truth.” 
 Malcolm felt his face burning with shame. It was only made more intense by the anger and hurt he could hear in Tapestry’s voice. He’d kept secrets from her for far too long. How could he expect she’d react to the truth? 
 “He told me that you loved her,” said Tapestry, in a quiet voice. “That you and her were… involved like that. And that it was more serious than what we…” She paused, and blinked her eyes several times. “Anyway, I know about it. So don’t waste your time making yourself sound like a fool with more lies.” 
 Malcolm hung his head. He didn’t have any defense for what he’d done, for what he’d kept from her. 
 “I’m sorry, Tapestry,” he said. “I wish… I’d done things differently.” 
 “I do, too.” For a moment, it seemed as though she’d leave it at that. But then Tapestry shook her head, and a cracked smile came across her face. “I don’t think you fully understand how much it hurt when… he betrayed me. The callousness of it. I’d actually fallen in love, with him. Your copy, Malcolm. Not you. And then…” 
 She closed her eyes and let out a small, bitter laugh. 
 “He didn’t stab me in the back,” she said. “He stabbed me in the heart, and twisted the blade. As though it wasn’t enough for him to turn into a demon and push me away… He had to explain it all to me, and make me aware of just how badly duped I’d been. It was a double betrayal, once by him… and once by you.” 
 “Tapestry…” Malcolm wanted to apologize again, and again, if he could. But he knew she wouldn’t let him. It wouldn’t do anything to solve her pain or change the past. 
 Tapestry waited, as though expecting more from him. Several seconds went by, and Malcolm realized that by saying nothing, he’d also done the wrong thing. He could already feel her pulling away from him, trudging up old emotions, and reminding herself of all the reasons why he couldn’t be trusted. 
 She gave up, both on the communications console and on him. He reached for her as she floated by him and through the connecting hallway. She slapped his hand away, not hard, but with enough deliberateness to be a solid rebuke. 


 




CHAPTER 20

   
 Malcolm spent several hours in the exercise room, trying to tamp down his emotions with exhaustion. The stationary bike worked about the same as it would have back on Earth, though it felt much floatier without gravity. 
 He found clean clothes for the both of them in one of the storage rooms. There was a small bathroom and shower, specially designed for the sealed environmental conditions of the ship, and he rinsed off his sweaty body before changing into one of the plain blue jumpsuits that composed the standard astronaut wardrobe. 
 Tapestry had already zipped herself into one of the sleeping bags and managed to fall asleep, or was at least very good at pretending. It was a bit unnerving to look at her. Her head peaked out from the top of the sleeping bag, but the rest of her was securely zipped in. It was like looking at a cross between a body bag and a balloon on a string. 
 Malcolm settled into one of the sleeping bags himself. He closed his eyes once he was zipped in. He thought about comforting memories from back on Earth. He thought about what Melvin might have to report to them and how things would change when they finally got Savior back to earth.  
 It took him far longer than expected to drift off. The lights on the ship were bright and omnipresent, and between the glare and his usual troubled thoughts, he slept fitfully. 
 When he awoke, Tapestry had already left her bag and was in another part of the ship. Malcolm took his time getting up, dreading having to talk to her after the discussion they’d had the night before. 
 But if Tapestry was holding a grudge against him, she was doing it on a backburner. She gave him a small smile as he floated into the meeting room, tossing a vacuum sealed granola bar in his direction. 
 “Melvin got in touch through the communications console,” she said. “I already sent him a message back letting him know I was about to wake you up.” 
 “And you let him know about Melanie?” asked Malcolm. 
 Tapestry’s smile widened slightly, and she nodded. 
 “It was close to an hour ago when I sent my message,” she said. “His response should reach us pretty soon.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, chewing his granola bar thoughtfully. 
 “We’re going to have our work cut out for us,” he said. “If we can’t rely on Jade for portals anymore, we’ll have to carry out this mission in the same way the original crew would have.” 
 “I know,” said Tapestry. “Think you’re up for it?” 
 Malcolm grinned at her. 
 “I was about to ask you the same thing.” 
 He ate quickly, and then followed Tapestry into the cockpit, trying not to admire the pleasant effect weightlessness had on her butt. A few minutes went by before a chime sounded, indicating an incoming message. 
 “Hello there,” said Melvin. “Amateur astronauts! We have a lot to cover today.” 
 It wasn’t just him in frame. Close to a dozen members of ground control were clustered around him, and the expressions on their faces spanned the spectrum, from hope, to anxiety, to disbelief. Melvin held a piece of paper in front of him, probably instructions given to him by the rest of his team. 
 “The good news is that the ship is almost entirely intact; the bad news is that there is at least one major repair that will need to be performed on the ship,” he said. “Now, this is going to get complicated, so keep this video message on hand for later review.” 
 Calling Melvin’s instructions complicated was a bit like calling a volcano “hot”. He went on and on, veering off occasionally into what seemed like pointless digressions until his ground control teammates prodded him back to his main point. 
 Some of the ship’s solar panels were damaged and would need to be replaced. Melvin explained how this would entail one of them performing a spacewalk and doing the repair manually. Malcolm felt a prickle of nervous excitement at the prospect. Tapestry, on the other hand, looked as though she’d been given a death sentence. 
 “There’s much more to get you up to speed on than just repairing the panels,” said Melvin. “But this is, uh, how should I say, priority number one? It’s why the ship was running on reserve power when you first came aboard. If the solar panels aren’t repaired… most basic functions including CO2 scrubbing will fail within 48 hours.” 
 “Great,” muttered Malcolm. “A timed mission. Just what we needed.” 
 “Generally, this would involve the entire crew,” said Melvin. “It’s possible to do with just two astronauts. One should stay inside the ship and relay instructions. The other will… go outside the ship and perform the repairs as carefully as possible.” 
 Melvin’s tone was nervous and a little worried, which didn’t do wonders for Malcolm’s confidence in their ability to complete the task. Melvin went on to give specific explanations of where the replacement solar panels were located, how to detach the old ones, and how to connect power cables to them. 
 By the end of it, Malcolm was thoroughly overwhelmed. Melvin wished them good luck before ending the message, and instructed them to send an update to ground control as soon as the repairs were complete. Malcolm glanced over at Tapestry and raised an eyebrow. 
 “Well?” he said. “What do you think?” 
 She slowly shook her head. 
 “I think this is going to be a lot more difficult than it sounds,” said Tapestry.  
 Malcolm nodded. “I’ll do the space walk. The flying I used to do with my wind manipulation has given me a strong threshold for vertigo.” 

It feels like it’s been an eternity since I last used it. 

 “Are you sure?” asked Tapestry. “Malcolm… I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 “One of us has to do it,” he replied. “And you’re more detail oriented then me. You’ll be more helpful giving me instructions.” 
 She slowly nodded, though she wore her concern openly on her face. She’d put her hair onto a pony tail instead of a bun that morning, and the end of it moved freely in zero gravity. Malcolm felt a sudden, unbidden urge to hug her, and he gave into it. Tapestry hugged him back. 
 “Hey,” he said. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll fix the ship, reach Europa, and rescue Savior.” 
 Tapestry sighed. 
 “This is so far outside the realm of how I imagined things going,” she said. “But I guess there is no turning back now, is there?” 
 “Is that a rhetorical question, or…?” 
 Tapestry flicked him in the shoulder. 
 “Do you need help getting into your spacesuit?” she asked. 
 “From you?” He grinned. “Of course.” 


 




CHAPTER 21

   
 Climbing into the bulky space suit was, in fact, a two-person process. It wasn’t a heavy as he’d imagined it would be, but it still felt a bit like putting himself into a futuristic version of medieval armor. 
 “I’ll be able to communicate with you through your ear piece,” said Tapestry. “It will be just like when we used those Bluetooth headsets as champions.” 
 “Yeah,” said Malcolm, with a slight eye roll. “Just like that.” 
 Tapestry frowned, carefully checking the seals on the suit. She had found a manual of shuttle procedures, and was carefully going down the list, making sure they didn’t make any stupid mistakes. 
 “Malcolm…” she said. “I’d understand if you backed out of doing this.” 
 “I wouldn’t,” he said. “This is our only chance, Tapestry. For rescuing Savior and for getting back to Earth. And it will be a piece of cake compared to facing off against a bank robbery, or a demon.” 
 She smiled, but it was more for show than genuine. The helmet was next, and Tapestry carefully pulled it into place over his head. 
 “Oh!” she said, remembering something. “You put the diaper on already, right?” 
 Malcolm was glad that the radiation protection of the helmet’s face shield obscured the color of his face from her. 
 “Yes, Tapestry,” he said. “I put the diaper on. But I cleared myself out already, so hopefully… it won’t be necessary.” 

This is less glamorous than I imagined it, watching astronauts in historical footage.

 “The manual says that there’s a safety line that you’ll need to connect to once you’re in the airlock,” said Tapestry. “Let me know once you’ve done that and I’ll initiate the opening sequence.” 
 Malcolm tried to nod, but the helmet made it impossible. 
 “Will do,” he said. “Alright, let’s get this started.” 
 He pulled himself into the airlock. The inner airlock door closed behind him with such solidity that Malcolm half expected it never to open again. He took a calming breath, keeping his emotions where he needed them. 
 Moving in the suit was about as difficult as he’d expected. The arms and legs were bulky and not really designed for quick movements. The hands had surprising mobility, but Malcolm still struggled for a minute while getting the safety line attached. 
 “Safety line connected,” he said to Tapestry, over the radio. “I’m ready for you to open the door.” 
 “Got it.” 
 He heard air whooshing past him and out into the vacuum as the airlock depressurized, and then nothing at all as the door leading out into empty, black space slid open. Well, it wasn’t entirely empty, Malcolm silently conceded. 
 Jupiter stood out against the abyss of stars like the angry god who it took its name from. Malcolm didn’t have to look at the planet to see it. They were nearing the end of the first half of the crew’s original journey, and Jupiter was larger than the moon, larger than the sun, larger than anything he’d seen in the night sky back on Earth.  
 He could see a couple of moons, one of them probably Europa, their destination, but they were like sparks in the light of a bonfire. It was the most majestic thing Malcolm had ever seen. It felt like Jupiter was challenging him, a massive hole just waiting to suck them in. 
 “Wind Runner?” said Tapestry, over the speaker in his helmet. “Are you okay? You’re just standing there.” 
 “I’m… taking in the scenery,” he said. 

Terrifying. This is beyond terrifying.

 Malcolm edged his way forward to the spaceship’s outer airlock door. The fact that he was weightless did not make pushing himself into the vast, empty void any easier. He could feel his heart racing in his chest and wondered what Tapestry must think, observing his vitals from back in the cockpit. 
 “The replacement solar panels are in the second outer storage locker,” said Tapestry. “There are handholds leading around the side of the ship to the left, so you don’t have to search. Malcolm, are you okay?” 

No. Not even a little.

 “Fine!” he said. “Just give me a second or two.” 
 The only way they would be able to make it back home to Earth was if the ship had enough power. And the only way it would get enough power was with working solar panels. It was not a matter of choice, and that, more than courage or changing his perspective on the situation, was what pushed Malcolm to leave the ship.  
 He grabbed the first handhold to the left of the airlock door and hung onto it for dear life. He double checked that the safety line was still attached properly, which it was. He tried not to look down at Jupiter below him, much like a climber with a fear of heights would avoid looking at the ground. 
 Slowly, Malcolm pulled himself along the path of handholds. His fear faded enough to be manageable as he realized that he could let go without immediately falling away from the ship. They were still moving through space, of course, but without anything affecting his movement separately from that of his vessel, it felt no different from being stationary. 
 Looking at the ship from an outside perspective instilled a different kind of humble fear into Malcolm. It was so much smaller from the outside than it looked from the inside. It was so much more vulnerable than he’d realized.  
 Worst of all was when Malcolm risked a glance away from Jupiter, in the direction they’d come from. Back toward Earth. He couldn’t see it, couldn’t even see a hint of it. The thought that he was far enough away to require a telescope to see humanity’s home planet made him feel like throwing up. 

Which would be a terrible idea while wearing a helmet.

 He made it to the storage lockers after a minute or two of careful climbing. They didn’t have locks on them that he could see, but each one did have a handle that needed to be twisted before the door could slide freely open. It was a frustrating experience in zero gravity, like trying to open a jar with a stubborn lid. Except that unlike a stuck jar, his future survival depended on getting it open, and his oxygen was limited. 
 When the door finally gave way and slid open, Malcolm breathed a sigh of relief. There was a motion activated LED light on the inside, which was a helpful touch, since he wasn’t sure how to activate his space suit’s head lamp.  
 “Alright,” he said. “Which ones are the solar panels?” 
 Tapestry instructed him more directly from that point forward. The panels were smaller than Malcolm had been expecting, small enough so that he could carry one in a single hand while pulling himself along the handholds with the other. 
 All of the installed panels were on a massive contraption that could be adjusted from inside the ship to keep it angled toward the sun. Malcolm immediately spotted the broken panels. A few of them were scored by black dust, which probably meant a small asteroid had been responsible for the damage. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “I’m ready to get started.” 
 Tapestry explained how to pull the broken panels off and what to look for. She was calm, collected, and detail oriented. She was like an angel, whispering instructions into Malcolm’s ear and helping him keep his mind off the terrifying, uncaring reality of the openness of outer space. 
 It was difficult. Malcolm needed to first snap each broken panel free from its bracing, and then disconnect a cable, two tasks made difficult by the gloves of his suit. When the first panel came free, he moved at an awkward angle, losing his hold on the new solar panel and knocking it out of his reach. 
 “Go after it!” said Tapestry. “We can’t afford to lose many of those panels.” 
 “Uh…” Malcolm watched the panel as it slowly floated away. He took a deep breath, and pushed off from the outer surface of the spaceship. 
 He was moving away from Jupiter, but that only put him slightly more at ease. The safety line behind him seemed like a thin, insubstantial thing. His heart pounded harder in his chest with every meter of distance he put between himself and the ship. 
 He reached the solar panel before he got to the end of his line and turned to head back. The line didn’t even look like it was attached to the ship with how much slack it had let out. He managed to pull himself back toward the vessel with a single movement, a testament to how little energy it took to shift his direction in space. 
 Malcolm installed the first panel, and the second, and then the next five. There was only one broken panel left. He made the trip back toward the storage compartment slowly, feeling an enormous amount of relief at being near the end of the task. 
 “There’s some interference on the sensors,” said Tapestry. “I can’t tell from what. Be extra careful out there in the –” 
 Something struck Malcolm in the back with the force of a mean fastball. He gasped, praying that his suit would hold against whatever damage had been caused. He realized he’d let go of his handhold in surprise and turned to try to find it again. 
 Another bit of space debris struck him, pushing him away from the ship. Malcolm felt a surge of sudden, panicked survival instinct. He was going to be knocked loose. He was going to die. 

No! I won’t die like this! I will survive, at any cost!

 He gritted his teeth and took hold of his safety line. Something twisted inside of him, and he felt a sudden surge of energy unlike anything he’d experienced before. He’d heard of people pushing themselves to the limit in life or death situations and knew that he was right up against his. 
 He only saw the approaching chunk of space debris for an instant, long enough to guess that it was at least the size of a beach ball. In that moment, all Malcolm could think to do was to use his wind manipulation to stop it. His no longer functioning wind manipulation, which wouldn’t have worked in the vacuum of space, anyway. He called to it with every ounce of his will, and watched as it did nothing to stop the asteroid from striking him hard in the chest. 
 And then, everything went black. 


 




CHAPTER 22

   
 Malcolm groaned as he opened his eyes. His head was throbbing. Had he gotten jumped in the trading square again? Perhaps what was left of Bennett’s gang had found him and decided to take revenge for his attack on their leader… 
 His eyes focused, and days of his life snapped back into recent memory. He was in a spacesuit. Which meant that he was still in the middle of his spacewalk, repairing the ship’s solar panels. 
 Except the ship was nowhere in sight. And his safety line was no longer attached to anything. Malcolm felt terror surge through him at the implication. 
 “Tapestry!” he shouted. “Tapestry!” 
 There was no response. Malcolm twisted, spinning in a circle. He could see Jupiter behind him, and it seemed larger than it had been before. Of course. That made sense. An asteroid had knocked him loose from the ship, and it had been traveling in the direction of the nearest planet, pulled in by that immense well of gravity. Just like what was now happening to him. 

This can’t be as bad as it seems. Tapestry must know where I am. She’s probably on her way to save me.

 He spun around again, searching for the ship behind him. It wasn’t there, and though he saw several small pinpricks of light that might have been it, they might also have been stars. 
 “Fuck,” he muttered. “Tapestry! If you can hear me…” 

If she can hear me… what? I don’t know where I am, and I can’t hear her.

 There was a crack on the front of Malcolm’s helmet. He couldn’t hear if it was leaking oxygen or not, but it wasn’t a good sign. And if he was out of sight of the ship, it didn’t matter either way. But he couldn’t have been unconscious for that long. The ship had to still be nearby. 
 Malcolm drifted without purpose or destination. He tried to slow his breathing as much as he could, and conserve what oxygen he had left. It was something he could focus on, a tiny thing within his control. 

Am I… going to make it?

 The hopelessness of his situation crept up on him over the next few minutes. Any faith he had in saving himself or being rescued was fading like the sun over the horizon. This was exactly what he’d been afraid of when he’d first stood on the edge of the airlock. This was his worst nightmare. He was helpless, cast adrift into the void. A tiny, pathetic human in an infinite sea of nothing. 
 “Well…” he muttered. “That’s it, then.” 

It’s over. I did my best.

 He chuckled, and then felt despair seize him by the heart. A painful lump formed in his throat. He was ready for tears, but they never came. They would have been a pain to deal with in zero gravity, anyway. 
 Drifting. 
 Malcolm heard a faint, slightly ominous chiming noise, which he guessed was his life support system informing him that he was running dangerously low on oxygen. He didn’t know for sure, as the heads-up display was broken along with most of the rest of his electronics. He had no way of knowing how much longer he had to live. 

I had a good run. I’m alright with this being the end.

 He considered it, wondering if that was really the truth. Was there anyone back on Earth who would miss him? Perhaps Rose, but that was assuming that her memories of him ever came back. Maybe it was better for Malcolm to die in space, billions of miles away. He was the last person who knew the painful truth of her past. Perhaps if he died, it would die with him. 
 And Tapestry. She would mourn for him, sure. But she didn’t love him anymore, not how she once had. She was strong enough to keep moving forward and maybe even rescue Savior on her own. He’d fixed all but one of the solar panels. Surely that would be enough, if the ship only needed to use its electricity to support her. 
 “I did all that I could,” he muttered. “And I did a pretty damn good job.” 
 There was no response. Malcolm exhaled and was surprised when it came out shaky, verging on a sob. He’d never felt so alone before in his life. Even living in his hideout in the months after the collapse, scraping by on foraged food and fearing for his life, he’d at least occasionally been around other people. 
 Was this the fate he’d earned for himself? To drift through space, endlessly. To stare out the faceplate of his helmet at a planet a thousand times the size of Earth, knowing that it would be the last thing he’d ever see. He wouldn’t get to die fighting. He’d go out with a whimper instead of a bang. 
 The ominous chiming noise sounded again, twice this time. Malcolm wanted to close his eyes, but he was afraid of where his thoughts might take him if he did. He wished that he could see his friend’s faces one last time. Selfishly, he found himself wishing that they were there with him, so he wasn’t alone. 

No. This is my fate and mine alone.

 He turned his head to look at Jupiter, and it felt as though the planet was staring back at him, making eye contact. He was close enough now that he could see the massive storms that raged across the planet. He was close enough that he could feel them with his wind manipulation, even through what had to be thousands of miles of empty space. 

My… wind manipulation?

 Malcolm flinched in surprise. He could feel the wind on Jupiter with his powers. They’d finally returned to him, so long after he’d given up hope. And now, of all times, when it was already past the point of being helpful. 
 But was it past that point? He reached with his hand and slowly flexed the glove of the spacesuit. There had always been a limit to how far he could extend his powers out, but he’d never considered whether it was a static limit or something influenced by what filled the space between him and his target. There was nothing but empty space between him and Jupiter. 

I have to give it a try.

 Part of him was afraid to try, afraid of letting hope pull him up only to sink him further into a pit of despair and failure. Malcolm reminded himself that if he was going to die either way, then it didn’t matter in the end. He took a deep, calming breath, and focused. 
 It was so hard. His awareness of Jupiter’s atmosphere was a tenuous thing, like seeing vague outlines in a darkened room. He gritted his teeth and squeezed every muscle in his body in concentration. He called out to the winds of Jupiter, summoning them with all the concentrated will his powers would allow, and pulled. 
 The effect was tiny at first. Malcolm saw a small, distinct, orange bump rise upward on Jupiter’s atmosphere, like one of the bumps on a basketball. Slowly, it extended upward, the atmosphere pooling around the base of it as it formed into a thin pillar of hydrogen, ammonia, and methane. He called it toward him, urging it to his rescue, and watched it approach as a rushing stream of gas, cutting through space with a mind of its own. 
 Sweat trickled down Malcolm’s face. He didn’t know how long he’d been focusing for. At least several minutes had gone by, maybe close to an hour. The ominous chime was incessant now, his spacesuit’s life support system sharing in his panic. 
 The wind manipulated pillar of atmosphere reached him just as the chime became a screeching siren. Malcolm had only pulled up enough of it push him in the direction he needed to go, and already he could feel the vacuum of space sapping the gas out of his control. He pushed himself away from the planet, toward a light in the distance that he prayed was his ship. 
 Malcolm struggled to stay conscious. No matter how much he gasped for air, he couldn’t satisfy his lungs with the thinning levels of oxygen left in his suit. He could see it now. The ship was ahead of him. Black dots mottled his vision. He gave himself one final push with what little of Jupiter’s atmosphere he still had behind him, throwing himself into the airlock. 
 “Tapestry…” he muttered, voice weak.  
 He banged on the inner airlock door and hoped. 


 




CHAPTER 23 

   
 The outer airlock door closed, and the airlock pressurized. Malcolm could breathe again, which told him that the crack in his helmet had probably been worse than he’d thought. He grinned like an idiot, feeling more pride in himself than he’d ever felt in his entire life. 
 As the inner airlock door opened, Tapestry slowly came into view on the other side. Her hair was messy, and the front of the astronaut jumpsuit she wore was stained with tears. She pulled him into a hug, wrapping her arms around his suit, and let out a body shaking sob. 
 “Malcolm!” she cried. “Oh my god, Malcolm! I was so worried!” 
 “I’m okay,” he said. “And I was pretty worried too.” 
 “Oh Malcolm…” Tapestry pulled back, but only slightly. She let out a strangled laugh. “I can’t believe it. How… I had the sensors search the area for you. Where were you?” 
 Malcolm pulled her back into a hug, suddenly feeling like he needed to have her even closer. He was back, and she was there with him, and everything was right in the world. He felt like he could cry, too. 
 “It’s a long story,” he said. “And I don’t completely understand it, myself.” 
 He pulled his helmet off, determined to give her a kiss, even if it only found its way to her cheek. He grinned at Tapestry, and then frowned as he saw the confusion in her expression. Confusion which quickly shifted to horror, and then to total despair. She brought her hands to her mouth and shook her head. 
 “No…” Tapestry’s body shook with another silent sob. “No! Why…?” 
 Malcolm was stunned by her sudden shift. 
 “What?” he said. “What is it?”  
 “Again!” she screamed. “Not again… Why… What did I do to deserve this a second time?” 
 Malcolm gaped at her. He reached a hand out to set onto her shoulder. She pulled back as though it were the red-hot tip of a fire brand. 
 “Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “I’m alive. You don’t have to –” 
 “Malcolm...” She wiped a hand across her eyes and put more distance between them. “Don’t come any closer!” 
 Her tone of voice triggered something inside of Malcolm. He looked down at his helmet, staring into his own reflection in the faceplate. What he saw there made his insides twist into a knot. 
 His skin was several shades darker than he remembered it being, with a hint of blue to its tone. A dozen or more small bumps ran around the crown of his skull in a circle. Malcolm crumpled, hanging where he was in zero gravity, but bending at the knees in an attempt to fall to them. 
 “Tapestry!” he cried. “Please, wait! I didn’t know!” 
 There was no response. He had no idea where she’d gone to on the ship. 

I didn’t know. How did I not know?

 He started after her, and then realized how it would seem if he confronted her and tried to make her understand. It was just the two of them aboard the ship. The circumstances couldn’t have been any more confining. Would they even stand a chance at making it back to Earth without Malcolm, now a demon, having an episode? Would he kill her if he did, a monster out of control, on a rampage that would be impossible to escape? 
 “No!” shouted Malcolm. “No…” 
 He pulled off the space suit and flung its pieces wide. Running his hands through his hair, Malcolm considered his options and knew that he only had one that made any sense, if he truly cared about Tapestry. 
 The inner airlock door was still open. Malcolm floated back through it, resting his hands on his knees as he floated in the center of the space. He let himself spin to face back toward the rest of the ship. 
 “I’m in the airlock, Tapestry,” he called. “You know… what needs to happen.” 
 He remembered waking up in his spacesuit. It felt like days ago, rather than less than an hour. He’d thought that dying in space alone, away from his friends, was his worst nightmare. Malcolm almost laughed out loud at how wrong he’d been. This was so much worse. The horror he’d seen on Tapestry’s face was so much more painful. 
 The inner airlock door slowly slid closed. Malcolm nodded, glad that she had the courage to do what needed to be done. He knew there was a feed from the airlock to the cockpit, and he let his eyes scan the wall until he saw the camera. 
 “It’s okay,” he said. “This is my decision as much as it is yours, Tapestry. I don’t want to hurt anybody. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 There was a strange irony to it. Malcolm had been one of the proponents of reform inside the Champion Authority. He’d wanted a different solution to the problem of demons and sprytes other than summary execution. 
 But this was different. He couldn’t take the risk of putting Tapestry in danger. Even if he managed to keep from hurting her, it was almost certain that if he had an episode, he’d damage the ship. And that was the same thing, in the end. 
 “Do it, Tapestry,” he said. “I’m so sorry. I let everyone down. I let you down.” 
 Malcolm closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and accepted his fate. 


 




CHAPTER 24

   
 Malcolm waited. His thoughts were suspended, not racing or reflecting on the events of his life, but empty, and almost meditative. He waited for his own death in full acceptance of it. 
 Minutes went by, long enough to pull him from his hollow reverie and make him realize that something was wrong. He heard an airlock door sliding, and realized with surprise that it was the inner door, the one behind him, leading back to the ship. 
 “Tapestry…” Malcolm slowly shook his head. 

She can’t keep me alive. That’s not an option here.

 Malcolm watched as she floated back toward him. He could tell that she’d been crying heavily, but it looked different than it would have back on Earth, tears floating free of her eyes and getting into her hair and on her forehead instead of leaving neat, downward trails. 
 She put her arms around him and let out a silent sob, her body shaking with it despite herself. Malcolm only hugged her back when he stopped to consider how cruel it would be for him not to. 
 “No…” he whispered. “Tapestry, I don’t want to hurt you. You know what you have to do.” 
 He felt her fingernails dig into his back slightly. 
 “You don’t want to hurt me?” she asked. She pulled and stared at him, anger clear in her eyes. “But you’d force me to make this decision? You idiot!” 
 Malcolm bowed his head. What other options did they have? He wasn’t himself anymore. He was a monster, and all it would take was his first lapse of control to jeopardize them both. Having him onboard the ship now was like sheltering a ticking time bomb. 
 “You would have done it back on Earth, if I’d turned,” said Malcolm. “Wouldn’t you have?” 
 He asked the question before giving it any really thought, and immediately wished that he hadn’t. He saw Tapestry’s thoughts going back to when Second Wind had turned into a demon and showed up at her house. He’d never gotten a chance to ask her for the full story of what had happened before he’d shown up. 
 “I… can’t lose you,” whispered Tapestry. “Not again.” 
 Her eyes met his, and Malcolm didn’t see any of the disgust and horror from before left in them. Instead, there was recognition, as though her mind was closing the gap between Malcolm the champion and whatever he was now. Seeing her working so hard to accept him healed a part of him he hadn’t realized was damaged. 
 “Tapestry…” He smiled at her, and suddenly felt his own overwhelming urge to cry. 

Keep it together, Malcolm. Focus on the situation.

 “We have to come up with a plan, then,” he continued. “This is… such a huge risk you’re taking. We have to come up with a way to ensure that at the very least, I’m not a danger to you.” 
 “Your focus activity,” said Tapestry. “The rock and roll music you love so much. I’ll see if ground control can email some of it to us.” 
 Malcolm smiled at her choice of words, but also at how committed she was to seeing her decision through. She was still Tapestry, and even if she was about to do something risky, she had too much wisdom to not approach it from the best angle. 
 “Lock me in one of the storage rooms,” said Malcolm. “Those doors are also airtight. That way, if something happens…” 

If I have an episode…

 “No,” said Tapestry. “I don’t think that will be necessary.” 
 “Tapestry…” 
 “I’m in charge, Malcolm,” she said, sharply. “That’s the first thing we need to be totally clear on. You’ve forfeited any claim of authority you might have had on the ship when…” She trailed off, unsure of her words. “When the accident happened. I have a clear head and will be the one calling the shots from here forward.” 
 Malcolm couldn’t help but smile. 
 “Well, you certainly haven’t gotten any less bossy,” he said. 
 A small smiled crept onto Tapestry’s lips, though Malcolm could tell she was trying to suppress it. She was still floating close to him, and hesitantly, she extended a hand toward his face. 
 “Was it… painful?” she asked. 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “I don’t know,” he said. “When I got hit, I lost consciousness. I woke up in the middle of space, not knowing where the ship was, with no communications. And apparently, I’d already turned.” 
 Tapestry winced in sympathy. 
 “And your powers…?” 
 Malcolm smiled. 
 “They’re back,” he said. “And stronger than ever.” 
 A sudden urge called out to him. He wanted to show her, or rather, he wanted to show off. He had more power at the tips of his fingers than he’d ever imagined possible. How amazing would it be to give Tapestry a demonstration, to show her that they weren’t powerless against their enemies anymore? 
 He forced it down, seeing it for what it was. But it took willpower to keep contained, and Malcolm felt a dark suspicion that it would be impossible to keep under control forever. 
 “Are there any other changes I should know about?” asked Tapestry. 
 “Such as…?” 
 Malcolm saw her blush slightly, but couldn’t guess at what the cause of it was. She didn’t elaborate further on her question. 
 “Well, I guess we should continue on, then,” she said. “With the mission. I think it’s better if I deal with ground control alone now, just so we don’t have to do too much explaining.” 
 “There’s a good chance they’ve already seen me over one of the camera feeds,” said Malcolm. 
 Tapestry shook her head. 
 “Only the one in the cockpit is a constant feed back to Earth,” she said. “I asked about that.” 
 “Well… alright,” said Malcolm. “I agree. I’ll stay in the background and let you be the brave captain of the ship.” 
 Tapestry gave him a look of feigned frustration, but the smile behind it was real. 
 “Malcolm…” she said. She looked as though she had something else to add, but stopped herself. 
 “This is weird for me, too,” said Malcolm. “But I promise you, Tapestry. I’m going to keep myself in line. Even if it kills me.” 


 




CHAPTER 25

   
 The next few hours passed by in a surreal blur. Malcolm found himself avoiding Tapestry, his own worries about what might happen outweighing his feelings for her.  
 He spent several minutes in the ship’s cramped bathroom, floating in front of a mirror and barely recognizing the face staring back at him. He still looked like himself when it came to the basic features, but at a glance, all Malcolm saw was monster. It wasn’t until he looked for the details, the lines of his chin and cheekbones, that he saw himself. 
 He was a little surprised that he didn’t look like Second Wind had as a monster. His copy’s skin had gone pale white, while Malcolm was now more of a faint blue. If not for the bumps along his skull, he might have been able to pass for normal under the right lighting conditions. 
 True to Tapestry’s word, she had the ground control team send up a playlist of Malcolm’s favorite 90s rock songs. Hearing Blink-182 and Nirvana playing through the ship’s speakers only made the entire situation seem even stranger. He kept expecting himself to wake up at any second. 

It’s not a dream, though. I know it isn’t.

 “There’s food out here, if you aren’t too scared to be in the same room as me,” called Tapestry. 
 Malcolm couldn’t keep from smiling as he headed toward the common room. A part of him was still caught on how she’d reacted when she’d first seen him as a demon, and how much of her reaction he’d shared with his own feelings. 
 It felt wrong for her to accept him. It felt like he was watching her go against long held beliefs and convictions, and in doing so, burning a piece of who she was. He was the catalyst for that, and the guilt Malcolm felt was real, justified or not. 
 “Space food isn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be,” said Tapestry. “Though obviously, it pales in comparison to what I could cook with a proper kitchen.” 
 “Of course,” said Malcolm. 
 She frowned at him, sensing his conflict, and shook her head. 
 “Quit feeling sorry for yourself,” she said. 
 “I’m not.” 
 “Then quit feeling sorry for me,” said Tapestry. “Whatever it is you’re feeling, get rid of it. We still have a mission to accomplish, and I won’t have you distracted.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. He ripped open a vacuum sealed plastic bag of dried vegetable chips. 
 “I’ll try,” he said. 
 Tapestry watched him for a couple of seconds. She looked concerned and worried. Malcolm wanted to yell at her, to make her understand that he didn’t deserve her sympathy anymore. He was a demon, dangerous, uncontrolled, and out of place. 
 He found it odd that he could have such a thought, as a demon. It was one of many oddities he’d noticed about his transformation. As far as Malcolm could tell, he wasn’t suffering any major memory loss. And unless it had happened while he was unconscious in the suit, he hadn’t suffered a breakout episode in the same way many other monsters did. 

Second Wind turned into a sociopath when he became a demon and tried to destroy the world. Why am I not being pulled down that same path?

 Malcolm wondered if it was because of the circumstances, or his personality, or perhaps a combination of both. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that he’d lost his abilities, and gone from essentially being a human at baseline directly into demonhood. He was still wondering when Tapestry reached a finger out and poked him in the cheek. 
 “Quit doing that,” she said. 
 “Doing what?” 
 “Thinking so much.” She sighed. “What we need to be doing right now is moving forward. Not getting stuck on the details of our less than perfect situation.” 
 They ate their food in silence after that. Malcolm wasn’t sure what time it was, or if that even mattered in space, but he was tired, and so was Tapestry. He hesitated after the meal instead of following her into the crew quarters, wondering if he should find somewhere else to sleep. Tapestry came to confront him at the edge of the connecting hatch. 
 “You’re such a boy,” she said.  
 Malcolm shook his head. 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 “You don’t even have a clue.” She folded her arms, her eyes appraising him flatly. “Don’t you think I’d be able to tell if there was something fundamentally wrong, or broken in you, now that you’re a… demon?” 
 Malcolm felt his face flush at her words. 
 “Actually, I don’t think that,” said Malcolm. “And I don’t think it’s fair to assume that just because I’m controlled and collected right now, I’m always going to be!” 
 He felt anger rising in his chest, but it wasn’t for her, or even himself. It was vague and open, anger at the world. Anger at fate. 
 “And it isn’t about whether I’m broken or not,” said Malcolm. “It’s about what I’m putting you through. And all the ways I can imagine accidentally making you suffer, because of what I am now.” 
 Tapestry floated over to him. Her eyes never left his as she moved. Malcolm was suddenly aware of her again. He’d forced himself not to be after coming back in through the airlock, but he could see her now. Her body, her face. He could feel her emotions. He knew that she was going to kiss him. 
 And she did. Malcolm let her melt her body into his, and kissed her back. It was such a strange sensation in zero gravity, familiar but new. And along with it came a rush of emotion, none of them new, but all of them stronger than he remembered. 

Is this what Rose felt when she kissed me? Are deeper emotions just part of being a monster?

 If they were, Tapestry was also sharing in them. She had a stunned look in her eyes as their kiss ended. Malcolm realized that one of his hands had drifted to grope at her butt, and the other held her securely by the waist, as though he was planning to rip her jumpsuit to shreds, rather than taking it off her properly. 
 Tapestry blushed. Her eyes took on a curious quality, and she reached out to his face with her hands, her fingers tracing along the bumps on his skull. 
 “Do they hurt?” she whispered. 
 “No,” said Malcolm. “They don’t feel like anything.” 
 Tapestry floated up a couple of inches and planted a kiss along his crown. Malcolm took the opportunity to slide the zipper of her jumpsuit down a couple of inches, revealing the cleavage of her breasts. 
 He let his lips glide along her neck, and Tapestry let out a soft sigh. They kissed again, passion building as their bodies pulled together, grinding into each other. Malcolm unzipped Tapestry further and discovered that bras weren’t mandatory in space. He ran his thumb over one of her pink nipples. Tapestry shivered, her cheeks turning red. 
 A sudden rush of emotion clouded Malcolm’s senses. He kissed Tapestry again, pressing himself hungrily against her. He felt Tapestry opening herself to him, relenting in the face of his hot, sexual aggression. He slid her jumpsuit down further, pulling his own off, along with his boxers. 
 And then, his head bumped into the ceiling. Malcolm grimaced and rubbed the point of contact, temporarily distracted from the eroticism of the moment. Tapestry looked like she was holding back laughter. 
 “It might be tricky, if we’re both free floating,” she said. Malcolm watched as she pushed off from the ceiling, floating naked through the room and over to one of the tethered sleeping bags. “Care to join me?” 
 She slid into the bag, and Malcolm rushed to follow her. It was a tight fit, but that only served to reignite the fire of lust burning inside of him. Tapestry tightened the draw string, locking them both in, and within seconds, Malcolm was sliding the tip of his shaft into her. 
 “Oh…” moaned Tapestry. “Oh god!” 
 There was a dirty, guilty quality to her voice, as though she couldn’t believe what she was doing. Malcolm understood it on more than one level. She’d sworn herself off him after all the lies and deceit, and she also still held the values of the Champion Authority, her conviction in fighting against demons and sprytes. 

Now a demon is fucking her. And not just any demon.

 Malcolm felt his need urging him forward, but there was more to the encounter than just primal instincts. Tapestry was offering more than just her naked body to him. She was offering him absolution, in a sense. A second chance at proving that he was someone worth believing in. 
 The bag held them in place as Malcolm pushed into her, punctuating each rough thrust with a soft kiss. Tapestry barely had room to wrap her legs around him. It was a strange sensation, having her in that position, but not needing to support her weight. It let Malcolm take his time, and focus on what he was doing. 
 He let his hands trace over the contours of her breasts, grinding his shaft forward to stimulate her as much as possible. Tapestry was breathing heavily, soft gasps occasionally stealing past her lips. He kissed her neck, inhaling her scent as he enjoyed every inch of her body. 
 They were both moving, swaying back and forth in the bag like a wind sock wavering in a breeze. Tapestry was no longer making any attempt to control her moans. Malcolm groped at her breasts and kissed her deeply, pulling back right as they both reached their limits. 
 In that moment of shared ecstasy, Tapestry forced him to hold her gaze. He tried to glance away, feeling suddenly ashamed at the way he’d pushed so far forward back into sexual territory. Tapestry cupped her cheek in her hands and made him look at her. 

She has me. For her, I’ll keep myself from ever losing control.



 




CHAPTER 26

   
 Certain aspects of sex in space weren’t glamorous. The interesting positions raised by the possibility of zero gravity were counterbalanced by the annoyance of dealing with the reality of moisture and fluids. Malcolm and Tapestry abandoned the bag they’d been sharing in the ship’s washing machine within the bathroom after discovering that particular reality. 
 They slept in separate sleeping bags, though they drifted close by each other. It was the most restful sleep Malcolm had experienced in months. 
 Tapestry announced to him the next morning that the ship was nearing position for the Europa landing. She told him that ground control had decided that only one of them should take the lander down, even though the mission had originally planned for two to be inside the small moon craft. 
 “I’ll do it,” said Malcolm. “I’ve already experienced being inside a spacesuit once. It just makes more sense.” 
 He expected Tapestry to protest, but instead, she nodded in agreement. 
 “I think so too.” She frowned, looking worried. “Just… be careful. The last time you went outside the ship…” 

I came back as a demon.

 “Yeah, I think that can only happen once,” he said, with a smile. “Also, I’m pretty sure I’ve burned through my supply of bad luck for the mission.” 
 The only thing they had left to wait on was for the tiny orbital probes Tapestry had released at ground control’s behest to find Savior’s exact location. The moon was large, but small enough for the task to not be quite as daunting as it had originally sounded. Within a couple of hours, Tapestry informed him that they’d found what appeared to be Savior near one of Europa’s equatorial regions. 
 “And he’s still alive?” asked Malcolm, voicing the fear that he was sure Tapestry also shared. 
 “There’s no way to tell,” said Tapestry. “He’s just a dot on the sensors to the orbital probes.” 
 “Well, we can at least hope,” said Malcolm. “This is Savior we’re talking about.” 
 He thought back to the time he’d spent with the leader of the Champion Authority. Savior had been immune to essentially everything. Malcolm smiled a little as he thought about how that immunity had also seemed to extend to Savior’s public persona, his social and political gaffes never doing more than entertaining anyone who witnessed them.  
 Another hour went by before the orbital probes returned with confirmation of Savior’s location, and then it took another two for the ship to orbit around into position. Tapestry busied herself in the cockpit, poring over ground control’s instructions. When it was time, Malcolm heard her voice over the intercom. 
 “We have to do it now, Malcolm,” she said. “Get a space suit on and get yourself into the lander.” 

Still as bossy as ever.

 He picked a different suit than the damaged one he’d worn during his spacewalk. Tapestry came into the back of the ship to help him put it on, which he appreciated. Pulling the helmet in place triggered a sudden anxiety in him, fear leftover from what he’d felt while floating aimlessly through the void. 
 “You can do this,” said Tapestry. “I’ll still be within quick radio contact. All you need to do is ride the lander down, find Savior, and ride it back up. He should be within sight of wherever you touch down.” 
 “Got it.” 
 He climbed into the lander, which was attached to the side of the airlock. Tapestry sealed the door behind him using the controls in the cockpit. It was a cramped vessel, with a battery of controls that Malcolm didn’t know the function of and a small, circular viewport that looked out over Europa and Jupiter. 
 The view was breath taking, but not just for its beauty. The blackness of space meant something new to him after what he’d been though in his spacewalk. His palms began to sweat, and his heart fluttered with panic. It was the opposite of claustrophobia, a deep, not so irrational fear of being lost to the immensity of open space. 
 “Malcolm?” asked Tapestry. “Are you okay?” 
 “I’m fine,” he lied. “Can you see my heart rate?” 
 “I can see all your vitals,” she said. “I’m closing the door to the airlock and depressurizing it, as launch procedure dictates. You’ll be detaching shortly.” 
 Malcolm nodded, though of course, Tapestry couldn’t see the movement. He barely listened as she went through several other protocols, too distracted by what he could see outside the viewport. It felt as though he was preparing to face his own death. 

Nothing will go wrong this time. I won’t even be in space, just on Europa and in the lander.

 “Are you ready Malcolm?” asked Tapestry, over the speaker in his helmet. 
 “More than ready,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 “Alright. Good luck.” 
 There was the noise of a lock releasing, and then the lander was moving freely, falling away from the main ship. Messages streamed across one of the screens on the control console to his side. Tapestry had explained to him that most of the landing was automated, so there was very little for him to do when it came to “flying” the lander. 
 It fell toward Europa at a swift rate, the moon growing brighter and bigger as he approached its grand visage from space. He hadn’t been on the ship during its launch from Earth, so he’d never gotten a chance to see his own planet like this, a chance to really appreciate the scale of it. 
 Europa was huge, a moon, but also a world. The idea of finding a single man on its surface suddenly seemed like a ludicrous task. Malcolm tried to push the thought away, knowing that it was the worst possible time for him to be having such doubts. 
 Tiny rockets in the feet of the lander ignited as it began to pick up real speed, slowing his descent. The gravity was less than Earth’s, less than Luna, even, but still enough to make gliding down necessary. 
 More details of Europa’s surface began to come into view. It was a massive sheet of ice, with cracks in places, and thermal vents releasing vapor in others. Though the lander was descending toward a flat, open plain, Malcolm still felt fear prickle his neck as he imagined what would happen if he accidentally landed in one of the cracks. 
 Scientists had long theorized that underneath Europa’s ice could exist an entire ocean of life. Malcolm was looking for life on top of it, for a single living organism to bring back to Earth. And he desperately hoped that he’d be able to find him. 


 




CHAPTER 27

   
 The lander bounced on the ice as it touched down. Malcolm could hear Tapestry’s voice in his ear, though she was muttering to herself more than speaking to him. She read from a checklist, asking him for info on a dozen different stats from the command display before sounding satisfied that the landing had gone off without a hitch. 
 “Malcolm?” she called, over the speaker. “Are you ready?” 
 “About as ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. 
 “Once the lander depressurizes and opens its door, it stays open until you come back with Savior,” she said. “There’s no point in pressurizing it with nobody inside. This will make it easier when it comes time for you to leave, but it also means that the oxygen in your suit is all you have to breathe for the entire search.” 
 Malcolm took a calming breath, trying and failing to keep his thoughts away from the last time he’d been in his suit, reliant on a tiny supply of oxygen. 
 “Let’s just get this over with,” he said. “This is what needs to be done. I’ll go out there and do it.” 
 “Good,” said Tapestry. “Good luck. And… please come back alive. The spaceship is lonely without you.” 
 She said the last sentence in a flirtatious tone, and Malcolm had to admit, it helped cheer him up. 
 “I will,” he said. 
 Tapestry depressurized the lander’s compartment and opened the door leading outside. Malcolm made his way to the edge, where a small, metal staircase had unfolded to make it easier for him to climb down. 
 “I feel like I should say something,” said Malcolm. “And I need to make these words count, don’t I? First man on Europa…” 
 “Savior was the first man on Europa,” said Tapestry. “Don’t waste time.” 
 “You are the queen of wet blankets.” 
 He hopped down from the lander, not feeling the need to take the stairs. His stomach lurched as he slowly descended. The sensation was strange, and the light tug of gravity was noticeable, but nowhere near the strength of Earth’s. When he landed, he felt the slick ice beneath his feet. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “Where am I headed?” 
 “He should be to the northeast,” said Tapestry. “There is a compass built into the heads up display in your helmet.” 
 Malcolm grunted his acknowledgement and set off. It made more sense for him to take wide, leaping steps. He briefly pushed his awareness out to see if there was enough of an atmosphere on Europa for him to use his wind manipulation, but the air was just too thin for it to work. 
 He was on the side of the moon facing the sun, and there was plenty of light to see by. Still, Malcolm didn’t see Savior right away, as the cracks in the ice made visibility difficult. He moved slowly, checking in with Tapestry and the compass to make sure he was still on course. He was beginning to think that the probes had been wrong when he finally spotted him. 
 The body of a man in his mid-fifties, with salt and pepper hair and a clean-shaven face, lay prone on the ice. Malcolm’s heart sank as he drew closer and noticed the bluish tone to the man’s skin. Savior was dead, and the disappointment Malcolm felt made him question every decision he’d made over the past few days. 
 “I found him, Tapestry.” The tone of his voice as he spoke the words said more than the actual words. Tapestry let out a discouraged sigh and said nothing. 
 Malcolm drew closer to Savior’s body, part of him denying the truth of what he was seeing. With his powers, Savior should technically have been able to survive Europa’s harsh cold and thin atmosphere indefinitely. Of course, he’d have to use them constantly in order to do it. Malcolm wondered if the strain of attempting such a feat for months on end had grown to be too much for him. 
 He frowned, noticing that there were scratches on the ice next to Savior’s body. Scratches that formed letters, and sentences. Some of it had been covered by a thin layer of windblown ice shards, but Malcolm brushed it aside, revealing Savior’s last message to the world. 

“Worst. Vacation. Ever. Send me to a tropical planet next time, preferably one with those tasty drinks with the tiny umbrellas. I did try to hold on, for what it’s worth. It wasn’t the strain that got to me, but the boredom. In the end, the one-person Savior couldn’t save was himself. How ironic.


Please don’t let the people give up without me. I die in peace only because I have hope that the world is strong enough to go on.


Dennis “Savior” Mathers”

 The words contained enough of Savior’s quirky sense of humor to make the reality of his death all the more real. Malcolm let out a slow, shaky sigh, wishing that he’d held on for just a little longer. He wondered if maybe Savior deserved some rest, even if he only found it in death. 
 “Worst vacation ever,” he muttered. “Tapestry, Savior scratched his last words into the ice. I don’t want them to be lost after we leave. Can you take a photo of my visual feed from the ship?” 
 He waited a couple of seconds. She didn’t respond. 
 “Tapestry?” 
 Still no response. Malcolm felt panic slowly spreading through his body. 
 “Malcolm!” she suddenly shouted. “She opened the portal again! Multi came through, and–” 
 The connection cut off as quickly as it had opened. It felt as though the cold of Europa’s atmosphere was seeping in through his suit as icy dread gripped Malcolm’s heart. He turned and started sprinting, as much as he could in the light gravity, back toward the lander. 
 It took off without him before he’d made it a dozen steps. Malcolm stared at it in shock as the rockets accelerated the tiny craft hundreds of feet into the air, out of his reach, and then out of the moon’s atmosphere. 
 “Tapestry!” he shouted. “The lander! I… I’m stuck here.” 
 Again, there was no response. Malcolm felt familiar emotions of despair and hopelessness crashing over him. He’d been in this situation before and made it out alive. He could do it again. 
 He put all his willpower into gathering what little air Europa had into a stream that he could control with his wind manipulation. It felt like trying to drink water from the air on a humid day. There just wasn’t enough of an atmosphere on the moon for him to make it work. 
 He reached out toward Jupiter, but it wasn’t in sight, and Malcolm suspected that if he waited for Europa to rotate around far enough for it to be visible, it would already be too late. And that was assuming that he could pull off the herculean feat of coopting a planet’s wind from a massive distance a second time. 
 None of the other moons of Jupiter with atmospheres were in sight, either. Europa was the furthest out of Jupiter’s primary moons, meaning they were all on its night side, along with the planet itself.  
 Malcolm’s frustration manifested itself in the form of a headache and a tirade of obscenities. He swore into the inside of his helmet, hoping the communications line was still open, given that most of his vulgarity was in the form of threats directed at Multi. 
 Slowly, Malcolm made his way back over to Savior’s body. The dead man had his eyes open, and there was a slight smile on his face. It comforted Malcolm a little to know that he’d been at peace when he died. He sensed that he wouldn’t be afforded the same privilege. 
 “Damn it,” he muttered. “What would you do, Savior?” 
 He reached out and took Savior’s hand into his glove. It was like taking hold of an ice statue, and it was cold enough to penetrate Malcolm’s suit. He felt an odd prickling sensation and jerked his hand back, wondering if frostbite could set in so rapidly. 

Wait a second… I know that feeling. Did I just… absorb his powers?



 




CHAPTER 28

   
 Malcolm searched his awareness, hope burgeoning in him and then deflating in the span of a second. He had absorbed Savior’s powers once before, back when he’d first met the leader of the Champion Authority. And now, as had happened then, he couldn’t figure out how to make Savior’s abilities work. 
 And though he’d never attempted it before, Malcolm was reasonably certain that absorbing powers from dead bodies wasn’t something he was capable of, let alone doing it through his gloves. Or was it? How much had becoming a monster enhanced his abilities? 
 He examined Savior more closely, going so far as to push a finger out against his face. He was definitely dead, and frozen all the way through. 
 It didn’t matter. He was familiar enough with the sensation to know that he had, in fact, absorbed the man’s powers. Perhaps his mimicry had grown stronger since he’d become a demon. That had been the case with Second Wind, and the cause behind him losing his powers six months earlier, during their last confrontation. 

The only thing that matters now is whether I can get back to the ship.

 Malcolm took a deep breath. The only thing he knew for certain about Savior’s powers was that he’d only been able to use one at a time. He had five in total: flight, invulnerability, super strength, energy blasts, and offensive illusions. Malcolm lingered as he considered each of them, trying to find the mental switch to trigger each one, and failing. 
 “I need to fly!” he muttered. “God damn it! I need to get back to the ship!” 
 He tensed his muscles and squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating harder than he ever had before in his life. For an instant, he felt it. Not the full arsenal of Savior’s powers, but the potential for flight. He was aware of it for long enough to know that it would work. Savior’s flight utilized a different mechanism than his own wind manipulation. He could use it to leave Europa, and with his space suit, it wouldn’t matter that Malcolm could only use a single power at a time. 

Focus. Don’t think about Tapestry. Don’t think about Rose, back on Earth. Focus.

 It was a process of concentration, like trying to do advanced math in his head, except more abstract, and more of a full body process. Drops of sweat beaded on Malcolm’s forehead. His fingers cramped up, followed by the muscles in his jaw. 
 In that moment, Malcolm understood Savior better than he ever had before. Savior’s distracted nature and odd sense of humor had both been a result of the intense focus he needed to maintain in order to use his powers as freely as he had. 
 Malcolm was grunting with the exertion of it. His vision wavered, and he accidentally bit the tip of his tongue. The diaper that he’d been forced to wear underneath his spacesuit, blessedly, remained unsoiled. Malcolm was reeling from the exertion, on the verge of giving up, when he finally lifted into the air. 
 He gasped as he rose up a few feet above the surface of Europa and the floodgates opened. Much like pushing a snowball down a hill, the act of concentrating became easier once he’d gotten over that first hurdle. It still wasn’t easy, by any means, but Malcolm had enough momentum to push himself upward, escaping Europa’s light gravity and hurtling upward after his ship. 
 He wished he could feel the wind through his hair, but of course, the moon had no wind, and Malcolm was in a spacesuit. He focused his thoughts on what he needed to do, noting that the euphoric pull of overusing his powers was still as present as ever. 
 The lights of the spaceship were visible in the sky even on the dayside of Europa. Malcolm flew toward the vessel as fast as he could, determined to recapture it. He was tense, fearing that Multi might have already harmed Tapestry, but forced himself to maintain focused on the task at hand. 
 Flying through space, outside of Europa’s gravity, felt much the same as flying anywhere else. Malcolm was relieved by that, but it also made Savior’s death that much more tragic. It was clear to Malcolm why he couldn’t use more than one of his powers at once, given how much concentration they took to activate. But if he’d been able to, he would have made it back to Earth without trouble. 
 The ship grew larger in the distance. Malcolm flew faster, not willing to allow Tapestry to be in danger for even a second longer than necessary. He slowed his pace in time to draw even with the orbiting craft, and then on a hunch, made his way around to the viewing port in the cockpit.  
 The lighting inside the ship, combined with the darkness of space outside, made it easy for him to see through the thick, radiation shielded glass. Multi held Tapestry at gunpoint just beyond the hallway that led to the central chamber. There were at least three Multis on the ship, but another detail jumped out at Malcolm and almost made him grin with excitement. 
 The portal they’d used to come through to the ship was still open. Malcolm decided in an instant what he needed to do, and committed himself to doing it immediately rather than exploring alternatives. 
 He took a deep breath and summoned his power. Yes, he could feel Savior’s other powers, the ones that he used less often than his flight. Malcolm’s teeth began grinding together as he tried to form an energy blast. 
 A sudden cramp took hold in his stomach, as though a few of his internal organs were trying to make a jail break. Malcolm kept his mouth closed, fearing the horrors of what could happen if he left it open in the confinement of his spacesuit. He stretched his hand out and kept forming the blast. 
 His head was pounding now, his vision flickering and threatening to fade to black in time with the pulsing pain. The blast formed over his palm outside the suit, a quivering, bright blue ball of energy. As soon as it reached a viable size, the body load ceased abruptly, making him gasp at the contrast. Several of the Multis perked their heads up within the ship. 

So… They’re listening to my audio feed.

 “Quick poll,” Malcolm said into the silence of his helmet. “Raise your hand if you believe in karma.” 
 He slammed the energy blast into the ship’s viewport. It shattered into thousands of tiny, jagged pieces, all of which flew by him like bits of shrapnel as the inside of the ship depressurized. Several cut large gashes into his spacesuit. Malcolm ignored it, knowing he wouldn’t need the suit for much longer. 
 Tapestry and the Multis had been knocked off their feet by the sudden shift of air. Malcolm didn’t stop to fight any of them. He couldn’t have, even if he’d wanted to. The effort of switching from building the energy blast back to flight mode felt like trying to switch between dancing and juggling while sick with the flu. 
 He had just enough focus to scoop a surprised looking Tapestry up over his shoulder and hurl himself through the green portal while the Multis were still floundering in confusion. 


 




CHAPTER 29

   
 They landed in a familiar hospital room on the other side of the portal. Malcolm’s legs buckled beneath him as soon as they hit the ground, his body reacting to the reintroduction with Earth’s gravity. Tapestry fell beside him, alternating between coughing and taking heaving, gasping breaths. 
 There were two more Multis in the room, and one of them had already pulled out a pistol. Malcolm flung himself down, shielding Tapestry with his body. Gunshots ripped through the hospital room. He glanced over his shoulder to see that though the bullets had missed him, they’d struck Jade Portal, who was still confined to her hospital bed. 
 The sound of her flat lining filled the room. Malcolm glared at the Multi with the gun, raising a hand and flinging the man back with a burst of wind manipulation. His pistol went spinning across the floor. Several nurses rushed into the room, hesitating at the strange sight of Malcolm in his bulky, futuristic space suit. He helped Tapestry to her feet and pulled her out into the hallway. 
 The Multi who had opened fire was reaching to pick up his gun. Malcolm summoned the wind again, this time throwing him violently to the ground and knocking him unconscious. He heard footsteps and turned to see the second Multi slowly approaching them, hands outstretched. 
 He still looked similar enough to the boss Malcolm remembered that it caught him off guard. Multi was fully bald now, his misshapen head easily visible, but he was still recognizable. It was something about his eyes, which seemed to constantly analyze and assess, rather than just look. 
 “It’s you,” said the Multi. 
 “Yes, it’s me,” said Malcolm. He pulled off his helmet and slowly stood up. He grimaced to himself has he stood, still readjusting to the gravitational pull on his body. Multi’s eyes went wide when he saw his face, and only then did Malcolm remember something he’d nearly forgotten. 

Right. I’m a demon now. I’ll be getting a lot of that.

 A slow smile spread across Multi’s face. He reached into his shirt pocket, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. 
 “Can we talk for a bit?” he asked. 
 “Talk?” Tapestry took a step forward. “How many times have you tried to kill us, Multi? And you expect us to talk to you? Why would we even consider it?” 
 Multi looked as though he was barely even listening to her. He’d obviously directed the question at Malcolm, who was in the process of stripping off the bulky spacesuit, tossing pieces of it to the floor, heedless of what happened to them now. 
 “You can talk,” said Malcolm. “But the only thing I’m interested in hearing from you is where to find him.” 
 “Your copy, you mean?” Multi grinned. “The mighty Zeus. Yes… I suspect you won’t have to look far to find him. In fact, it’s more likely that he’ll find you. He’ll come looking for you as soon as I tell him about this.” 
 Malcolm nodded slowly, returning Multi’s grin with a smile of his own. 
 “Good,” said Malcolm. “That will save me time.” 
 He tapped Tapestry on the shoulder and started down the hallway. 
 “You didn’t rescue Savior,” said Multi. “Even as a demon, I don’t see how you’d stand a chance against him. Not after what he’s become.” 
 Malcolm contemplated showing off a little before deciding that it would be counterproductive. Multi wasn’t a threat to them anymore, but he could be, if he passed on knowledge of Malcolm’s new strength on to Second Wind. 
 “I’ll take my chances,” said Malcolm. 
 Multi laughed. “This is like poetry,” he said. “What’s the point of you even fighting him? You’re the same, both of you. Why does it matter who lives and who dies? You’ll go on to make the same choices, and have the same effect on the world.” 
 “We aren’t the same,” said Malcolm, after a moment’s hesitation. “We were once. And I don’t know what happened to him to change him. But…” 
 He frowned, lacking the words to explain how he felt about his renegade copy. It was something he’d tried to avoid thinking about for a long time. How could Second Wind have committed all of those atrocities? He’d wiped cities off the map and murdered innocents as though the value of human life meant nothing to him. 
 He shared all of Malcolm’s memories sans the better part of a year they’d been apart. What could have changed Second Wind, changed Malcolm so much to turn him into a monster in the truest sense of the word? 

Do I want to know the answer to that question? Maybe finding the truth would do the same thing to me…

 “Ask him,” said Multi. “When he comes to kill you, please, ask him why. See what he says.” 
 There was something about Multi’s tone of voice that made the hair on Malcolm’s arms stand up straight. He avoided Multi’s gaze, wondering if it was safe for them to leave him and his unconscious copy there in the hospital. Multi would have more copies, elsewhere, Malcolm decided. It changed nothing if he killed these two, or let them live. 
 “You should prepare yourself, Multi,” said Malcolm. “The day of reckoning has finally come. It’s time to set things right.” 
 “You both have that ridiculous dramatic streak,” said Multi. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to see you two fight to the death. He’ll win, of course. You’re throwing your life away.” 
 Malcolm glanced at the demon who’d once been his boss and mentor. He’d been Malcolm’s enemy for far longer than he’d ever been his friend. But now, what was he? A simple demon, his powers far outclassed by Malcolm and Second Wind. 
 A sudden thought came to Malcolm. He walked over to Multi slowly. Multi didn’t flinch back in time as Malcolm reached out and took hold of his hand. His eyes widened as he realized what was about to happen. 
 “What… are you doing?” asked Multi. 
 “Testing something.” Malcolm concentrated on his power mimicry. That wasn’t the right term for it anymore. It had grown since he’d become a demon, turned into something more like power leeching. 
 Multi let out a gasp as Malcolm absorbed his power. He wasn’t doing it because he wanted Multi’s power. He’d already learned his lesson from using it once. And, given that Multi’s secondary copies were unable to use the copying power themselves, there was little real need for him to take any action against that particular Multi. All Malcolm wanted was to see if his suspicions were correct about what would happen. 
 Multi’s face paled, and the bumps on his skull dissolved into his skin instantly. The red tone that his skin had held as a demon faded to the slight tan he’d had as a normal man, and even the faint freckles on his cheeks became visible again. 

I can turn people back to normal…

 “Oh my god…” Tapestry came up beside Malcolm and squeezed. “Malcolm… Do you know what this means?” 
 He nodded slowly.  
 “I do,” he said. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. This won’t mean anything until I’ve dealt with him.” 
 Second Wind. Malcolm considered the fact that his copy had that same power. A fight between them might come down to who could get a bare hand onto the other’s skin first. Or perhaps it could even be done through clothing, as Malcolm had absorbed Savior’s power through the spacesuit. 
 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.” 


 




CHAPTER 30

   
 It was the middle of the night outside. Malcolm would have been surprised if his experience on the spaceship hadn’t been so traumatizing to his circadian rhythm. He carried Tapestry in his arms as he flew, first intending to bring them both back to his hideout. She elbowed him in the ribs after only a couple of seconds and pointed out that her car was still in Halter City. 
 He dropped down beside it and set her back on her feet. Tapestry was looking at him strangely, as though seeing him in the dark, back on Earth, was a different experience than seeing him in the sterile, surreal environment of the spaceship. 

Seeing that I’m a demon. It’s real for her, now.

 “Second Wind is going to come for me,” said Malcolm. “I’m going to need all the help I can get. Do you have a way of getting in touch with the other champions?” 
 Tapestry nodded. 
 “It might take me some time,” she said.  
 “That’s fine,” said Malcolm. “Better late than never.” 
 And better to have Tapestry as far away from what was about to happen as he could possibly send her. He kept a neutral expression on his face, hating himself for the deceit, but knowing that it was necessary. He had to face Second Wind alone. 
 “I’ll see what I can do,” said Tapestry. 
 “Good. Meet me at our old base when you find them.” 
 “I will.” Tapestry stared at him, her emotions showing through her serious and resolved expression. “Malcolm… I don’t know how they’ll react to what’s happened to you.” 
 “Well, then we’ll be in the same boat,” he said, forcing his shoulders into a shrug. “I’m still trying to react to it, myself.” 
 Tapestry nodded, still hesitating instead of getting into her car. 
 “After this, I’m going to have to go back to my old life,” she said. 
 Malcolm nodded, hearing the unspoken implication. 

She can’t bring a demon into her world. Even if it’s me.

 “Tapestry,” he said. “I understand.” 
 He wondered if he truly did understand, or if he was just saying the words to assuage her guilt. Malcolm had loved Rose, knowing that she was a spryte. He’d risked everything for her, and never judged her for something that hadn’t been her choice. But was it fair for him to expect the same from Tapestry? 
 “You should go,” said Malcolm. “Drive safe.” 
 He took off into flight before she could say anything more, opting to use his wind manipulation for lift, rather than Savior’s more complicated powers. 
 Despite his turbulent emotions, he was still able to find a deep pleasure in the feeling of the wind against his face. He wished all of life and all of the world could be that simple. But it wasn’t, and as much as he wanted to take his time in the air, he knew he needed to rush back to his hideout. 
 Malcolm landed outside the warehouse and immediately knew something was wrong. There was someone waiting for him. He’d gone as fast as he physically could, and yet still, Second Wind must have beaten him there. He gritted his teeth and felt for Savior’s powers as he faced off against the shadowed figure in the corner of the warehouse. 
 “…Malcolm.” 
 Rose stepped forward, close enough for him to make out the details of her silhouette, and know without a doubt that it was her. It was her… and she’d said his name. 
 “Rose…”  
 For a moment, he stood where he was, unsure of whether to rush forward to her, or let her come to him. It was like encountering a baby deer that seemed unafraid of humans. He smiled at the notion of comparing Rose to, of all things, a baby deer. 
 “You remember me?” Malcolm asked. 
 “I do,” said Rose. “I remember just about everything. Including… Brenden. And… what happened between the two of you.” 
 Malcolm felt himself tense up as he thought back to Rose’s former fiancé, who’d come to Vanderbrook intent on killing both her and himself. It was his way of getting retribution for the accidental death of their child at Rose’s hands. 

She didn’t mention her daughter, Hope. Maybe she doesn’t remember that. Or maybe it’s just too painful.

 “Are you okay?” asked Rose. “I didn’t mean to catch you off guard.” 
 Malcolm chuckled, knowing that there was so much he needed to explain to her, in so little time. 
 “There’s something you should know,” he said, slowly. He took a couple steps to the side, until his foot bumped into one of the little flashlights he kept in the warehouse in case of emergency. “I’ll explain how it happened when I have the time, I promise.” 
 He picked up the flashlight and used it to illuminate his face. He closed his eyes, waiting for a gasp, a shocked cry, or a desperate denial. It never came. Instead, Rose walked over to him, her arms folded across her chest pensively. 
 “Hmm…” she said. “Well, at least you’re blue instead of some weird color. Green would have made you look like a lizard.” 
 “Rose…” He turned the flashlight off and glared at her, though the expression was useless in the dark. 
 “Malcolm.” She brought her hand up to his cheek. “We have so much to talk about. Why don’t you invite me down into your cozy little hideout?” 

So much to talk about, and so little time…

 His heart twisted, and he hated himself and his situation for the necessity of the words he was about to say. 
 “I don’t have time,” he said. “Second Wind is on his way here. Rose, I need you to go contact Shield Maiden and Fantasy. I need you to see if they’ll help me fight against him.” 
 Rose didn’t say anything. Even in the dark, Malcolm could read the expression on her face. She was better at spotting his lies than Tapestry was, and perhaps that’s why things had gone so differently between them. 
 “I’ll go,” said Rose, quietly. “But not without a kiss.” 
 Her voice wavered as she spoke the words. Malcolm felt a part of his heart dying inside his chest. He stepped toward her, and in an instant, she was against him. He pressed his lips against hers, and for a moment, all was forgotten. 
 It had been so long. Malcolm had almost forgotten what kissing her was like. Rose was full of so much passion and emotion, and her body melded against his as though it had been made to match it. They kissed over and over again, each one deepening. Rose’s tongue pressed into his mouth and he responded with his own. 
 Malcolm took a slow breath as their lips finally parted. Rose leaned her face into the crook of his neck. He could feel hot tears against his neck, and suddenly the ache in his heart felt almost unbearable. 
 “If we were different people,” whispered Rose, “in different circumstances. A different world. We’d still… love each other. Wouldn’t we?” 
 “Rose…” 

Stop it. Please stop, Rose.

 “Malcolm,” she said. “Is this the last time I’m ever going to see you?” 
 He clutched her to him, wishing he could keep her there and never let go. Why hadn’t she just accepted his lie? Why hadn’t she believed him, like Tapestry had? Did she mean to tear down his resolve, or was it just a side effect of the intensity of what she felt for him? 
 “We’ll make it through this,” he lied. “And we’ll see each other again. I promise.” 
 He heard her let out a stifled sob, and then the wall of her composure broke. She pressed her face into his shoulder and wept. 
 “I don’t know how much time we have.” Malcolm forced his hands to push her back and away from him. “Go let Shield Maiden and Fantasy know that I need their help.” 
 Rose nodded slowly. She sniffed and wiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands. 
 “I’ll go,” she said. “I understand.” 
 There was so much more that Malcolm had to say to her. But he knew that if he uttered even a single word more than he already had, his determination would break and buckle, like a sand castle washed away by a wave. He looked away from her, listening as her footsteps disappeared out of the warehouse, and only turned back when he was absolutely sure that she was gone. 


 




CHAPTER 31

   
 The first thing Malcolm did was to find a pair of gloves amongst the clutter of his lair. He was still wearing one of the astronaut jumpsuits he’d found aboard the spaceship, and with his hands covered, there was very little skin left exposed. 
 It was a small thing, but it would keep Second Wind from being able to steal Malcolm’s powers. Or at least, that was what he hoped. He thought back to how he’d acquired Savior’s abilities and wondered if Second Wind’s power absorption was similarly overcharged. 

I’ll just have to be on guard.

 The basement hideout had become his home over the months. It was odd to consider that this might be the last time he’d ever see it. The thought also led him back to Tapestry and Rose, and how much it would hurt them if he died. 
 The same was true for the pain it would cause him to lose them, and that was why he’d sent them away. Malcolm had a vague, nagging sensation that told him that Tapestry and Rose absolutely must not be there for the fight between him and Second Wind. 
 He had time to spare, and found himself wishing he had some food in the hideout. A slow smile spread across Malcolm’s face as he thought about how many months he’d spent caring about little else, barely scraping by. It almost felt like that time belonged to someone else, a substitute who’d been treading water as best as they could in his absence. 
 But now, he was back. Malcolm climbed up the ladder and waited just outside the warehouse, arms folded across his chest. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 Second Wind appeared in the night sky like a bird of prey, circling overhead several times before dive-bombing toward the ground. Malcolm felt the wind as his copy dropped, making note of the fact that Second Wind still used his original power for flight. 
 Malcolm reminded himself that there was no telling how powerful Second Wind had grown since he’d last seen him. He knew that Second Wind had Tapestry’s regenerative abilities, which alone would make him nearly impossible to kill through most traditional methods. And on top of regeneration, knowing his copy’s personality, and of course, his own personality, Malcolm was sure that Second Wind would have picked up at least a few other abilities in the time since. 
 Savior’s powers would be useful in a fight. Malcolm only wished that he’d had more time to practice with them before being thrust into combat. He silently felt for them at the edge of his awareness, flight, energy blasts, super strength, invulnerability, and illusions. He’d only be able to use one at a time, and the intense concentration required was exhausting, but he certainly wasn’t helpless. 
 Malcolm’s eyes focused on Second Wind as he landed. His copy wore a white and gold suit of stretchy latex, complete with a red cape and an emblem of a bird on the front. He wore a crown on his head, which sank down to rest on the demon bumps on his skull. His skin was almost chalk white, completely different from the blue tone Malcolm had taken on, and he wondered at that. 

It’s just another sign of how much we’ve changed. We weren’t the same person, and in the end, we aren’t the same demon, either.

 “So,” said Malcolm, calling out to him. “Are you here to kill me?” 
 It was a joke, but not really. Second Wind had asked him the same question when he’d first discovered that Malcolm had survived the battle against Rain Dancer. How differently would events have played out if Malcolm had decided to kill him in his apartment on that day? How many millions of people would still be alive? 
 Second Wind smiled, and in that expression, Malcolm saw so much of himself. He had more of an emotional reaction than he’d been expecting, sadness and shame pairing off in his heart. It was like looking into the mirror after having done something terrible. 
 “We have such a great sense of humor,” said Second Wind. “But I can’t leave you hanging, can I? That question deserves an answer.” 
 He went silent. Malcolm knew that regardless of anything, Second Wind would try to draw the encounter out for as long as possible. Multi had passed the info on that Malcolm was a threat again, but he didn’t show up here solely to kill him. There would be more to it than that. At least, there would have been for him, if the roles were reversed. 
 “No,” Second Wind finally finished. “I already spared your life once. It would be such a waste to kill you if I didn’t have to.” 
 “Sick,” said Malcolm. “I guess now the question is whether I waited here for you so that I could kill you?” 
 Second Wind feigned laughter. 
 “Shhh…” said Malcolm. “I’m thinking about it. Give me a nice, dramatic pause.” 
 “Of course.” 
 The two of them stood there in silence, staring at each other. Second Wind let it go on for almost a minute before he spoke again. 
 “So…” he said. “Tapestry and Rose? How are they?” 
 “They both died,” said Malcolm. “In an earthquake. Yeah, it was pretty terrible. A very hard time for me when it happened.” 
 “If you’re just going to be an ass, maybe we should skip right to trying to kill each other,” said Second Wind. “My time is precious.” 
 Malcolm rolled his eyes. 
 “Of course it is,” he said. “You’re the mighty Zeus now. How could I have forgotten?” 
 Second Wind nodded as though Malcolm had given him a glowing compliment. 
 “Exactly,” said Second Wind. “And I see you’ve also taken the leap into demonhood. It’s a little surprising that you’re blue instead of white. I guess we really have changed from who we started out as.” 
 “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” said Malcolm. 
 The banter was effortless. It was hard for Malcolm to equate it with all he knew Second Wind had done. New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Toronto, Los Angeles… the list of cities he’d wiped off the planet went on and on. Second Wind had more blood on his hands than any other single human who’d ever lived. 

Does Second Wind have the blood on his hands? Or do I, for being the one to create him?

 “If you have a question, feel free to ask it,” said Second Wind. “I recognize that expression on your face all too well.” 
 Malcolm took a slow breath, forcing down anger that lacked any real direction. 
 “Why?” he asked. “You’ve killed so many people. How can you think that it’s okay? How could you? I don’t understand.” 
 Second Wind nodded, as though confirming that the question was one that deserved an answer. “The only reason you don’t understand is because you don’t have a full picture of what’s going on,” he said. “We’re the same. We’re both Malcolm Caldwell. Rather than trying to kill each other pointlessly… Why don’t you let me show you, and help you understand?” 
 Malcolm wanted to say no. He wanted to grit his teeth, dive into his anger, and kick off the fight to end all fights. He wanted vengeance for all of the people his copy has killed, and whatever absolution of guilt he could find in making sure his mistake came to an end, there and then. 
 But he also wanted to know what cards Second Wind was holding. He needed to know, needed to see for himself if there was a justification for all the death and destruction. Was it all pointless? Was there some misguided greater plan that had led Second Wind onto the path he was on? 
 Malcolm hoped that there was. Because the idea that someone who was, in almost every sense of the word, him, could kill so indiscriminately made him sick to his stomach. 
 “Alright,” said Malcolm. “Show me whatever it is you want to show me.” 


 




CHAPTER 32

   
 Second Wind immediately took to the air. Malcolm leapt after him, pushing himself into flight across the night sky with his wind manipulation. He followed his copy north, though it was hard to know exactly what direction they were headed without being able to see the details of the landscape below. 
 Malcolm was the one who set the pace. He was still suspicious of Second Wind, and wondered if the flight was just a ruse to get him using his powers to a degree that would draw out his euphoria and body load. 

It’s possible. But of course, it would affect him in almost the same way.

 It was clear, however, that Second Wind really was interested in leading him somewhere. He slowed to match Malcolm’s speed, never getting more than a few hundred feet in front, always making sure he stayed in sight. 
 If Second Wind wanted to lead him into a trap, Malcolm was almost certainly flying to his death. It was possible that his copy was careful enough to have decided that Malcolm would take more than just his powers to defeat. Perhaps Second Wind was leading him toward a place where Multi could assist him in the fight, or other demons and sprytes allied with him? There was no way for him to know. 
 Malcolm didn’t trust Second Wind, and he wondered what that said about himself. His primary reason for letting his copy lead him off into the night was to change the location of the fight. If they’d stayed by his hideout for much longer, Rose and Tapestry would have shown up with “reinforcements”. It would have put all of them at risk, and he wasn’t interested in letting that happen. 
 He followed Second Wind for a long time, and despite himself, he did end up increasing his speed until the two of them were moving faster than a commercial plane. There weren’t many birds at their current height, thankfully, but they did have to swerve around a few flocks. 
 They flew for over an hour. Dawn was breaking as they finally descended. Malcolm had no idea where they were, but judged from the angle of the sun that they’d continued on a northern trajectory for the duration, placing them somewhere in Canada. 
 He saw a small, recently constructed town in the middle of the dense, northern forest. Nobody was awake yet, and Second Wind landed in the middle of what could have been a town square. He smiled as Malcolm landed next to him, looking proud of himself. 
 “And here we are,” said Second Wind. “Welcome to Olympus.” 
 “Olympus…” Malcolm muttered. The door to one of the houses, more of a log cabin, really, opened. A man dressed in a heavy sweater, jeans, and work boots walked outside, waving to Second Wind. In his wake followed a tiny, pint sized spryte, maybe six or seven years of age. 
 “Glen,” said Second Wind, nodding to the man. “Good to see you. We didn’t wake you, did we?” 
 “Oh, heavens no,” said Glen. “That was Chelsea’s doing. She’s desperate to check on the strawberries. Says that she doesn’t want the Palmer twins to eat the ripe ones before she’s had her pick.” 
 Second Wind smiled at the little spryte in Glen’s wake. She showed no fear of either of them, despite the fact that they were both demons, and Malcolm was still a stranger to her. 
 “Will you save me one?” asked Second Wind. 
 The girl smiled at him, her cheeks reddening slightly. She nodded enthusiastically, and then walked after the man as he headed toward the town’s gardens. 
 More people, demons, and sprytes began to leave their houses, some of them carrying tools, some of them carrying laundry. The town appeared to be newly constructed with no infrastructure beyond the one road. It didn’t seem to have electricity, running water, or any other modern conveniences.  

What is this place?

 “Everyone is equal here,” said Second Wind. “Everything is shared. This is what the world could be, if more people would open their eyes.” 
 Malcolm shrugged. 
 “How is this any different from what Rain Dancer did?” asked Malcolm. “You built a commune. Am I supposed to be impressed?” 
 Second Wind’s expression darkened slightly. 
 “Use your imagination,” he said. “Picture living in a world where all people, humans, demons, and sprytes were on equal footing.” 
 “That would be great,” said Malcolm. “But people would still be people. What happens when there is a dispute here in your little town? You’re the one who settles it, right? But the only reason people listen to you is because you have the most power. It’s not like you’ve cracked the code to make a utopia.” 
 “That sort of thinking is why the old world needs to be broken down,” said Second Wind. “People can be good on their own, if given the chance. And so can sprytes and demons.” 
 Malcolm felt a headache coming on. He ran a hand through his hair and exhaled slowly. 
 “You think I’m crazy,” said Second Wind. “There’s a certain irony to that, given how much of our personality we share.” 
 “I don’t think you’re crazy,” said Malcolm. “But I do think you’re engaging in some serious wishful thinking.” 
 “Really?” asked Second Wind. “You’re still blinded by what the champions told you, then. Still operating under the assumption that every demon and spryte is a single outburst away from mass murder?” 

This, coming from the ultimate mass murderer.

 “What I think,” said Malcolm, “is that you have it backwards. Everything you talk about destroying, communities, governments, the ‘old world’, it was all designed with the purpose of keeping humans well behaved.” 
 “So you think the normal people will cause trouble, then?” asked Second Wind. “You think they’ll be the ones to worry about?” 
 “You’re missing my point,” said Malcolm. “We’re all ‘normal people’ now. You’ve proven that with this little town. You’re a normal person, Second Wind. And you are the one these people are most under threat from. You’re the one that everyone is afraid of, and for good reason.” 
 “They aren’t afraid of me!” snapped Second Wind. Several of the townspeople turned to look in his direction at the sound of his raised voice, but true to his words, none of them looked scared.  
 “You’re the only one here who gets to do whatever they want,” said Malcolm. “How is this more stable than what existed before? Sure, Savior was powerful, but the champions would have held him accountable if he’d attempted even a fraction of what you’ve done.” 
 “What I’ve done is built the foundation for a better world,” said Second Wind. “You of all people should be able to see that.” 
 Malcolm shook his head. Second Wind glowered at him and glanced around again. He seemed to be making an effort to keep himself calm. 
 “Look,” continued Second Wind. “Take a couple of hours and just… see what I’ve done here. Can you give me the benefit of the doubt for that long?” 
 Could Malcolm give him that? He wasn’t sure. What he was sure of, however, was that he didn’t want to fight in the middle of a town filled with innocents. He slowly nodded his head, and Second Wind let out a small sigh. 
 “Thank you,” said Second Wind. “I know how difficult this all must be for you. All that I ask is that you set any misgivings you might have about my methods aside and just look at the results.” 
 “I think the results of all that you’ve done go a lot further than this little forest town,” said Malcolm. He bit back another, more biting remark, and walked away from Second Wind. 


 




CHAPTER 33

   
 Malcolm’s copy made no move to follow him, though he suspected that if he tried to take flight, Second Wind would probably stop him. He walked along the town’s dirt road, looking at the various buildings and structures.  
 Though Olympus clearly hadn’t been constructed using advanced building methods, there was an elegant simplicity to the town. Malcolm realized that what he was looking at was a community built by superpowers.  
 The ground was unnaturally level, and most of the buildings were constructed on foundations made not of cement, but hardened magma, summoned from the depths of the Earth. Even the logs that composed the walls of the houses looked to fit into each other with an unusual amount of precision, as though the trees had been coaxed into growing in a shape conducive for building. 
 Malcolm made his way to the gardens, spotting the little spryte girl he’d seen before in the middle of a patch of strawberry plants. The berries were bigger than any he’d ever seen before, easily the size of his fists. The little girl’s face was smudged with red juice and black seeds, and she grinned as Malcolm’s eyes met hers. 
 “What’s your name?” asked the girl. 
 Malcolm hesitated for a moment before answering. 
 “It’s Malcolm,” he said. “What’s yours?” 
 “Chelsea.” She gave him a speculative frown. “That’s Zeus’s name too, you know. His real name.” 
 “Is it?” Malcolm chuckled. “Well, I guess lots of people have the name Malcolm. It’s a pretty common name.” 
 “I forgot my name,” said Chelsea. “I knew it when I was little, but then I forgot it when my skin changed color.” 
 Her skin was pale green, almost the same color as her eyes. She reached down toward another strawberry plant, and all of the berries seemed to lean in the direction of her fingers. 
 “How do you know your name is Chelsea, then?” asked Malcolm, in a teasing voice. “What if it’s really Gertrude? Or Petunia!” 
 “It’s not!” giggled the girl. “My papa told me my name was Chelsea. He told me over and over again until I believed him. It wasn’t fun back then. I always had to hide.” 
 “Back before you came here,” said Malcolm. “It must have been very tough for you.” 

Being a child spryte, back when the Champion Authority hunted monsters indiscriminately. I used to be a part of that, even though I never had to go after any little girls.

 Malcolm felt uncertainty settling onto his shoulders, heavy and obnoxious, like water soaking into his clothes. He sighed and slowly shook his head. Chelsea seemed to notice his shift in mood. 
 “Do you want a strawberry?” she asked. 
 “I would love one,” said Malcolm. 
 She picked one of the massive berries and passed it to him. It took Malcolm several bites to eat it, and the juices dribbled onto his fingers. 
 “Did you like it?” asked Chelsea. 
 “It’s the tastiest thing I’ve eaten in a long time,” said Malcolm.  
 The weight of choices to come hung on his shoulders as he walked back through the town. The Champion Authority, for all its faults, had held to its convictions. Monsters were a black and white issue, and emotion never entered into the equation. 

Of course, Savior used to issue pardons like it was going out of style.

 It would never be that simple for Malcolm. He couldn’t see sprytes and demons in that kind of light. He smiled, realizing he was thinking about the issue without really taking the fact that he was one of them into account. Was he a monster, deserving of execution? 
 No, he wasn’t. But some monsters were. Malcolm found his mind wandering. He thought about his brother Danny, and all the people he’d killed before he’d gotten control of himself and made a real attempt at living a peaceful life. Was Second Wind any different from Danny? 
 The question veered to close to his own blind spots. He might as well have asked whether he, himself, was deserving of absolution for any of the terrible things he’d done. The lies he’d told to Tapestry. The truths he’d kept from Rose. Malcolm was the last person who had any right to plan about what Second Wind’s fate should be. And yet, at the same time, he was the only person with the power to hand down judgement. 
 He kept walking, heading out of the town and through several large clearings nearby. He wanted to put space between himself and little Chelsea, and her father, and all of the truly innocent people and their peaceful lives. They were happy little hostages, even if they didn’t know it, and regardless of Second Wind’s intention.  
 Malcolm had put nearly a mile between himself and Olympus when his copy finally caught up with him. Second Wind fell from the air, landing directly in Malcolm’s path. He was still wearing his costume, and rather than seeming regal, or even ridiculous, now it just looked sad to Malcolm. A desperate attempt at dressing up like a hero. A distraction from his own blood soaked hands, soiled so deeply that nothing could ever wash them clean. 
 “You aren’t convinced,” said Second Wind. “I can see it in your expression. I hope it’s just because you’re me, rather than both of us being so easy to read.” 
 Malcolm didn’t smile. 
 “I’ll give you a chance to surrender,” he said. “Second Wind. Malcolm.” It felt so strange using his own name to address his copy, but what other name was there for him, underneath? 
 Second Wind laughed, but it sounded forced and bitter. 
 “Great minds think alike,” said Second Wind. “I came to offer you that same chance. Give me your hand. Let me take your powers from you, and I’ll allow you to live a peaceful life here in Olympus. This doesn’t have to be a duel to the death.” 
 Malcolm considered the offer, or rather, the opportunity. If they both clasped hands, which one of them would manage to steal the other’s powers first? Perhaps he could overwhelm Second Wind, or surprise him somehow, and defeat him without a fight. 

No. I’ve only used my power absorption like that a handful of times. He wouldn’t make that offer unless he was sure he had the advantage.

 “No,” said Malcolm. “You’ve killed too many people.” 
 Second Wind glared at him. “Then why come here with me? Why bother seeing what I had to show you at all? Were you just angling for another advantage? That doesn’t seem like us.” 
 “I wanted to believe…” said Malcolm. “You don’t get it, do you? Everything you’ve done is as much on me as it is on you. I created you. I am responsible for you.” 
 Second Wind flashed an icy smile. “Even now, you still hang onto that. As though the fact that you were the original means anything. It’s a little insulting, you know.” 
 The wind whistled through the trees in the distance. Birds sang their hearts out, oblivious to what was about to happen. 
 “We both knew it would come to this,” said Malcolm. 
 Second Wind nodded. 
 “True enough,” he said. “It has been a long time coming.” 


 




CHAPTER 34

   
 Malcolm stared across the field at Second Wind, feeling for his powers at the edge of his awareness. He didn’t want to make the first move, and for good reason. There was danger in going first, especially against an opponent who was already aware of his weaknesses. 
 He’d developed a battle plan on the flight to Olympus, and had then thrown it out after more consideration. With Savior’s invulnerability, Malcolm had hoped that he could just wait out any attack Second Wind made against him, slowly tire him out, and then find a way to kill him that would overwhelm his regeneration. 
 The flaw with that plan was that Second Wind could always fight with stealing his powers in mind, rather than causing damage. And if that happened, the fight was over. Both of them would be looking for an opportunity to strip the other of their abilities, and both of them would have to be on guard for it. It took too much concentration for Malcolm to focus on holding his invulnerability, and required him to sacrifice too much flexibility and responsiveness. 
 Second Wind finally took the initiative. He charged toward Malcolm, his eyes filled with a determined, killing edge. Six green arms sprouted from his torso, appearing like a cross between jungle vines and Rose’s shadow tendrils. Malcolm dodged back, barely moving out of their reach, concentrating as he focused on manifesting one of Savior’s energy blasts. 
 He’d only seen Savior use his energy blasts once before, and was unsure how exactly to do it himself, but the blast he had generated in space had given him an idea of how to create them efficiently. Malcolm pushed his energy into his palm using a method similar to how he’d focused Danny’s fire ability, and saw a sphere that looked a little like a small, blue star coalescing into his hand.  
 Second Wind hesitated. Malcolm launched his attack, pushing the energy blast forward and watching as it took off on its own momentum. It missed Second Wind by less than a foot, striking a tree at the edge of the clearing behind him and releasing a shockwave on impact that made Malcolm’s eardrums reverberate with pain. 
 He was already concentrating on forming another one when Second Wind struck out with a counter. The green tentacle arms shot out toward Malcolm, and Second Wind now held a sword made of pure white light in his right hand, which he brought down in an overhead cut. 
 The sword extended outward, stretching to be at least ten feet longer than it had been originally. It missed Malcolm by a hair, and sliced into the ground beside him as effortlessly as a hot knife sliding through butter. Malcolm leapt backward, anticipating Second Wind as he reversed the strike into another pass. 
 He hit the ground hard and slid across the grass, launching a second energy blast just as he came to a stop. This time, he aimed for the spot beneath Second Wind’s feet instead of at him. The blast only took a split second to cross the distance between them, but it was enough time for Second Wind to take to the air and dodge out of the way of the heart of the blast. 
 The ground underneath Malcolm began to shake wildly. He stood and lifted a few feet in the air. What he expected was an earthquake, and because of that, he was off guard when the Earth split open beneath him and hot, orange magma exploded up into the air. Malcolm concentrated and switched to Savior’s invulnerability power as hot, molten metal splashed across one of his arms. It didn’t hurt, and other than burning off one of his gloves and half of his jumpsuit, it left no mark on his flesh. 

Damn. That might not have done damage to me, but now part of my skin is exposed. I have to keep him at a distance.

 Malcolm looked down at the ground beneath him and saw hell on Earth. The burst of magma had become a pit a dozen feet across in diameter. The grass and trees nearest to the intense source of heat were already catching fire. It was some type of volcanic or geothermal manipulation, and it was scary. Malcolm had never been able to adequately picture just how Second Wind had destroyed all of those cities until that very instant. 
 “You can’t win against me,” called Second Wind. “You will lose, Malcolm. Give up your powers, and I’ll let you live.” 
 “Take them from me,” said Malcolm. “If you can.” 
 They were both in the air. Second Wind flew at him in a burst of movement, the green arms flailing around him, making it hard to tell where his body was. His white energy sword swung in a vicious downward arc, but Malcolm flew out of the way, countering with another energy blast that went wide of its intended target. 
 Malcolm had a headache, and it was getting worse by the minute. Using Savior’s powers along with his own wind manipulation was like doing calculus in his head while reciting poetry. The focus it took pushed him to his absolute limit, and he could tell from the way Second Wind was pressing on the attack that it was obvious to his opponent, as well. 
 He lost sight of Second Wind for an instant, and felt the green tentacles close around his arms as he was attacked from behind. Malcolm let out a shout of surprise and called forth Savior’s super strength, twisting and flinging Second Wind away from him a split second before his hand could reach out and steal his powers. 
 Second Wind didn’t manage to slow himself with his wind manipulation before hitting the trees. In some ways, that worked to his advantage, forcing Malcolm to go into the forest after him. The magma pool still flowed hot in the center of the clearing, and fire was spreading across the grass and trees, threatening to engulf the entire area. 
 Malcolm dropped back to the ground as he entered the trees, listening for sounds of movement amidst the crackle of the fire spreading across the forest behind him. Between the canopy of the branches and the smoke, it was almost as dark as night, and hard to see much beyond a few feet. 
 He took a step forward and then froze, his instincts screaming to him that something was off. Malcolm dropped to one knee on reflex, and Second Wind’s white energy sword missed his head by only a few inches, cutting through the trees on either side of him. 
 Channeling super strength, Malcolm caught one of the tree trunks as it fell and hurled it toward his right, where Second Wind had been hiding in wait for him. He was rewarded with a surprised cry of pain, and immediately began preparing an energy blast to follow up with.  
 Second Wind retreated back into the air, recognizing where his advantage lay. Malcolm launched his energy blast in pursuit, the largest one he’d managed yet. It missed Second Wind, but exploded close enough to batter him with the shock wave. 
 Malcolm took flight, hoping he could slam into his copy and end the fight, then and there. He took the risk, and paid for it. Second Wind’s disorientation was a feint, and he swung his energy sword in a surprise strike that took Malcolm completely off guard. 
 He pushed himself back, but the tip of the bright weapon cut a gash in his shoulder. Second Wind reversed his swing, trying to sever Malcolm’s arm with it. Malcolm put more distance between them, holding a hand over his wound and feeling hot blood underneath his fingers. 

The longer this fight goes on for, the more the advantage tips toward him. I need to end this.

 Malcolm cut off his wind manipulation, letting himself fall back toward the magma pit for a few seconds. Second Wind hesitated, anticipating some kind of trick, as he should have. At the last second, Malcolm flew back into the trees, settling into a spot in the forest where the smoke was heaviest. 
 Immediately, he began forming an energy blast, keeping it oriented behind his body and hiding as much of its glow as he could. He poured his strength into it, building it up into a larger sphere than any he’d tried before. 
 “You’re not the hiding type,” called Second Wind. “I know you’re up to something.” 
 “Why don’t you stick your head into the trees and find out what?” shouted Malcolm. 
 He worded the comment as carefully as he could, knowing that Second Wind’s logic would flow similarly to his own. Second Wind would interpret his taunt as reverse psychology, a way for Malcolm to buy himself some time off his opponent’s fear of walking into a trap. And that was exactly what Malcolm wanted him to think. 
 Second Wind didn’t waste any time in pursuing him, flying through the trees at full speed with his wind manipulation. Malcolm knew exactly how that would affect his momentum, and how hard it would be for his copy to dodge or turn on a dime at a moment’s notice. He waited until Second Wind’s silhouette became visible, and then launched an energy blast the size of a yoga ball directly at his chest. 
 The attack hit Second Wind exactly as Malcolm had intended it to, instantly vaporizing one of his arms and a significant portion of his torso. Second Wind dropped to the ground in a crumpled heap, his injuries beyond what any regular human could endure. 
 Unfortunately, Second Wind was not a regular human. Malcolm pressed forward on the attack, knowing that it was possible for his copy to use Tapestry’s regeneration power to recover over time. He didn’t expect it to happen so quickly. 
 Second Wind was on his feet by the time Malcolm was in range to finish him off. Malcolm could see muscles and tendons stitching across the space of his massive wound, healing so fast that it was like watching a time lapse video of months of recovery. 
 “Nice try,” said Second Wind. He took advantage of Malcolm’s surprise, lashing out with his energy sword and slicing a painful gash into his hip. Malcolm felt his heart sinking as he realized how hopeless of a fight he’d gotten himself into. 

He doesn’t have to focus like I do to use his powers. I can’t match him.

 “It’s past the point of me letting you give up,” said Second Wind. “Sorry, but one of us has to die, and it’s going to be you.” 


 




CHAPTER 35

   
 Malcolm fought off a growing sense of dread as he considered his options. He couldn’t kill Second Wind outright, at least not with anything less than an attack that destroyed his entire body. That might be possible with an energy blast, but it would require time for him to build it up, and even then, he’d still have to get lucky enough to hit Second Wind with it full on a second time. 

I need to keep him distracted, and try to surprise him somehow.

 “This is a pointless fight,” said Malcolm. “Neither of us can kill the other.” 
 Second Wind smiled and shook his head. 
 “We both know how Savior’s powers work,” said Second Wind. “If you drop your guard, I most definitely can kill you.” 
 He lunged forward, slashing wildly with his energy sword. Malcolm focused his invulnerability power, but let it drop after the first few strikes to push himself out of range of Second Wind’s hands with his wind manipulation. He paid for it with another cut, this time across his back, like a clean lash from a whip. 
 “See?” said Second Wind, triumphantly. 
 “That doesn’t make it any less pointless,” said Malcolm. 
 “On the contrary,” said Second Wind. “I think this is the only fight between any two beings on this planet worth having. This will decide everything.” 
 “This will decide nothing,” said Malcolm. “This is all about you, your ego, and the blood on your hands. Killing me won’t change the mistakes you’ve made.” 
 Second Wind glared at him.  
 “And what about your mistakes?” he asked. 

What about you? That’s a mistake I’m currently trying to resolve.

 The two of them clashed again in a flurry of attacks and feints. Malcolm didn’t dare move in close enough to expose himself to Second Wind’s green tentacles, fearing that if he got grabbed, the fight would be over as soon as Second Wind laid a bare hand on him. 
 Instead, he dodged Second Wind’s sword as best as he could, launching energy blast after energy blast and hoping for a lucky shot. The blood loss was beginning to affect him, and his injuries slowed his movements. 
 They rose into the air, falling into a pattern of circling around each other, occasionally charging together for quick exchanges of furious attacks. Even though their abilities were different, they fought on the same rhythm, drawing from the same instincts, waiting for each other to make the mistake that would determine the fight. 
 Malcolm was the one who made it. He attempted a super strength enhanced kick, keeping his eyes on Second Wind’s tentacle arms and waiting until they were relaxed. He landed the kick, but forgot about the range of Second Wind’s sword, and didn’t react in time to trigger his invulnerability. 
 The sword went through his stomach, slightly off center. It was the type of injury that stopped time, stretching his pain and despair out into an eternity of torment. Second Wind’s eyes flashed with triumph, and then, curiously, a deep sadness.  
 Malcolm gasped for air, reaching one hand down to where the energy sword had entered his torso, and one hand back to where it had exited. He felt like an insect, speared through by a needle onto a card bound for a collection. He felt pain, so much pain. It hurt more than anything he’d ever experienced. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Second Wind. “It shouldn’t have come to this.” 
 Second Wind pulled the sword loose. Malcolm fell from the sky the instant he did, as though the energy sword had been the only thing holding him aloft. He had just enough sense of mind to cushion his own fall, though he knew it made no difference. The blood loss would kill him in minutes, and he couldn’t summon the concentration to use Savior’s invulnerability power. 
 He landed on the grass a few feet away from the magma pool. It had sunken down a dozen feet through the dirt, like a sinkhole with a volcanic surprise at the bottom. Malcolm groaned. The pain was too much. He wanted to throw up. He wanted to die. He just wanted it to be over. 
 “I’ll make it quick,” said Second Wind. “I’m sorry that you had to suffer through this.” 
 Malcolm forced his neck to lift his head up. His vision was spinning, and his eyes wouldn’t focus properly. 
 “You…” he managed to say. “Why…?” 
 It wasn’t a question that applied solely to that moment. There was so much about all that Second Wind had done that didn’t make sense to him. How had his copy gone from sharing his memories and experience, from being a champion, to being an agent of murder and destruction? 
 And then why had he come back from that to build the peaceful little town he seemed so proud of? It scared Malcolm to consider the possibility that Second Wind, like so many demons and sprytes before him, had just lost control. Made mistakes that had wiped cities off the map, along with millions of innocent people. 

Maybe I’m supposed to die here, rather than live on as a demon. Maybe I would have lost control, just like he did.

 “Goodbye,” said Second Wind. “You are right, you know. In what you’re thinking. I lost sight of myself, and caused so much more harm than good.” 
 Malcolm wondered for a moment if Second Wind had pulled himself back from the brink. Could he close his eyes, and die a peaceful death, hoping that his copy would find the light and bring peace to the world? 
 Second Wind’s eyes met his, and it seemed as though he was considering the same possibility. The energy sword in his hand, hovering inches from Malcolm’s neck, was answer enough. He would always harbor that strange, inexplicable evil inside of him. 
 Malcolm stared into Second Wind’s eyes and suddenly remembered the last of Savior’s powers. The one he’d very nearly forgotten about. With all the strength he had left in his dying body, he focused on triggering Savior’s offensive illusion ability. 
 He’d only seen Savior use it once before, but that single demonstration had been enough. The ability pulled forth a person’s worst fears and made them into reality, trapping them in a waking nightmare for a short amount of time. 
 Malcolm gritted his teeth. It was hard to keep focus on what he was supposed to be doing. The pain was overwhelming. The only leeway he was given came from Second Wind’s hesitation in killing him, those precious seconds of eye contact they held. 
 And then, he did it. The illusions triggered. Second Wind’s pupils dilated, and his face suddenly shook with horror. The energy sword disappeared from his hand, and he fell back into a sitting position. 
 “You!” he cried. “No! What did you just do!” 
 Second Wind stood up and spun around in a circle. Malcolm clutched at his stomach, trying to focus on Savior’s invulnerability to buy himself a few more minutes of life. Second Wind was looking around frantically, seeing and experiencing whatever it was he feared most. 
 “It’s me!” cried Second Wind. “It’s Malcolm! Why… It shouldn’t matter! Tapestry! Rose!” 
 Second Wind let out a body shaking sob. Malcolm didn’t want to guess at what he was seeing. 
 “Kill him…” Second Wind’s voice came out in a sob. “Not me. I’m just as much him as he is…” 
 Malcolm wondered what would have happened if he’d let Tapestry and Rose stay for his confrontation with Second Wind instead of sending them off. Would he be on the ground, bleeding to death, if he’d managed to set his own fears aside and accept their help? 

So be it. If I had to sacrifice my life to keep them safe, it was the right choice to make.

 “Please…” muttered Second Wind. “I didn’t mean to. Don’t look at me like that…” 
 Malcolm stumbled to a crouch, knowing that the illusion would eventually start to fade. He had to let go of his bleeding stomach to make a grab at Second Wind. Even distracted, his copy was still stronger than he was in his injured state. 
 Second Wind snarled and got a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder, reacting on instinct in lieu of accurate visual information. Malcolm felt something leave him in a sudden rush. For a moment, he thought that it was the rest of his blood, splashing out of him. Then, he realized that he couldn’t feel any of his powers anymore.  
 It almost made him laugh. They would do nothing for him in death, and had only served to make his path complicated in life. It was fitting that the last few moments of his existence would be as a regular human. Ordinary and simple.  
 Malcolm twisted, keeping hold of Second Wind, and used the last of his energy to tip his copy into the sinkhole. Second Wind tumbled, and shockingly, didn’t react in time. He reached a hand back toward Malcolm, though it was clear from the desperate hope in his eyes that he saw something or someone else, an image created by the illusion. 
 “Help me!” cried Second Wind. He landed on his back in the magma, and flames instantly burst into life across his body. “Help… me…!” 
 His hand stayed raised in the air. For a couple of seconds, Malcolm watched as his regenerative ability desperately tried to keep his body intact. Then, he vanished into pool of molten rock and metal, a small explosive burp of moisture escaping in his wake. 

This is only fair. He was my mistake. Maybe I was supposed to die, to take responsibility.

 Malcolm collapsed onto the grass, making as much of an attempt as he could to hold his wounds. His body still hurt, but he felt good. He’d done it, even if it had taken all that he had to give. 
 For the first time in a long time, he felt like a hero. Malcolm smiled, tasting blood in his mouth. He was proud of himself. 


 




EPILOGUE

   
 Rose pushed by another thick barrier of branches and finally stumbled out into the clearing she’d been expecting for days. The polite gas station attendant who’d given her directions had told her that the village was a half week’s hike from the edge of a dead-end logging road. It had been four days since she’d abandoned her truck and set out on foot, and she’d been on the verge of losing hope. 
 The village was similar to the rumors she’d heard in passing. Olympus was a grand name for a humble collection of log cabins and storage lean-tos. She wasn’t sure what she’d anticipated from the people who lived in the far-flung outpost, but hospitality was not it. Almost as soon as one of them spotted her, a tiny little spryte girl whose wide eyes made Rose’s heart flutter, the rest of them hurried over and began offering food, water, and a place to stay for the night. 
 “Really, that’s okay,” said Rose. “I brought camping supplies with me. I came looking for a friend, not to crash your peaceful existence.” 
 The man who’d been doing most of the talking frowned at her. His hand rested on the little girl’s head, slowly stroking her hair. 
 “A friend, you say?” asked the man. “Someone native to the village? We don’t get many visitors here.” 
 Rose took a moment to think about her phrasing. This was the last known location of Second Wind, or as he was known to most of the world, Zeus. It had been almost a year since the last reported sighting of him, a year that had given humanity a chance to catch its breath and start to rebuild. 
 “He would have been in the area close to a year ago,” said Rose.  
 She wanted to mention that he might also have arrived looking for, or in the company of Zeus, but she held her tongue. Until she knew who Second Wind was to them, it was better to take a more subtle approach. 
 Even the little she’d said seemed to be enough to lock up the lips of the villagers. They glanced around at each other, communicating with their eyes and expressions in the way that only a tight knit community could. 
 “We did have a visitor around that time,” said the man. “Who were you to him, exactly?” 
 Rose’s stomach twisted at the man’s phrasing. She opened her mouth to explain, but the words caught in her throat. It had been a year, but the memory of the last time she’d seen Malcolm still made her heart burn. He’d been so resolved in what he had to do, even knowing what it would probably mean for his own fate. 
 “She seems nice,” said the girl. “Can I show her where he is?” 
 The villagers looked at each other again, another resolution settled through wordless eye contact. Finally, the man who’d been doing the speaking gave a small nod with a matching smile. 
 The little girl took Rose’s hand, pulling her forward through the village. The buildings were small and rustic, but carefully constructed. She wanted to ask about the history of the place, but that could wait until after she’d seen and confirmed what her heart already suspected. 
 They passed through a small wall of trees with a thin trail leading through it. The girl glanced over her shoulder at Rose every couple of seconds, as though she was worried that she might disappear, regardless of whether Rose held her hand or not. It made Rose smile to see a young spryte so innocent and carefree. 
 They entered another clearing. Rose had been expecting a graveyard, but ahead of her was a large garden filled with a variety of vegetables suited for the hard conditions of the Canadian soil.  
 And there he was. Rose stared, blinking several times, not enough times to hold back the tears. 
 “…Malcolm.” 
 He looked up at her and performed a double take so perfect that it was almost comical. 
 “Rose?” His hands were covered in dirt, even under the fingernails. He looked healthy and happy, though seeing him alive in any state would have already been enough to dumbfound her. He wasn’t a demon anymore, either, which made Rose wonder about how his fight with Second Wind had gone. Well enough for him to be standing there, intact and breathing, apparently. Another question to stack on top of all the others, she decided. 
 Malcolm was careful as he made his way through the neatly maintained garden, but only to its edge. He practically threw himself the last few feet toward her, pulling her into a tight hug. 
 “I…” Rose shook her head. “I can’t believe it. You’ve been here, this entire time?” 
 “Yeah,” said Malcolm. The silence he left after his answer said more than the word. 
 “And Second Wind?” 
 Malcolm smiled sadly and shook his head. 
 “He’s dead,” he said. “We fought. It was one of those ‘two Malcolms enter, one Malcolm leaves’ type situations.” 
 Rose giggled and wiped away more tears. 
 “Well, you’re clearly still you,” she said. “Lame sense of humor and all.” 
 “Thanks for noticing,” he said. 
 There were so many questions that Rose wanted to ask, and in turn, so many that she knew he would ask her. She skipped over all of them to the last one, the only one that seemed to matter. 
 “Will you come back?” she asked. “With me? When I leave?” 
 He didn’t answer her for a long time. 
 “This is my exile,” Malcolm finally said. “I did what I could for the world by stopping Second Wind, but the damage he did will never be undone. All the people he killed… It was because I was arrogant enough to think that I could use my powers however I wanted.” 
 Rose nodded. 
 “I don’t disagree with that,” she said. “Especially the arrogant part. But things have changed over the past year, so much.” 
 “For both of us,” said Malcolm. The girl was standing next to him, and he reached down and rubbed her head affectionately. 
 “I don’t think you really understand,” said Rose. “Things are peaceful now. The Champion Authority has recovered. They have a ruling council of several champions, including Wax, Anna, and Greenthumb.” 
 “No Tapestry?” 
 Rose smiled and pretended she hadn’t heard his question. 
 “They also have a sister organization now called the Monster Authority,” she said. “Led by Shield Maiden and Fantasy. They work together with the champions to find better outcomes for demons and sprytes that are living peaceful lives.” 
 “And Tapestry?” Malcolm asked, stuck on the point. 
 “You ask about her, but not me?” said Rose, in a teasing voice. “My poor feelings are hurt.” 
 “I already know that you’re doing okay,” said Malcolm. “Better than okay. I was worried, the last time I saw you. You seemed like you’d put a lot of the past behind you, but…” 
 “I have put the past behind me,” said Rose. “I still carry the memories with me. But I’ve done a lot of growing over these past few months.” 
 Malcolm nodded. A couple of seconds passed by. Rose purposely stayed silent, loving the way it made him fidget. 
 “So what about Tapestry?” he said, almost demanding. “Come on. It’s not bad news, is it?” 
 “No,” said Rose. “It’s big news. Now, look… The two of us were both a little shaken after you left. We ended up sitting down and having a real discussion.” 
 “About me?” asked Malcolm. 
 Rose rolled her eyes. 
 “About lots of things,” she said. “Not everything is about you, Malcolm. The two of us actually have a lot in common outside having to put up with your foolishness. We’re friends now. Close friends.” 
 Malcolm grinned at her. 
 “So she’s doing okay then?” he asked. 
 “Better than just okay.” Rose reached into her pocket and pulled something out. Malcolm frowned in confusion as she passed it to him. It was a picture of a baby. 
 “She… found someone, then?” asked Malcolm. “I’m glad…” 
 He was happy for her, although also disappointed in a way that made him feel strange and more than a little selfish. 
 “The baby is three months old,” said Rose. “Do the math, you idiot.” 
 Malcolm’s jaw dropped, along with the photo in his hand. He clutched at his chest and felt the world spin around him. 
 “I thought… monsters were supposed to be sterile,” he said. “How is that even possible?” 
 “You were in space when it happened,” said Rose. “Zero gravity works in mysterious ways. Don’t worry, she only gave me an abridged version of your… intimacy.” 
 “Why didn’t someone come and find me earlier?” 
 “How, exactly, do you imagine that would have happened?” asked Rose. “We didn’t know where you were, and Second Wind kept this place relatively secret. It took us months to put the pieces together, and then even longer to pinpoint where Olympus was.” 
 Malcolm went totally silent, feeling joyous and overwhelmed at the same time. He slowly shook his head in disbelief. 
 “What… happens now?” asked Malcolm. “I mean, I’ll come back. Of course I’ll come back. But…” 
 He trailed off. 
 “What do we expect from you?” asked Rose. “That’s a good question. I thought… I’d find your grave, rather than you. I guess we’ll have to tackle what happens next once we all have a chance to sit down together. But for now, I’m just glad to have you back.” 
 Malcolm nodded. 
 “I’m glad to be back,” he said. 
 “And Tapestry will be glad to have you back,” said Rose. “As a friend.” 
 “As a friend,” repeated Malcolm. “Knowing her, it’s going to take some doing to earn any trust back. But what about you?” 
 Rose grinned mischievously at him. 
 “That’s still up in the air, though I might be easier to persuade,” she said. “But seriously… Disappearing for a year after the way you tricked both of us? Shame on you, Malcolm.” 
 He started laughing. He couldn’t help it. He put an arm around Rose and let out a sigh of relief. 
 “Let’s go home,” he said. 
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 “I guess it comes down to a simple choice, really. Get busy living or get busy dying.”  
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CHAPTER 1

   

I would give my clothes willingly to the poor and suffering, walk exposed and naked through the street. For all to see me as I am and make their own choice, including the lonely, the wandering, and the desperate, is but another test of true faith. – Iathia the Pious, Book of Stars

   
 ZAK 
   
 The air was clean, and the third season sun hung halfway down to the horizon. Zakarias felt the ship swaying underneath him as he stared out across the water, observing the reflection of the knotted white clouds overhead.  
 Krexellious, the rose moon, had just begun its afternoon ascent. The sky was otherwise clear, and the sea was calm and easy, devoid of the massive storms that usually ravaged the Arkaian island coasts late in the year. 
 Other than the Sand Angel, there were no other vessels resting on the nearby ocean. A larger than average wave crashed into the bow, shifting the ship’s hull just enough to force Zak into gripping onto the railing he’d been using as a seat. 
 He’d been on bigger ships before, but not often and not for long. The Sand Angel was somewhere in the middle of the upper size tier, fifty feet long and roomy enough to be comfortable for Zak and his three crewmates, who’d served as his deck family for the past five years. 
 The water was clear, and even the gleaming stripe of the sun’s reflection wasn’t enough to obscure his view of the sea life below. A donphar pup, tiny and excitable, surfaced into a quick, somersaulting jump above the water’s surface, blasting a geyser of mist out of its blowhole. 
 “It’s a little early for you to be taking a break, Zak,” said Hachia. She slipped up behind him silently, somehow managing avoid all of the creakiest planks in the deck on her way.  

You’d think she’d get bored of sneaking up on me eventually…

 “I’m on watch,” said Zak. “Sharks, or qyss. They could attack at any time.” He grinned at her. 
 “Real cute,” said Hachia. She didn’t smile back. 
 Zak let out an exaggerated sigh. He turned around on the railing and dropped down to the deck, snagging up the net he’d left within arm’s reach and sorting out tangles. 
 “You’re no fun,” he said. “Come on, the sky is clear, the seas are calm. And you’re looking especially beautiful, even though it’s been days since we’ve been to port.” 
 Hachia folded her arms. The slightest hint of a smile pulled at the edges of her mouth. 
 “Flattery won’t get you anywhere,” she said. 
 “And so smart,” he said, winking. “Too smart for my diversionary tricks.” 
 She brushed a few strands of hair out of her face and nodded to the net in his hands. 
 “You’re already halfway there,” she said. “Good finger work on those knots. I notice things like that.” 
 Zak rolled his eyes, but continued moving. He walked a few feet down along the railing, giving the donphar a safe berth before tossing over the net. He always did that, treating the smaller ones with kindness befitting their intelligence, and giving the massive, ship killing ones the distance and respect they deserved. 
 “For your information, I wasn’t taking a break,” said Zak. “I was just thinking.” 
 “Of course you were,” said Hachia. “Let me guess. You were imagining yourself skipping to one of the moons? Floating all the way up to Krex, and claiming it as your kingdom?” 
 She moved in closer behind him, leaning over the railing in a manner that was unmistakably provocative. Hachia didn’t look at him directly, instead waiting for him to look at her, open to the attention of his potentially leering eyes. 
 Zak pretended to ignore her, mostly out of necessity. Hachia was a walking mess of contradictions. She was attractive, three years younger than him at nineteen, with a lean body and alluring curves. Her sandy blonde hair managed to look good even when worn ragged, loose and comely around her shoulders. Unfortunately, she knew all of this, and had mostly gone through life taking advantage of the benefits of her appearance in a brusque and direct manner. 
  In comparison, Zak was tall and lanky, and though the musculature of a life lived as an oceanfoot was nothing to scoff at, his tanned skin and minimalist, somewhat ragged clothing didn’t add much to his overall appearance. Not enough for him to feel as though he was playing against Hachia with a full plate of Parxus chips. 
 “No,” said Zak. “I was thinking about something a little more grounded then that.” 
 “So… what, then?” asked Hachia. 
 Zak scowled. 

I should be used to this by now.

 “I give up, Hachia,” said Zak. “I’m working, see? Go back to Demetro and tell him that your mission has been accomplished.” 
 Hachia’s lips puckered into a pout and she let out an exaggerated sigh. 
 “Why do you always have to be this way?” she asked. “Other people like to have fun too, you know. My fun just happens to consist with occasionally torturing you.” 
 “Well, I give you credit for admitting it,” said Zak. He reached over and dipped his fingers into one of the ship’s rain barrels as they passed by, pulling up his hand and flicking a palm’s worth of water in her direction. Hachia let out an annoyed shriek and glared at him. 
 “You are… such a pain!” snapped Hachia. 
 “No,” said Zak. “I just give unto others as I would dream for them to give unto me. A regular Iathia the Pious.” 
 Hachia’s slate blue eyes gave away what she was about to do before she’d moved to do it, and Zak had time to dodge back and out of the way as she reached a hand into the rain barrel and countered his splash. 
 The two of them laughed and forgot their pretenses for a moment, splashing water at each other and giggling like children. Zak found it hard to disengage, both with his actions and his eyes. Hachia had done it once again, and he was annoyed at himself for going along with it. She was being a pain and stealing his attention, and he knew her well enough to know what that meant. 
 “That’s clean water, you vandals!” Bartrand stomped over, puffing out his chest and curling his huge arms in exaggerated anger. “Are you expecting us to drink the salt tonight?” 
 “Never again,” said Zak, furrowing his brow. “It’s not exactly my idea of fun.” 
 “Then knock it off,” said Bartrand. “Salt and stone, it never ends with the two of you.” 
  Bartrand glared at them for a couple of seconds. He was a soft-hearted man, and Zak wasn’t surprised when the glare melted into a subdued grin. 
 “See, Bartrand knows the run of things,” said Hachia. “He’s about business. Always with his eyes on the ship, and his mind on the ocean.” 
 Zak shook his head. 
 “My mind was on the ocean,” he said. “Just... in a different way.” 
 He didn’t mention that it was on what the ocean reminded him of, of the expanse of lost potential. The ocean was the Worldmaker’s bed, according to both the native Arkaian religion and the newer interpretations of the teachings of the Legacy Temple.  
 The ocean was special, deeply entwined with the cycle of life, creation and being. His mother and father, both unknown to him, were sleeping in its depths. His mentor, Jonalan, the person who’d done more for him than anyone else, was now a part of it, buried under the deceptively plain blue surface. 
 “It should be on the sky as much as the sea today,” said Bartrand. His voice was low, slow, and deliberate. “Today’s a lucky day.” 
 “You always say that,” said Zak.  
 Bartrand gave him a look and a smile, and Zak found himself oddly convinced by the man’s confidence. He let out a small chuckle, and was halfway into letting loose with another quip when he saw something that stopped him.  
 Over the side of the ship, a school of prism fish swam by, each one the size of a man’s face, with curved, rainbow-colored fins on either side that were considered to be an expensive delicacy in Malnia. He snapped and gestured with his fingers, drawing the attention of the others. 
 “By the stones!” shouted Bartrand. “Get a net and get down there! I’ll holler at the Under Prince to loop the ship around.” 
 Zak nodded, already moving into position near the aft of the ship. Hachia didn’t waste time, either, pulling one of the larger nets from the outer storage cabinets and double checking the fold for tangles. 
 “Same as usual?” she asked, flicking strands of sandy hair out of her face to meet Zak’s eyes. 
 “It looks like it could be a huge haul…” said Zak. “Better take a deep breath before going under.” 
 She rolled her eyes. It was good advice, but so commonly given as to have become almost a throwaway statement, run into the ground on every fishing ship upon which Zak had served. 
 “We have to time this just right,” continued Zak. “I’ll nip at the edges of the school until it’s good and bunched up, and then push it your way. Shouldn’t take long.” 
 “Alright,” said Hachia. “I’ll follow your lead.” 
 Zak held up a hand, waiting while their captain, Under Prince Demetro, slowly turned the ship around. The water was crystal clear, and it was no trouble for him to keep the fish in view. He could just barely see the faint blue reflection of Methrakia, the middle moon, in the water, larger than Krexellious and faster moving.  
 “Almost,” murmured Zak. “Get ready!” 
 He took several steps back, giving himself room. As the ship started back toward the fish, Zak charged, running forward at the railing. He hopped onto it without losing speed and hurled himself into a dive, sighting the spot on the water directly in front of the school’s path. A thrill went deep through him as he twisted and turned through the air. 
 He hit the water with only the slightest of splashes. To the fish, it may as well have been a skystone impact, all of them rushing away from the source of the disturbance. Zak’s momentum carried him through the water on one side, sending them against the ship and toward where Hachia would be with the net. 
 The world under the surface of the water was defined by a cool, blue silence. Zak loved it as much as anything, from the way his body moved, slowed and subdued by the water, to the almost limitless extent of the unknown presented by the deeper depths. 
 One of the fish veered off slightly to the right, as if testing the safety of that path of escape for the entire group. Zak kicked his legs and shot up next to it, steering it back into the greater group.  
 He could see Hachia ahead, having tethered one end of the net to the ship and holding the other in her hands. She had a graceful swimming style, her midsized breasts loose in the shirt she wore, not having had enough time to put on her usual swimming tunic. Speed swimming was not Hachia’s specialty, which was why Zak so often had her holding the net. 
 The fish didn’t realize what was about to happen until it was almost too late. Unfortunately, Zak had underestimated the size of the school, and overestimated the size of their net. Hachia closed around the fish in a slow circle, but even kicking at her hardest, fish were beginning to bleed out from the openings. 
 Zak pumped his arms and legs, cutting through the water over to where the other end of the net attached to the ship. They usually left it like that. Too many hauls had been lost by an accidental break in the net or clumsy handling. Prism fish were far too valuable to risk catching freehand. 
 But they were also extremely mobile, and that was all Zak had on his mind as he watched them rushing out of the net by the dozen, moving faster than Hachia could contain them. He undid the knot, taking the far end of the net in his hand, and swam toward her.  
 It pulled their trap closed almost immediately, faster than most of the prism fish could react. The saro vines woven into the edges of the net automatically looped into each other, sealing it up into a bundle held tightly enough to keep the fish from escaping. 
 Zak looped back down, swimming backward and bumping into Hachia as he gave the job a final look over. She rubbed one of his shoulders affectionately and flashed a tiny, secretive smile. Zak couldn’t resist. He grabbed her and pulled her against him, stealing an underwater kiss. She responded by pressing her body against his eagerly as both of their lungs began to burn. 
 They parted after a second or two and Zak nodded toward the surface. Hachia waited, watching him and turning the moment into another contest, another back and forth of egos. 
 Zak didn’t take the bait, feeling as though the kiss and the prism fish were victory enough. He kicked his legs and took off toward the surface first, getting his head out of the water a half second before his lungs began to actively revolt. Bartrand was at the edge of the ship, along with Demetro, and both of them watched him expectantly. 
 “Probably about two hundred, maybe more,” said Zak. He grinned up at both of his crewmates, meeting Demetro’s gaze for long enough to read the suspicion in the eyes staring back at him. 

I still can’t tell if he knows about the two of us, even after months of me and Hachia sneaking around.

 “We’re near one of the unclaimed Lower Islands,” said Bartrand. “Makes sense for the two of you to swim out and see if there are any around the shallows.” 
 Zak nodded. Hachia surfaced next to him and he shot her a look, feeling as though a bit of her competitiveness had spread into him. 
 “Race you to the island,” he said, kicking off the ship’s hull before she could answer. 
 “You ass!” Hachia splashed water in his direction, and followed after him. 


 




CHAPTER 2

   
 ZAK 
   
 They swam into the shallows and walked the last stretch onto the sun heated island. It was a tiny thing, maybe two hundred feet across, just large enough for some trees and overgrown bushes to have sprouted up in its center. 
 Hachia looked expectantly at Zak as they slowly did a lap around the island’s circumference, searching for more prism fish. She made it obvious in her expression what she wanted, and seeing her like that, lips pouty, looking for every excuse she could find to slowly bend over to pick up shells, or pull downward at her tight, wet shirt, made it hard for him not to ogle her. 

That’s how it all started to begin with. Me stealing a look at the wrong time… or exactly the right time.

 “Come on,” he said. He took her hand into his and silently led her into the trees, waiting until they were on the other side of the tiny forest, and Demetro and Bartrand’s views were sure to be blocked. 
 She was against him in an instant, before he could say what he wanted, before he could say anything. Hachia kissed him with enough passion for two women put together. Zak felt himself hardening as he shifted, dropping down onto the sand with her. 
 They’d known each other for three years, and spent the better part of the first two flirting and testing each other, letting the tension build until it had finally spilled over during an argument about whose shift it was, the two fucking it out instead of fighting. 
 Zak ran his hand under the bottom hem of Hachia’s shirt, pulling it off her and tossing it away. Her breasts were nicely sized, with large, cute nipples. He leaned forward and kissed each one, feeling Hachia slowly pawing at his crotch, working the tie of his trousers loose. 
 Relationships among deck families were uncommon and typically frowned upon. The Arkaian Ocean was no place for children, or love, for that matter. The storms took a yearly toll in blood, and losing a deck brother or sister was already price enough to pay, let alone a lover, or someone even closer. 
 Hachia stared at Zak’s hard cock as he moved to finish undressing her. She always insisted on wearing the tightest pants she could, and he smiled at the cute wiggles she was forced to do in order to get herself out of them. 
 He slid in between her newly naked thighs, both of them stripped bare, and let his erection press into her tight, wet hole. Zak felt the same familiar thrill as he began to move. They could be discovered by Demetro and Bartrand as easily as one of them deciding to come and check out the island. It was always like that, him and Hachia sneaking around to find time to get each other off, and sometimes he wondered if that, more than any real attraction, was what brought them together. 
 “We have to… be quick,” Hachia whispered, cupping her hand against his cheek. Zak pushed deeper into her, hearing a tiny squeal in return and feeling delighted by the girlishness of it. 
 He pumped into her hard, luxuriating in the passion of the moment. If Hachia wanted a different life, she could find one for herself, leveraging her looks, fertility, and heritage to get off the Sand Angel. But here she was, with him, at least for the moment. 
 Zak felt primal emotions surge through his chest as he pushed forward, enjoying the sensation of her soft body and modest breasts. Hachia was always a tease right up until the action began. Her body melded into his, submissive, eager, and quivering in response to his movements. 
 It was a struggle to stay quiet, with the pleasure as raw and vivid as it was. The noises they did make sounded lewd and illicit, even against the naturally romantic background of the noise of the ocean and waves. They were eager and young, full of passion, hormones, and lustful needs. 
 Zak let himself enjoy the sensation of her tightness and warmth. He slowed his movements until Hachia began to arch her hips up toward him, desperate for what he had to offer. He pushed into her, kissing her neck and only barely resisting the urge to whisper dirty things into her ear. 
 “Oh… Zak!” Hachia tensed up, her legs wrapping around him. Zak thrust deep into her, only remembering at the last second to pull back and find his release somewhere that would keep their lives simple and uncomplicated into the future. 
 She cuddled against him for a minute or two, resting her head against his chest and saying nothing. Zak ran his hand through her sandy blonde hair and emptied his mind of thoughts and worry. 
 “Zakarias…” whispered Hachia. 
 He frowned. She only ever used his full name when she was being serious. 
 “Yeah?” 
 She hesitated for a long moment before continuing. 
 “Demetro is still smitten with me,” she said. 
 Zak did his best to shrug with her still pressed tight against his side. 
 “So what?” he asked. “Are you saying we should be open about… this?” 
 Hachia found his hand with hers and gave it a squeeze. 
 “I have to think of my family,” she whispered. “And of their future.” 

…And Demetro is one of the Under Princes. Not exactly high on the social hierarchy compared to the Malnians, but above almost any Arkaian. Above me…

 He didn’t say anything, and it was clear enough that Hachia took that to be a response in itself. 
 “This was just fun, Zak,” she said, softly. 
 “I know.” He took a deep breath, forcing out words even as he feared betrayal from the emotion in his tone. “Of course. I knew that.” 
 Hachia stood up, walking naked across the sand to collect her clothes. Zak looked away from her, sensing somehow that it could quite possibly be the last time he’d ever see her naked. He dressed alongside her, neither of them saying anything else, and then swam back to the ship alongside her. They were greeted by a grinning Bartrand, leaning over the railing. 
 “You two were gone for a while,” bellowed the big man. “Strange. Any sign of more?” 
 Zak ignored the insinuation. He gripped the rope ladder hanging over the side of the ship in one hand and started up it. 
 “No, that’s it,” he said, with a sigh. “But still, this is a better haul than any we’ve had in weeks. My extra five percent alone will be enough to feed me for a month.” 
 “Hachia gets the finder’s fee,” said Demetro. The youngest of the seven Under Princes of the Arkaian Isles slowly walked onto deck, eying Zak and Hachia with more confusion than suspicion. His clothes were only marginally less ragged than anyone else’s on the ship, but there was something in the way he walked and the look on his face that suggested authority. 
 “What?” shouted Zak. “I spotted them. The finder’s fee is mine, by right.” 
 “Let it go, Zak,” muttered Hachia. “I’ll split it with you.” 
 “You’ll do no such thing,” said Demetro. “I want you to have it for yourself, Hachia.” 

And this is how it begins. Or rather ends, for me and Hachia.

 Demetro flashed a perfect smile and leaned back against the wall of the middeck cabin. Zak gritted his teeth and tried to contain his scorn, still hanging from the top edge of the ladder. Demetro’s royal blood was only worth enough to grant him rights to the Sand Angel and one of the uninhabited outer Arkaian Isles that the rest of his brothers had left unclaimed. 
 Even Lord Richtor, the Under King of the Arkaian Isles, was a man of limited authority. The Arkaians had been vassals to the Malnians for almost a century. Many of the nobles of the Emperor’s court and even some of the more influential songstresses held more political power than the entirety of the province. 
 “Let it go, Zak,” said Bartrand. “We’ll all eat well tonight, and five percent is nothing to be splitting the sinking mood over.” 
 “Oh, blood and thunder, Bartrand,” said Zak. “I’d sink more than the mood if that’s what it takes to get my—” 
 Hachia was behind him on the ladder and announced her presence by giving him a hard slap on the butt. 
 “Knock off the language,” she said. “You’re in the presence of a lady.” 
 “You’re about as much a lady as I am a qyss,” said Zak. Hachia made a face at him, and he made one back. 
 He pulled himself over the railing, and then with Bartrand’s help and Hachia lifting from below, began to pull up the bundle of prism fish. Demetro watched them, stepping in to take Hachia’s hand and help her up the last few ladder rungs. 
 “She is a lady, and a beautiful one at that,” he said, smiling. 

He’s clueless. And I’m an oceanfoot, with as much say and sway as one of these fish.

 Under Prince Demetro had taken command of the Sand Angel three months ago, after the death of their last captain, old man Dagon. Zak still had fond memories of him, even if he’d been drunk most of the time, and had finished himself off on a batch of bad ale. 
 “Thank you, Demetro,” said Hachia. “It’s nice to know that someone still understands what it means to have good manners.” 
 Zak groaned, splitting off from the group instead of speaking his mind and saying something he would probably regret. He made his way up the main mast, climbing the old hardwood slats up to where the flag hung high above the deck. He switched out Demetro’s family banner for the fresh catch flag, which would alert any nearby and interested ships to their haul. 
 Bartrand whistled, drawing Zak’s attention while he still stood in the crow’s nest. He looked down at the deck to see the big man waving up at him, a mischievous grin splayed across his face. 
 “Give us your best dive, Zak!” he shouted. “Show us the one that won you the diving contest at the First Season Festival!”  
 Zak leaned his head to the side and smiled. He remembered the festival well enough. He’d spent a bit of time each day during the lead up practicing different flips on land, and different diving angles off the Palmian cliffs while they were in dock. 
 Hachia said something to Demetro that Zak couldn’t hear from his perch. Demetro made a boisterous gesture and immediately began taking his shirt off. He’d been there for the diving contest, too. A twisted ankle had kept him from participating, but Zak had seen his form before, and it wasn’t half bad. 
 “I’ll throw a dive,” Zak shouted, grinning down at Bartrand. “Under the condition that I get my finder’s fee.” 
 “You throw a better dive than me, and it’s a deal,” shouted Demetro. “Hachia will judge.” 
 “Hachia and Bartrand,” said Zak. 
 Demetro shook his head. 
 “Just Hachia.” He smiled at her, and Zak felt a sudden intense urge to vomit down onto deck. 
 The diving path from the crow’s nest of the Sand Angel down to the water was at a far less than ideal angle. Zak had thrown plenty of dives from the top of the mast before, and while it was doable, the forward momentum required to avoid slamming into the edge of the deck limited his acrobatic potential.  
 Demetro was already on his way up the mast by the time Zak had stripped his shirt off. He tossed it down to the deck below, and felt oddly pleased to see Hachia reaching out to catch it for him. 
 “Don’t get it dirty,” said Zak. “It’s the only clean one I have left.” 
 Hachia stuck her tongue out at him and waved the shirt around her head, as though considering whether or not to throw it into the ocean. Zak cracked one of his knuckles in her direction, a gesture which by Malnian standards would have merited a prayer to the Worldmaker on behalf of anyone unlucky enough to be watching. 
 He stepped up onto the crow’s nest outer railing. The wood was thin and ill-suited to bearing the weight of a person. Zak only needed a single step, however, and he began prepping for it while plotting his path into the cerulean waters below. 
 Hesitation had never been a hurdle for Zak when it came to diving. He felt the fear in his chest, even only twentyish feet up, but it was the same fear he felt at the top of the highest Arkaian diving cliffs, with a hundred feet of open air beneath him. It was nothing he couldn’t handle. 
 Diving, like many things in life, was all about that first step. Once over the edge, all of the potential outcomes and possibilities narrowed down into a single strand, a single thread to hold onto and follow to the end. 
 Zak launched into a confident, twisting dive. His knees pulled up toward his chest, committing his entire body into several flips. He saw blurs of the sun, Krexellious, and Methrakia as he twisted upside down, and then the water as he came around. 
 One, two rotations, and then he untucked for the final stretch. The edge of the ship’s hull was only a few feet away from him as he sped by toward the water. There was good reason for why so few island divers ever attempted complicated tricks from the crow’s nest. 
 Zak hit the water smoothly, sinking down a dozen feet and taking a moment before doing anything to feel the last of the adrenaline pumping through his veins. The rush of a high level dive, at least to him, was better than being drunk off ale, or spirits. It was better than sex.  
 He took his time surfacing, even though his lungs ached for oxygen, his fast-beating heart running through the supply in double the normal time. When he finally took that first breath, the air tasted salty and sweet, and the sun felt good on his face. 
 Zak slicked back his hair and saw Demetro motioning for him to swim to the side and clear space for his landing. He did, not seeing any sense in being a poor sport. Demetro went through the same motions that Zak had, his eyes scanning the water and the air intensely. There was a certain pride in his posture that transcended ego, and Zak couldn’t help but smile at it, even as competitive as he was. 
 Demetro set his foot and launched forward. His foot slipped as he entered the air, but he was a little taller than Zak, and apparently much more effective at leveraging his body into a jump. He flipped once, twice, three times, and landed feet first after clearing the edge of the boat by more than twice the margin of Zak. 

He’s good. At least as good as me. Maybe even better…

 “Not bad,” said Zak, addressing the empty patch of ocean where Demetro had entered the water. “Not bad at all.” 
 Demetro surfaced a moment later. He locked eyes with Zak, raising his head into a nod that was neither friendly nor aggressive. 
 “Yours was a little short,” said Demetro. 
 “You landed feet first,” said Zak. 
 He couldn’t hold back a smile, feeling an unwanted fondness for his crewmate and captain. Despite everything, he’d come to know Demetro as a friend and a deck brother over the past few months. He wasn’t a bad person, just a little spoiled by his upbringing. The two of them looked up at Hachia, who was standing at the railing’s edge, arms crossed. 
 “Tie,” she announced. 
 “Sink it,” said Zak. “You say that knowing that I’m the clear-cut winner, Hachia!” 
 “She’s trying to save your pride, Zakarias,” said Demetro. “You should let her.” 
 Zak brought his hands in close to Demetro’s ear, and cracked his knuckles. 


 




CHAPTER 3

   
 History reads in such a way to make it seem inevitable that Lord Emperor Altreis the First conquered the outer islands. Tis a shame that there is almost nothing on the official record of the desperation precipitating those events. – Cadwin the Historian, Founding of an Empire

   
 ZAK 
   
 The Sand Angel was on the far side of the Arkaian Isles, and while it was prime territory for harvesting the sea, it wasn’t nearly as trafficked as the trade corridors around the central island of Malnia. The only thing near them, other than the coast of the island of Palmia, was the Stormy Sea, an uncharted, dangerous expanse of water.   
 More than anything, that was what caused Zak to do a double take when he finished climbing back onto the deck and saw the familiar blurred image of a ship approaching on the horizon so soon after the catch flag had been strung up. He raised an eyebrow and made his way over to the ship’s bow. 
 “We’ve got a buyer,” he said, calling to the rest of the crew. “And an early one, at that.” 
 Demetro was still on the ladder, and Hachia was sitting on the starboard railing, braiding her hair. It took the two of them a second to make out what Zak had seen. 
 “That’s not a ship…” said Hachia. “What in the stones?” 
 Zak frowned, staring more closely at the shape in the distance. It didn’t look like any ship he’d seen before. The hull was long and rounded, and a deep, natural shade of textured brown. It had multiple sails, dozens of them at least, hanging from strange, diagonally angled masts with odd, jointed vertices. Stranger still was the shape in the water at the front of it, massive and grey skinned and spurting up regular jets of water. 

Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing? This… is impossible.

  “It’s a treeship…” said Demetro. “By the Worldmaker… It’s the Luxians!” 
 Heavy footsteps sounded from the middeck cabin as Bartrand’s huge frame thundered onto deck. His eyes were wide, and that gave Zak pause. 
 Technically, Lux was still at war with Malnia. It had been over two decades since the last Malnian raid on their jungle peninsula, and the Luxians were by no means at naval parity with the Malnian Empire. The treeship was close enough for Zak to make out the details of the men on deck: at least a dozen of them, outnumbering the crew of the Sand Angel four to one. 
 “Well,” he said, uneasily. “I guess we should trade with them?” 
 “Are you out of your sinking mind?” snapped Demetro. “These people… They’re killers, and necromancers! I’ve heard stories of the kinds of things they do.” 
 “I’ve seen what they do,” said Bartrand, who was older than anyone else on the ship by at least a score of years. “But it doesn’t seem like we have much of a choice, Captain.” 
 Demetro frowned. Zak scanned his face, and then Hachia’s, feeling comforted by the fact that he wasn’t the only one wearing their uneasiness openly. 
 “We’ll be fine,” said Zak. “They’re here because of our catch. We have fish to sell. Let’s just do what we do, and not overthink it!” 
 More details came into view as the treeship neared the Sand Angel. The shape in the front was a full grown donphar, a massive, warm-blooded, intelligent sea beast, attached to the ship by some sort of vine harness. Zak almost couldn’t believe it, and began running over the hundreds of scenarios in which such an arrangement could go horribly wrong. 
 The men and women on the treeship looked even stranger than what Zak had been expecting. Much of the information about the culture of the Luxians he’d assumed to be exaggerated, either by the Malnians for effect, or from being passed from one mouth to another for so long. 
 Their shirts and jackets were deep green, and appeared to be made of thick leaves, each one wide enough to cover a person’s face, and glossy, as though some type of preservative had been layered over it. Their trousers were made of wool, and each pair was dyed a different color. 
 The women wore low-cut blouses, revealing scandalous amounts of cleavage and almost dipping low enough to show more than just that. Zak tried not gape as he stared at him and failed miserably, the task compounded by how fit and lean all of their bodies were. 
 The legends spoke of Luxians as jungle savages and necromancers, too wild and unfit to be a part of civilized society. They’d been at the periphery of the world for over a hundred years, since the dawn of the current era; since before Founding Emperor Altreis the First put an end to the Dynasty War and brought peace to the islands. 
 The war between Malnia and Lux was not something born from intention. During the reign of Lord Emperor Altreis II, hundreds of expeditions were sent out to the old continent, most of them only rediscovering the Forsaken Lands and bringing back little of worth. 
 The ships that followed the coast to the south eventually found Lux, the peninsula at the bottom of the world. It was the only remaining fertile land outside of the northern and southern islands to ever to be discovered in recent memory, and it was populated not by the scholars and statesmen of the old world, but by a very different kind of people. 
 “They’re waiting for something,” muttered Demetro. Zak blinked, pulling his attention back into focus. The Luxian ship had somehow cut loose the donphar and set down anchorstone next to them. The men on it, their skin tanned deeper than that of any Arkaian, were watching them. 
 “Well, we have to put the ship bridge down,” said Zak. 
 “Are you out of your mind?” hissed Demetro. “They’ll think we’re attacking!” 
 “There are four of us,” said Zak. “And around fourteen of them. I sincerely doubt they’ll think we’re attacking.” 
 He started walking over to where the ship bridge, a sliding wooden slab used to connect one ship to another, was resting. Bartrand glanced nervously over at Demetro and then moved to help him. The Luxians were watching, sharing almost none of the nervous anxiety of the crew of the Sand Angel. One of them let out a deep, guttural laugh at something. 
 “Alright.” Zak paused before beginning to tip the ship bridge over, and turned to the Luxians. “We’re just trying to connect,” he made a gesture with both hands, “the two ships together.” 
 One of the Luxians laughed again. Zak couldn’t help but notice that all of them were either carrying a sword, or another weapon that he didn’t know the name of that looked a bit like a flail, except made of vines and rocks. 
 He and Bartrand carefully leaned the ship bridge down. It let out a loud clunk as it struck the hull of the Luxian ship on the other side. Zak worried for a moment that it would slide, and they’d be stuck fishing it out of the ocean as they had many times in the past, but it caught against the rough bark of the treeship and stuck in place. 
 “Great,” said Zak. “Now let’s just… calmly go get the fish.” 
 Zak and Bartrand hurried around to the other side of the middeck cabin, where the prism fish had been stowed away in the catch bin. Having the Luxians out of sight, even for just a minute, was far more terrifying than seeing them in person had been. Zak thought of Hachia, and of what little Demetro could do on his own to protect her if something happened. He walked a little faster as he and Bartrand carried the bundle, and noticed the bigger man’s expression darken slightly. 
 One of the Luxians was testing the integrity of the ship bridge out with a sandal-clad foot, speaking in his strange language to the rest of his crew as he did. When he saw Zak and Bartrand carrying the fish he clapped his hands together and leaned forward into a slight bow. 
 “Alright,” said Demetro. “This is good. Yes. We want… to trade… with you.” 
 He spoke in slow intervals, making wide, patronizing movements with his hands as he did. The Luxians watched him for a moment, and then several of them burst out into laughter. The man who’d been testing the bridge waved to his crew and then slowly began to walk across. 
 Zak was there to meet him once he’d made it to the other side. He saw the man’s face in detail and froze. Savage, tribal patterned artwork crisscrossed the man’s cheeks, forehead, and neck. Zak could pick up on the subtle hint of blue Methrakian celestial stone, crushed and powdered into fine glitter, within the intricate lines of the tattoos. 

That’s evil. True, unadulterated evil.

 Celestial stones were as rare as anything could be in Malnian society, and far more valuable than silver, gold, or any inert substance. They were beautiful to look at, but their true value came from the magic contained with their very essence. They were power itself.  
 A few slivers of celestial stone, powdered and mixed into a potion, could give a person abilities far outside of anything natural. A pure enough celestial stone, bound into jewelry and kept in direct contact with the skin was a more practical, though far more expensive way of achieving the same effects. 
 There was a third method for harnessing the power within the celestial stones, and in Malnia, it was an absolute taboo, punishable by death, or exile. Though why anyone would choose to go through with the process of receiving a tattoo to begin with, excruciating as it was rumored to be, was a mystery to Zak. He stared at the Luxian’s tattoos, each one a curiosity to behold; a statement of otherness scarred into skin. The Luxian didn’t notice, or was at least good at acting like he didn’t. 
 Methrakian stone, fallen from the moon of reflection, was relatively rare in Malnia, and even rarer in Arkaia. Zak had heard the stories of people binding objects to their will at a touch, and lifting them free of hand, as though carried by invisible fingers. The stone seers called it telekinesis, magic of empty space and air. 
 The Luxian was watching Zak, waiting for something. He looked over at Bartrand and Hachia, and bowed slightly. 
 “Shevat Natoyus,” said the Luxian. 
  The crew of the Sand Angel was silent for a several seconds, an eternity in the context of the situation. Zak took a slow breath, and then reached over to the bundle, patting it with one hand. 
 “Prism fish,” he said. “To trade?” 

Food, and delicious food, at that. Let’s see if they speak the language of stomachs.

 He opened the bundle’s seal and pulled out one of the smaller ones. It was healthy, with good color to its fins. The entire bundle would be worth at least a dozen silver draigs in Malnia. Of course, that was supposing that they could make it all the way to Malnia without running into a storm or other hardship. 
 The Luxian smiled. He had a thick beard, trimmed and well maintained. He took the fish out of Zak’s hand and brought it up to his nose, giving it a cursory sniff. After a moment, he looked back at his crew and said something in his own language. A few of the Luxian crew chimed in with comments that Zak could understand from the context alone. 
 “All,” said Zak, gesturing. “We’re selling all of them.” 
 He gave the bundle a tug, and then pantomimed handing it to the Luxian. The Luxian nodded, smiled, and reached toward his sword. A flash of fear went through Zak, and then dissipated as he saw the Luxian bring his hand back up with a small bag in it. 
 “Take whatever he offers,” said Demetro. “Blood and thunder, just take his money so we can get the sog out of here!” 
 “Relax,” said Zak. “We’re fine. Nothing’s wrong.” 
 The Luxian dumped out a couple of odd-looking bits of money. Zak instantly recognized the gleam of gold, but it took him a second to understand what seemed off about it. Each one had intricate patterns set into it, and at the center, a tiny globular object had been pressed into the core.  Zak gaped as the Luxian poured out ten of the coins, watching Zak’s expression, reading his reaction. 
 “Those are… seeds.” Zak shook his head slightly, not fully understanding why any culture would set seeds into their coins as a standard for their currency. 
 The Luxian frowned at Zak’s reaction and poured another two coins into his hand. He passed them to Zak, and said something resolute that spoke for itself. Zak closed his hands around the coins and watched as the Luxian tossed the bundle over his shoulder and then walked back across to his ship. 
 The Luxian paused before stepping off the ship bridge. He looked back at Zak and smiled. 
 “Shevat Natoyus.” 
 Zak nodded slowly, at a loss for what to say back. 
 “Yes… you’re welcome,” he finally said. 
 Bartrand helped him swing the ship’s bridge back up into its resting position. The Luxians moved to active positions on the tree ship, several of them taking up positions on the various upward extending branches and angling the sails on each one into the wind. The tree ship pulled forward, cutting through the water into the distance. 
 “They’re headed into the Stormy Sea,” said Hachia. “That’s… insane.” 
 Zak shook his head and let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 
 “I don’t think there’s much that they could do now that would surprise me,” he said.  
 He opened the bag in his hand and looked at the coins. Even though they were made of gold, the seed at the center of each coin made the weight feel off. Each coin could potentially be worth more than a Malnian gold draig of the same size, perhaps far more if they could find the right buyer. 
 Zak flicked one of them to Demetro, who caught it easily, and then did a double take. 
 “By the Worldmaker,” said Demetro. “Do you know how much each of these is worth?” 
 “Tonight,” said Zak, “we celebrate.” 
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