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For those who found it impossible to name ourselves, then did it anyway

This story engages with some serious topics, including depression, suicidal ideation and dysphoria. This is not meant to be tragic or dark, but the exploration of these themes might be triggering for trans readers.


Episode 12: Shocker! Showdown at the Radio Tower!

The monster towered over a host of innocent high school students, an eight-foot tall humanoid assemblage of broadcasting equipment with arcs of blue-white electricity cascading across its ramshackle form. The only complete device in its body was a large stereo radio positioned roughly where a head would have been.

"Listen!" it called with a susurrus of voices drawn from a hundred failed disk jockeys. "Listen to me!"

The radio monster advanced slowly and clumsily through the station lobby, each ponderous step driving the increasingly panicked students further into a corner. Electricity arced out from one hand and crashed into a wall, showering the students with debris. A boy fell to his knees.

There wasn't much point to running, and everyone knew it. If you took away the furniture, the lobby was just a large box with a single door from which the monster had come in the first place. No one had any route to escape; at most, a student might have avoided the monster for a few more moments as it tore through their friends instead. A few students started to cry.

Naturally, that's when an arrow made of fire crashed into the back of its head.

"HOLD EVILDOER!" a voice sounded from the far side of the room, bright and clear as a bell. The monster stumbled into the crowd, grabbing an unlucky student and then spun around, holding him—me—up as a shield between it and its attacker.

The teenage girl who'd spoken lowered her bow and spun in place, finishing in a familiar pose with one hand holding the bow at her hip and the other pointing a flaming arrow at the monster.

She was dressed in something that looked almost like a school uniform, though I had yet to see a school uniform that exposed anyone's midriff, or that came complete with a pair of tiny fluffy angel wings and a brilliant halo forged out of solid red light.

Her skirt and her ponytail fluttered in the heat of her own magic, the red of the skirt a perfect match for the red of the hair. Both also neatly matched the scattering of freckles that stood out against her pale skin. She held the pose as she said her customary introduction, "Pure as a flame! Cleansing the world with an innocent heart, Angelic Saint Castitas has arrived!"

Castitas probably would have kept attacking if it wasn't for me. Ever since the Saints had acquired their magical weapons, Castitas tended to favor shooting absurd numbers of arrows into anything that moved and thinking after. Instead, she froze for a moment. The radio monster used its free arm to send a blast of electricity toward the girl.

Castitas tensed, but even I could see she'd be too late to get out of the way. Her hesitation had cost her.

Of course, Castitas rarely fought alone. The floor rose up to diffuse the attack before crumbling under the monster's power to reveal a dark-skinned blonde, her shield positioned to guard the Saint of Purity.

Aside from the fact that the new girl's yellow costume was similar to Castitas' red, the two were as different as could be. Where Castitas exuded a fiery charisma, the second Saint had a stoicism to her that lent her a knightly mein. She was also, to Castitas' frequent consternation, a great deal taller.

"Steadfast as the earth," I found myself muttering, oddly distant from yet another near death experience.

"Steadfast as the earth! Persevering forward one step at a time, Angelic Saint Diligentia is here!" she shouted.

Which left...

A pressurized jet of water struck the mechanical monstrosity in the arm that wasn't holding me, causing it to stumble and yank me painfully with it. Taking advantage of its distraction, Castitas leapt over her teammate and bounced off Diligentia's waiting shield to soar toward the radio creature. Landing just in front of it, she plucked me from its distracted arms, carrying me as if I were a princess.

The monster swung one clumsy hand at her head. Without pausing to recover or setting me down, Castitas dropped into a crouch. The displaced air from its attack left me with little doubt as to how dead I would be if we had been hit. But Castitas showed not a hint of concern as she bounced up in the monster's wake and jumped once more. Her feet struck the arm that had just swung past us, pushing it further off-balance and sending both me and Castitas careening through the air away from the electrified beast.

Diligentia dashed toward the melee as Castitas soared over her head and landed the pair of us safely out of immediate danger.

Temporarily free from the fight, Angelic Castitas glanced me over to make sure the mere mortal in her arms had made it out relatively unscathed. Even as she gave me a small comforting smile, I heard a soft and cold voice call out behind us, "Calm as still water. Biding until I strike like a tsunami, Angelic Saint Temperantia..."

Castitas carried me through the room's lone doors as her teammates kept this week's monster busy. Gently, she set me down in a deliberately cozy hallway whose walls were covered with posters advertising musicians of all stripes. She looked at me for a lingering moment, fighting the urge to say something, before she settled for a weak smile.

"I have to get back to the fight C... Charlie, but you should be safe out here."

I'm not sure how I managed to keep a straight face. Yes, quickly correcting to my name after accidentally slipping into a nickname that barely anyone used was a decent save. However, I had never, in the nearly a dozen times that Castitas had ended up saving me from a monster, given her my name.

Sure, I'd thought of telling my best friend—who'd just saved my life again—that she was really bad at this whole secret identity thing; but it felt like it would be rude to push when she clearly had some reason not to tell me. And the only times when I might have had the courage, when she'd just saved me yet again and I burned to tell my hero that I knew what was up, always ended up being the times I couldn't really manage

I might have said something right there, in that floating distant high of another near death experience. But for some reason, I couldn't find the air to speak. On closer examination, my heart was doing its best hummingbird imitation, and I was panting desperately. I managed to force out a barely audible thanks as Castitas slammed the doors open to dramatically reenter the fray.

I waited a few moments, then sagged into the wall and slid down to the floor as my legs giving way under me.

Freed of the all too familiar play of hostage and rescue, I had little to do but push down the nausea that always seemed to bubble up as soon as the danger faded and wallow in how scared and frustrated I actually was. I hated how powerless this always made me feel. My best friend was out there risking her life, being a hero and doing something bigger and better than anything I'd ever manage in life, and all I could do was huddle into a ball and try to avoid losing my mind.

"Pathetic," I muttered.

At least I didn't cry; boys don’t do that.

* * *

I got sent to the nurse's office when the teachers finally corralled us back to school; everyone else got to return to class. The first few times a monster had interrupted a school field trip, class, and/or assembly last fall, they'd given us all at least a day off. By the fifth time, and the looming realization that none of us would be getting through half of the required curriculum if this kept happening, they'd simply decided to soldier through.

Except for me apparently. For whatever reason, our routine monster attacks honed in on me like Inessa—Castitas—honed in on Lupin, the senior class’s token goth. Of course, while Inessa tended to just sigh longingly at her crush from a distance, the monsters were a lot less shy about things. The end result was that I'd assembled a pretty impressive history of being manhandled, getting thrown at things, turned into an object, held hostage; charmed and, naturally, of being rescued by magical girls. Honestly, you'd think I would be used to it. I hadn't been surprised when I was grabbed. Hell, I'd made no real effort to not be one of the closest students to the monster. And yet, I'd still ended up huddling in a hallway, struggling to breathe once everything was said and done.

And, well, requirements or not, they couldn't just let you get used as a human shield by a monster materialized from a failed shock jock's desperate greed for rating success and send you back to class. That would be inhumane. And, obviously, they couldn't cancel field trips, major club activities or holiday celebrations, even though these were basically guaranteed to prompt incidents. That would mean admitting there was a pattern to everything.

And so, my December report card had absolutely looked like the victim of a monster attack, and, even though we were already in mid-January, I could sense that this term would be just as bad if I didn't work as hard as I could to stay afloat. And sure, it was the last part of senior year and colleges wouldn't really be making any acceptance decisions on these grades. But if I wanted any chance at a scholarship, I had to work as hard as possible on keeping my GPA up.

Instead, I found myself bored out of my mind in the nurse's office. It had been nice, the first few times, to have a quiet place to gather myself. But this was no longer a simple matter of getting attacked once or twice, and nothing really bad had actually happened to me. I didn't need to be coddled like this. Inessa and company had been the ones actually fighting for their lives and they didn't skip class afterwards.

No, they'd been able to fight instead of freezing up like a little... person who is not particularly manly. Which, like, sure, that was toxic masculinity or whatever; internalized despite my best efforts at avoiding dad's nonsense. But, like, what was the point of even being a guy if I couldn't even stand up when a man was 'supposed' to?

The school bell interrupted my wallowing before I could really get into it and I practically sprinted to the nurse to ask his permission to head home. Begrudgingly, as if he wanted me to lie around being useless for even longer, the nurse let me go after extracting a few concessions like "taking it easy" and "setting up an appointment with the school's guidance counselor."

That left only one more obstacle before I could escape to the quiet solitude of a hopefully empty home.

"C!" the redheaded bane of my existence crashed into me outside the nurse’s office, wrapping me into a tight hug, "I heard you got attacked again," Inessa said, as if she hadn't literally princess-carried me out of danger.

"Just the usual, no big deal," I tried to play it off.

Inessa Brandt, without the magical uniform and its accompanying heels, was a petite and thoroughly upbeat girl, whose breezy disposition, freckles, and cute looks had made her quite popular in the last few years.

She let go and took a step back. A flicker of something sad worked its way through her face and ended with a pout in my direction. "It is a big deal C, you could have gotten hurt."

"Well," I parried, "Castitas was there to save the day, so it all ended fine." Honestly, it burned a little that Inessa had gone and become someone so amazing while I was still the same boring C. I couldn't resist teasing her. "I just wish there was a way to thank her to her face for saving me so much and tell her how amazing she is."

Inessa blushed, "W-well, I'm sure she knows she's appreciated and really she's probably just sorry that you keep getting involved."

"Yeah," I trailed off, guiltily.

"What's wrong? You can tell me."

I thought, again, about telling her that I knew exactly who'd saved me; that I was so grateful and also so jealous of how radiant she'd become, while here I was, unable to take a step forward or make anything of my life. I would never get to be a heroine like Inessa, standing center stage and challenging the forces of evil.

"I just wish..." I said instead, unwilling to admit how bitter my heart felt to someone who'd immediately decide it was her responsibility to help me.

"Yeah?"

"I just wish that I wasn't so powerless. That I could, you know, do something to fight back if I'm always going to get pulled into these things." I laughed awkwardly. Inessa didn't deserve my issues, not with everything she was doing. "But I guess I'd look pretty awful in a Saint's uniform."

"C..." she hesitated, not sure what to say.

"I dunno," a quiet, subdued voice cut in, "You're pretty leggy, I think you could probably pull the look off."

A tiny pale blue-haired girl stood a bit away from Inessa, looking somewhere between apathetic and awkward. After transferring to school in late November, she had almost instantly become Inessa's close friend, despite almost everyone else finding her off-putting. It made perfect sense to me. Obviously the blue-haired girl named Temperance Atwater was actually the Angelic Saint of Temperance.

And yet... Somehow no one but me seemed to have realized that the blue-haired girl named Temperance might be connected to the blue-haired magical girl named Temperantia. Temperantia had first appeared on the day before Temperance had transferred to our school. In my mind, this was a strong point of evidence that everyone else in this town was an idiot. Alternatively, everyone else in this town had long guessed Inessa, Ida's and Temperance's identities and was simply being circumspect out of gratitude.

"Ha ha," I laughed awkwardly, angrier at myself for making the joke in the first place than Temperance for hammering it home, "as if."

"I think it would at least be a much better aesthetic than oversized hoodie," she nodded sagely, her voice betraying not a hint of emotion.

"Just drop it, okay, and I'm not even wearing a hoodie!" I didn't hate her, for all her endless needling, but I did not understand Temperance Atwater at all.

"Spiritually," she corrected without a single indication that she was joking. Temperance drifted into silence, and I took that as a momentary victory from the odd girl’s near constant teasing.

"A-anyway," Inessa said, shooting Temperance a glare, "are you coming over for dinner tonight? You haven't been by since the end of winter break, and my folks are a bit worried."

I hesitated. I didn't want to inflict my issues on Inessa, who already did more for me than could ask me. I also didn't want her family to worry, and if dad ended up coming home earlier and he saw me in this kind of mood, the evening would be unpleasant. It would be in my own interest to stay out for as long as possible.

"Y-yeah, thanks, I'd like that."

Inessa sagged as she let go of a tension I hadn't realized she was holding. Then broke out into a big smile, "Great!"

Temperance, for some reason, offered her a high five.

Despite my mood and how much I hated relying on others, Inessa's parents were as sunny and happy as always. They showed me a kindness I didn't deserve and made all the right little gestures about how they'd missed me these past few days and how much they wanted me to know that I would always be welcome. It would simply have been mean to act all gloomy around them and bring everyone down just because I was feeling particularly self-loathing.

I'd anticipated a night of brooding. But between the fact that it was hard to fake being upbeat around genuinely kind people for long without becoming a little bit happier yourself, and that I'd beat dad home despite the late hour, I felt remarkably good. It was still unpleasant to dwell on the day's events, but I didn't feel compelled to obsess over them for once. Instead, I spent the night alternating studying with reading silly little stories online and wishing that I could actually be a character in one of them, instead of a faceless nobody in the background of some scenes. It soothed enough to almost let me feel like I could handle things by the time I went to bed.

I dreamt equally ridiculous little dreams of a world where Temperance's jokes weren't just jokes and I got to be one of the heroes, fighting side by side with my friends. They were absurd and impossible, and I woke with an unusual spring in my step and a smile on my face.

* * *

My good mood lasted most of the—thankfully monster free—school day, up until shortly before my last period appointment with the school's guidance counselor.

I was missing too much school as it was. But no, instead of enjoying Friday afternoon AP Macroeconomics, I had to be sitting on a couch in Mr. Noir's small office. The bespeckled man carefully lit an incense stick, then took a seat across from me. He was tall, in a kind of reedy way that made it seem like there was more suit than man there, with sickly gray skin and a smile that didn't quite reach his sunken eyes.

"So." He pinched out the match. "What can I do for you today, Charleton is it?"

I hated him instantly.

"Everyone just calls me Charlie," I tried not to let my irritation show. I had an objectively terrible name and the less I heard it, the better.

"Ah," he shook his head, "You know there's a great power in names. Charleton, that's a good name. Rare, a bit old-fashioned, serious. Too few appreciate that kind of thing." His voice was shrill and crackly, like the static between radio channels. It called to mind the monster that had thrown me around the previous day.

I bit my lip and tried to let it go. It wasn't his fault that I'd been on edge for weeks, or that I desperately didn't want to be here, and taking it out on the innocent guidance counselor wouldn't be fair, no matter how weird his vibes.

"Everyone says it sounds like Charlatan, so I go by Charlie," well, someone might have said that if I had social interactions with anyone my own age that wasn't Inessa or her friends.

He nodded sadly. "A shame, well, children. I suppose it can't be helped. So, Charlie," he hesitated on the name, as if he found it distasteful. "What brings you here today? Or just wanted an excuse to skip out of sixth period?"

I shook my head vehemently, "the nurse made me. I've missed too much class as it is. I have to study extra just to stay on top of things with the way everything's been going."

He nodded sadly and jotted something down, "Terrible, and why is that? Trouble at home?"

I shook my head. "My dad's fine." That was more or less true. Neither of us respected the other much at this point and I couldn't remember the last time we’d had a pleasant conversation, but he wasn't a monster or anything. He kept a roof over our heads and food in the pantry. "I've just ended up getting wrapped up in a lot of these monster attacks."

Mr. Noir paused for a moment, staring at me deeply, as if really looking at me for the first time, before breaking into a wide grin. He didn't say anything else until just before I reached the point where I could no longer endure his silent judgment.

"Fascinating." He cut me off just before I said something dumb, "Getting wrapped up in all of that business, I mean. And how does that make you feel?"

I hesitated. "Well, it's not like I can really control it, right? And, barely anyone really gets hurt, what with the Angelic Saints saving us all the time and all."

Mr. Noir adjusted his glasses. "Yes, yes, but surely you must be angry? Always getting pulled into their fights, forced to take part in business that disrupts your life?"

The incense smelled of cinnamon and something coppery that I couldn't place. It gave the whole room an odd, dreamlike quality. None of that made Mr. Noir the least bit less creepy. If anything, a part of me wondered if he was about to turn into a couch themed monster and try to devour me.

"No? If anything, I feel bad? Here are these amazing heroes who have to spend so much time saving me, and I don't even really deserve it."

He watched silently, considering.

"And they're powerful and beautiful and amazing and here I am, and I can't even keep away from a monster for longer than three days at a time."

He perked up at that. "Ah! I see. Beautiful and out of reach. Yes, that makes sense. Luxuria then, after all this searching."

"What?" Okay, he was definitely giving me monster vibes now. Latin tended to do that lately, and I was starting to get a sense for when these things were afoot. I took a deep breath, nearly coughing on the overpowering scent of incense.

"Oh, nothing, nothing. Some things have become clear. Well, I must say you shouldn't put yourself down. You seem like a young man of great potential, Charleton."

"It's Charlie," I muttered, drowning in cinnamon.

"Well, Charleton, let me ask you a few more questions. I wouldn't want to take too much of your time today, young man, and this has been quite a valuable conversation already."

"What?" I asked more sharply than I usually let myself speak. The heady mix of the scent and how off Mr. Noir was left me with the bizarre floating sensation of being in a bad dream from which I couldn't wake up.

"A problem I frequently see with 'well-behaved' boys your age," he said paternalistically, "is that they don't want to admit their own needs. Oh, they try to be 'good,' and the world rewards them for being nice little diligent drones."

"And that's bad?" I asked, worriedly.

"Oh yes." He smiled with teeth. "Hiding your darker emotions helps no one in the end. You can run from adolescent desire as long as you want, run until you can't even remember what you're running from, if you want. But the primal need will catch you and it will be all the more empowered for your attempts to confine it. Boys should be boys."

I hesitated. I wanted to ignore him, to say that was nonsense. And yet, on top of everything that had happened in the past few months, beyond mom and the monsters and dad, he wasn't wrong. There was a growing hollowness in me I couldn't name.

"I can see it in your eyes. You know that your desires are there, boiling beneath the surface, and that nothing will make them go away. Embrace them."

Was he right? Was the ache deep in my soul whenever I thought about Castitas and the others desire? It wasn't as obviously wrong as I wanted it to be, but I had no clue what it was he thought I desired. Power maybe? Agency, the ability to help? Nothing felt wrong, but nothing felt like they grasped the entire picture, either.

"For now, understand that suppressing all this need won't help you. Try to think on it, to feel it. If we want to overcome your problems, you’ll need to let them out."

I nodded. He was disturbing but there was something to this advice that felt right. Now, if only he could give me any tips on how to name what it was I needed so deeply and so primally.

"That will do for today," Mr. Noir said.

Then he removed his glasses. He gently folded the arms in and placed them on the table with slow meticulous movements. Only then did he raise his eyes to stare into mine.

"I'll leave you with a few things to think about for our next session," he said.

I tried to look away. But I couldn't. His eyes were wrong. There was something there so much worse than any of the monsters I had seen. His eyes were wrong. I wanted to bolt, to run, to do anything. Instead, I nodded and sank back into the couch. His eyes were wrong and the air was cloyingly sweet....

* * *

I yawned loudly and cracked my neck as I made my way from Mr. Noir's office. It took a few moments to clear the lingering scent of that incense from my nose, and I barely noticed a girl approaching.

"Hiya, how's it going? Charlie, right?"

"Yeah, Charlie," I coughed pitifully a few times as I looked my interlocutor over.

Lupin Noir was our small school's resident goth, and the focus of Inessa's silent adoration for all of senior year. Between the faux-leather jacket, the spiked collar around her neck, the neon purple highlights in her raven-black hair and the faint hint of an unplaceable accent, Lupin had no shortage of aesthetic. Allegedly, she was also the school's resident rumormonger, and a girl who always got what she wanted.

"What brings you this way?" I asked. I hadn't heard the school bell, engrossed as I was in my talk with Mr. Noir, but my phone told me school had let out half an hour ago.

"When uncle dearest decides to spend the afternoon with a student, well, I can't leave until my ride's ready to go, so..." she shrugged.

"Mr. Noir's your uncle?" they were both pale in an uncanny, almost grayish way, but beyond that I could hardly see the family resemblance.

She nodded mournfully, "Yeah, I've been living with him since I came abroad to study. He's a bit of a square, but he's not that bad once you learn to speak his language. He treat you okay? It smells like he's been going hard on that incense of his."

I laughed at that. "Well, he was a little weird at first, but we had a pleasant man-to-man chat in the end and I think he really helped me clarify my thinking on some things. It was nice to talk to someone who's, you know, older and wiser? Get things off my chest for once." I stopped there for a moment, then continued. "I just feel like I can trust him."

She looked at me oddly for a few moments. "Well, I'm glad you got along, I guess. But Charlie, what deep dark secrets do you need to unburden yourself from? Got a crush? Is it Inessa, inquiring minds would pay good money for this info!"

I winced. "No, that's just gross. Inessa's like a sister to me and besides," if I told Lupin that Inessa was the gayest girl in school, everyone would know by tomorrow, "I really don't think I'd be her type," I offered as a diplomatic alternative.

She nodded eagerly. "I see, I see, so you're not together. Is she dating anyone then?"

Somehow, it felt almost like she was taking notes.

"That's not really any of your business, is it?" That remained true, no matter how much Inessa silently wished otherwise. "Sorry I can't give you anything bankable."

She shook her head, "Nah, my uncle can sometimes be a lot and I've been waiting out here for ages. Wanted to make sure that you weren't too overwhelmed or anything, especially since it sounds like you've gotten involved in, what, two monster attacks this week." The last was said with a coy innocence that made me wonder just what Lupin's angle was.

I shook my head. Honestly, he'd been a little weird at first, but it had become obvious he was a guy I could trust as the conversation had gone on. Besides, I really wished people would stop babying me just because I kept getting in the way of these things. "It's fine. Honestly, we even made an appointment to talk more next Monday."

She looked almost worried. "He wanted to see you again?"

"Is that so weird?"

"Nope, just that he's usually got most of what he needs from a student after a single meeting. I guess that means you must be a real head case," she laughed, but her tone was only gently teasing.

I gave her a mock glare, "Well, it seems like he spends a lot of time with you, being your uncle and all. If I'm a head case, what does that make you?"

"So, you've seen through me then," she grinned in a way that showed all of her pearly white teeth and took a few predatory steps toward me. I backed away, suddenly a bit nervous. It wouldn't be the first time a student had randomly tried to attack me while suddenly turning into a cartoonish monster. "I'm a greedy greedy girl, of course! Practically terminal."

I laughed awkwardly, and she took a step back.

"Seriously though Charlie, I just wanted to check in? I'm sorry about how you seem to keep getting caught up in the middle of all of this stuff going on. It's really not fair to you."

I shrugged, "The Saints seem to get caught up in a lot more than me, and besides, it's not like it's your fault I seem to be natural monster bait."

"Right, right. I guess I couldn’t do anything about that!"

With that strangely guilty rejoinder, Lupin practically dashed into her uncle's office.

I couldn't help but muse how little the two resembled each other. They were both pale, of course, and there was a hint of shared accent in both their voices. But Mr. Noir was off-putting and a bit staid, while Lupin was just such a strange girl. Well, they both were nicer than I'd been led to expect.

Maybe Inessa's taste in girls wasn't so disastrous after all.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

After an argument with Michael, Inessa and her friends go to visit the local gardens to take a break from all the fighting. Michael follows in secret; however she ends up separated from the group just as a new Resinner transforms the gardens into a deadly hedge maze. Can our heroines find their trusty advisor in time to stop Avaritia Wolf's newest monster!?

Tune in for...


Episode 13: Michael Lost? The Labyrinth in the Botanical Gardens!

The weekend was exhausting. But it was less unpleasant than I worried it was going to be when Inessa called and told me we absolutely had to take a classmate's offer to visit the botanical gardens' special winter hedge maze together. Inessa was insistent that I (as well as Temperance and Ida) join her on the trip to "relax and be kids for a while." She used this reasoning a lot; it generally ended in monsters.

But, even if I knew what was coming, what kind of animal would reject his best friend when she seemed so desperate to blow off steam that had probably built up from saving him how many times in the past few months? Deep down, I mostly just felt glad to be included.

I was mildly surprised that Ida, the tall, dark and athletic superstar of the volleyball, basketball and lacrosse teams, joined happily. If I was busy juggling the county basketball tournament with the start of lacrosse practice, I would not have had the energy to spend a day out with people. This would have been triply true if I was also a superhero juggling a class-load almost as bad as mine. But I wasn't a magical girl literally named after her diligence. Ida would not have struggled to lift my small burdens.

For my part, I did my best to smile and offer whatever vague support I could muster when an increasingly anxious Inessa started wondering loudly about what hypothetical people should do if they'd said something mean to a friend. And I managed to find a justification to make everyone split up when the whole group got trapped in the maze that "Winter Rose" created.

Inessa had clearly been panicking about finding a place to transform in secret. Even if I couldn't really do anything to help the Saints, I could at least give them that much cover and act oblivious once they'd returned, flushed from victory.

"Honestly," Ida muttered as we made our way out of the garden, "Boys! It’s enough to make me jealous of you all for liking girls instead."

I tried to hide in my winter coat, suddenly extremely cognizant of how out of place I was among an otherwise all-girl friend group.

"Not you, C you're, like, the exception! You would never even think of triple timing those poor girls like that," Inessa clarified, looking equally steamed despite the cold January air. "Well, at least I was able to make up with Micha..."

Temperance swatted at Inessa's shoulder and gave her a pointed look. Far, far too late, Inessa clamped a hand over her mouth to avoid mentioning anything more about "Michael." I had no idea who or what they were; but Inessa accidentally mentioned them enough that I was sure they were connected to the whole magical girl thing.

"Umm," I fought the urge to try and figure out what story they were avoiding this time, "I wouldn't..."

"C, failing boydom, not even trying to two time anyone," Temperance attempted to distract me with more of her usual harassment. "He'd make a better girl," she nodded expertly. "Just get in the skirt."

"Hey, don't be mean to her... to him like that!" Inessa said, blushing brightly as she managed to undercut herself beautifully.

"Nah, can't see it," was Ida's equally thoughtful contribution. For some reason, the fact that one of them wasn't playing along with the bit made the whole matter that much more irritating. It was almost like it was actually up for discussion.

"Thanks, all of you," I offered sardonically, "Seriously though, if you want to hang out with just the girls," and presumably vent about the monster attack that had predictably interrupted their attempted break from all the monster attacks, "I can head home. I wouldn't want to intrude."

Ida was the fastest to respond. "You're good C; and really, you're a friend. You're welcome here. Besides, I think Inessa would set us on fire if we actually chased you out."

Inessa blushed, "I invited you here because I want you here. C, you've been my best friend forever. You're like the brother I never had, and nothing could change that. With everything, it's just been so hard to find time to spend together lately."

"And I can't force fem you if you try to escape," Temperance said, as if that was a term you could just use in a casual conversation.

"Thanks, both of you. That really means a lot." I blushed. Obviously, I didn't really fit in with the group. I'd lucked into befriending Inessa as a kid and now her friends had to tolerate me because of that. Besides, between mom and the monsters, things had officially been bad enough for me over the past few months that giving me the boot would probably make them feel bad. But it felt nice to hear anyway, and it'd be rude to point that out when they were already sacrificing their precious free time post-monster to assuage me.

Inessa pulled all of us into a group hug, "It's like you said earlier, if you don't say things when they're bothering you, you'll end up fighting and hurting each other no matter how much you want to avoid it."

I vaguely remembered saying something like that, but it sounded a lot more thoughtful and put together in Inessa's lips.

"I'm just glad we can all be so open with each other," Inessa added with a remarkably straight face.

* * *

Dad was home that afternoon. But I was lucky, and he was too busy watching TV to pay any attention to me. That worked better for both of us. He could pretend no one noticed he was drinking at 2pm again and I didn’t have to see the guilt and disappointment in his eyes when he looked at me. It hadn't always been this bad; but recent events had left us both a lot worse at hiding our worst selves.

Of course, he also stayed home all Sunday, and it wasn’t possible to avoid some conversation. I managed to resist inflicting myself on Inessa's family that evening. Boys shouldn't cry and—even if letting someone see me in that state had been on the table—I didn't need to add managing my fraying home life to Inessa's long list of troubles. Besides, I was oddly eager to talk to Mr. Noir again on Monday. I trusted him and I could tell him about almost anything after all.

Instead, I locked myself in my room to do homework and sedate myself with the kind of dumb online stories that are just distracting enough to let you shut off your own thoughts for a little bit. At least I could be more useful in my dreams.

* * *

"Your problem," Mr. Noir said with a cloying condescension, "is that you try to restrain yourself too much. You're a growing boy. It’s unhealthy."

My Monday morning session with Mr. Noir was not going well. Life had taught me that you had to control your desires to be a good person. You had to restrain yourself from wanting things you weren't allowed to want, or at least to stop that from becoming anyone's problem if you couldn't want the right things in the first place.

"You're young, you need to indulge! Turn your back on the world of light that demands you restrain yourself to match everyone else's level, to be merely normal. These magical girls are beautiful, charming even. It's perfectly normal to desire them; healthy even."

There was something seductive in his tone, in the way his eyes seemed to bore holes right through me as we sat in a fog of incense. He reminded me a bit of my dad. At least, he would if I took away the penetrating gaze and the fact that Mr. Noir seemed to expect something from me.

"I guess." It didn't really seem like he could be wrong. I could trust him.

"Now," he continued, "tell me more about these dreams of yours."

I hesitated, as much because of the overwhelming urge to meet his demands as in spite of it. To disappoint him was unthinkable.

"I dream of fighting together with them, the Angelic Saints, as a member. In the dream, I can help; I can do something that matters."

Mr. Noir shook his head and I winced. I couldn't tell him all the details. What weird boy dreams about being a magical girl? And yet, recalcitrance hurt.

"To give back? To do something that matters? No, no one really cares about such pretensions. Admit it, you want to win their respect, but not for some silly altruistic notion. You want them to be yours, to fawn over you and praise you, to serve at your beck and call. It’s very normal."

His words filled the room in an almost tangible way. It was impossible not to take them seriously. Was that what was going on? All that strange nameless longing I felt was some kind of distorted attraction to my only friends filtered through whatever inferiority complex being so useless had given me? I couldn't admit I wanted them, so I imagined being one of them instead?

Mr. Noir watched in silence as I thought, smiling so widely that—if he weren't so trustworthy—I might have called it megalomaniacal. It was nice of him to give me the space to come to my own answers.

But what were they? I'd definitely noticed that Inessa and her friends—many of the girls in class—had grown up to be beautiful. And, definitely, when they transformed, they could shine so brightly it hurt to think about them. And I definitely felt something in response to that beauty, an ache I wouldn't dare form into words.

I wanted to deny him. To find the words that would prove him wrong, prove that I was a better person than that deep down. I looked into his eyes and the weak objections died on my lips.

"Maybe..." I admitted slowly. Maybe I was just a useless pervert after all. Even Ida had said that's how boys were. I'd heard it from my dad over and over again, how men were supposed to act toward women. Maybe all of this was just running from myself. I was a boy. That sucked, but it was a truth I knew in my bones.

And because I was a boy, I could interrupt, dominate a conversation, stare, harass or do any number of things that made all my friends uncomfortable and probably get a free pass from the world for doing it. I probably made use of these things in ways I didn't even notice. Probably, deep down, a part of me wanted to revel in that advantage. And it was easy to see how I could run from wanting that. Everyone wants to imagine themselves as a good person.

"Yes, that makes sense," I said with a sense of defeat, "all of us men are just beasts."

Mr. Noir nodded patronizingly. "Good, you're getting closer to facing yourself. One or two more sessions and we should be able to make something great of you indeed."

* * *

I avoided Inessa throughout the rest of the day. I couldn't see her without realizing how cute she was when she smiled, that just made me feel even worse, intensifying those strange nameless feelings deep inside. Was that why I kept dreaming about being a magical girl? Because I knew Inessa would never want to be with a boy and it was the only way my subconscious could envision getting close enough to do whatever unimaginably weird or gross things that I probably wanted to do to her. Imagining what I might really want from all my friendships made me nauseous.

Unfortunately, rule one of dealing with Inessa is that the more you run, the more she chases. At first it was easy to avoid her. First period was our only shared class and that had already passed. She'd try to talk to me in the halls and I'd make a quick greeting, then retreat. But by third period, she absolutely knew something was up and I had to shift from playing too casual to actively hiding.

And, even more unfortunately, I was so focused on dodging Inessa that I never noticed a Temperance as she snuck up behind me at lunch.

"How are you?" she asked, flat as ever.

"Not great, please no more jokes about shoving me in a skirt right now."

"But you enjoy them." The words were devoid of judgment, or any emotion, really. Temperance was hard to read at the best of times, and I had next to no clue what, if anything, had prompted this.

"I, what? Look, guys don't like it when you challenge their masculinity. It's..." I hesitated. I'd never been macho, and time with Inessa's family had helped me avoid internalizing most of what came out of dad’s mouth, but I knew how the world worked. "It's demeaning when you say that I'm not a real guy. People don't like that!"

She tilted her head to the side, still all but expressionless. "Is that so? You keep blushing and smiling, though."

Did I? That didn't make any sense. I glared at her. "I don't like it! Look, that's because they're embarrassing! Okay! I get that you don't really do emotions, but that's why I react like that!" I hated myself a little for lashing out at Temperance. It wasn't even like I really minded as much as I should. But I knew what I was. And I probably wasn't even one of the good ones, not really.

She winced, and somehow, I felt like I'd gotten through to her.

"Sorry," she managed, her voice dropping into a pensive tone that seemed almost uncanny coming from her. "I'll drop it. But I wanted to talk to you about something if you have a moment?"

I desperately wanted to avoid my entire friend circle for the day, but I'd basically never seen Temperance emote. On the other hand, I was inches away from screaming at someone. I hated that my friends did so much more for me than I could ever repay. They'd literally saved my life multiple times within the past week. And here I was, unable to even sit through a simple conversation in return. I owed Temperance far more than that.

But I couldn't manage it. "I'm not feeling great. Could we talk some other time?"

I tried to tell myself that if Temperance wanted a serious talk; she deserved me actually focusing and not obsessing over my conversation with Mr. Noir. But thinking of that conversation only made me notice how slender she was, as beautiful, delicate and sharp as a snowflake.

Temperance nodded. "It would be better to wait then," she said, then turned to leave. "I'll keep Inessa off your trail," she offered emotionlessly.

I couldn't help but stare after her. Temperance was definitely cute in her own odd way. A stupid impulse made me wonder if she wanted to ask me out. It was a silly thought; that would never happen to someone like me.

Still, it was less deeply uncomfortable to imagine dating Temperance than Inessa. I allowed myself to imagine us. I would grab the tip of her chin and lift it up even as I bent over and brushed the hair out of her face. Tentatively, our lips might brush. Honestly, it was hard to imagine Temperance reacting at all to any of that. Honestly, I had to fight the impulse to start giggling then and there. The thought wasn't bad or gross or anything. But the image was just so deeply awkward and implausible that I couldn't find anything tempting about it.

And even if Temperance was to start dating me in some alternate dimension, it wouldn't go anything like that. For one, she'd probably take things up a notch and actually bully me into a skirt for anything even resembling a date. That felt alarmingly plausible. Temperance would sit me down and threaten me until I let her do my makeup and put me in a sundress. She'd tease me, of course, and I wouldn't know at all how much of her praise was mockery (not that it could really be anything else). Then she would drag me out in public like that, to watch a movie or get dinner, leaning in to whisper quietly how right she was and how she'd made me almost as cute as her...

I buried my head in my hands. Not only was Mr. Noir right, there was no way I could ever talk to Temperance again.

* * *

Senior year was not going well. I'd picked a demanding course schedule, with 5 advanced placement classes, hoping that the credits would add up in college and help me skip a semester or two of student debt if I buckled down. I would have struggled to stay ahead in the best of situations. Then mom had walked on the third day of the new school year. She hadn't come back. I'd handled it badly; but it broke dad. He just gave up on avoiding all the mean little feelings he'd always tried to hide around me.

It wasn't the worst. He was hurt, and that made him lash out, but he didn't hit me or anything. He wasn't abusive. Still, I'd already been in a bad spot before I factored in the constant monster attacks.

My cumulative GPA had managed to eat the blow from Fall without taking too much of a hit. But, while I didn't think colleges would look at my spring grades before deciding on admissions, my hopes for a merit scholarship depended on keeping it high enough.

We were only on our third week back at school and I'd already gone through four monster attacks; I'd missed most of my classes on three of those days, to say nothing of the bruises or the restlessness they provoked.

And now, instead of studying, I spent Monday evening obsessing over Mr. Noir's words and the strange thoughts they'd made me face. I drifted off to sleep confused and worried, and woke much the same. At least I knew one thing: Mr. Noir could help me; I could trust him.

Dad was up early that morning, which made breakfast a quiet affair full of unspoken barbs and veiled glares. I wondered what dad would think of Mr. Noir's assessment of me. He'd probably have told Mr. Noir that whatever my perversions, I'd never be manly enough to act on them. I was more kitten than lion, not worth fixing.

Granted, Dad also had somehow convinced himself that I was going to end up dating Inessa someday soon, so maybe he'd think Mr. Noir's advice about acting out whatever I was feeling was just what I needed to be "a real man."

I had to shove down nausea at that thought. With a last glance and a mumbled goodbye at Dad, I abandoned the rest of my breakfast, grabbed my backpack and made my way to the door.

Inessa Brandt, who I'd managed to avoid for nearly a full day, was naturally waiting for me outside. She looked sleepy but determined, and I knew instantly there would be no escape.

"Morning C," she said, with a tension that told me my efforts had not gone unnoticed.

I did my best to smile comfortingly at her. Judging by her expression, it didn't work.

"Morning Inessa," I offered weakly.

"How are you?" she asked in a tone that said very clearly that it was an all too genuine question.

I didn't know what to say. Could I tell her I was struggling with emotions I barely understood and didn't want? That the past 3 months had been one disaster after another and that I'd only managed to mess things up more in every instance? Should I have told her that I'd looked back and my only friend had started to shine so brightly it hurt to look at her sometimes? Was I supposed to tell her that—while I honestly had nothing but respect and admiration for her—it still hurt a lot to know she'd gone and made herself amazing while I languished in the mud?

"I'm fine," I said with an air of nondescript finality.

She put her hands on her hips and glared. "Oh come on, don't be such a boy! You can talk about your feelings!"

I winced. Something about being judged as a component of my gender always stuck me the wrong way. But I wasn't going to try to tell anyone that "not all boys."

"It's okay to talk about what's wrong," she continued in a more conciliatory tone. "Everyone knows you're struggling with things lately. We're here for you C."

I bit my lip to avoid responding with my first impulse and marched past her wordlessly, starting the journey to school.

"It's not just me. Everyone wants to help: Ida, Temperance, my family. We all care about you a lot. But if you don't tell us what's wrong, we can't fix anything for you."

"I don't need anyone to fix me," I snapped at her, rage fueling a level of confidence in the words I did not feel at all.

Inessa winced, "that's not what I meant C; you know that."

"I don't need pity," I said, hating myself for saying it. Inessa had been nothing but nice to me. I was the one who'd worried her, who'd leaned on her while she was busy fighting for the fate of our world. I was the one unable to do literally anything for myself.

"I don't pity you, C. Just, talk to us. We're not trying to fix you, we just want to help!"

"Right, because Mom left and Dad's himself and the monsters won't stop bullying me. Poor C," why was I raising my voice? We would attract attention. It would be humiliating and Inessa, of all people, deserved none of this. "But the truth is? That's not even really why I'm so miserable."

I wasn't sure of that. There is no easy way to separate strange nameless longings from other things. How are you to tell apart feeling sorry for yourself because your future is going down the drain from feeling sorry for yourself because you're constantly assaulted by monsters themed after innocuous household objects from feeling sorry for yourself because you weren't good enough to stop one of the most important people in your life from abandoning you? I lacked a palette sophisticated enough to differentiate such emotions.

Inessa clenched a hand around the strap of her backpack, her knuckles turning white from the strain. "Why then?"

"You all know who you are and what you want. You're reaching for things, growing every day, standing up for people. You're all becoming amazing women. And I'm just a dumb, useless boy who can't do anything for himself, who doesn't have parents who care enough to help him figure out college if he can't get a scholarship he doesn't have the grades for."

I took a deep breath. My throat stung, and I was half certain dad could hear us from inside. I would face consequences for that later, but that wasn't enough to stop me.

"But even if I did, it's not like I have any idea where I want to go or what I want to do in the first place. So much is going wrong, and it seems like the only thing I can do is to sit on the sidelines and wait to see what monster attacks me next and whether the Saints have finally gotten sick enough of it that they don't risk themselves to rescue me. I'm powerless, and even if you offered me the world, I wouldn't know what to ask for."

As pathetic as I felt, there were no tears. I'd learned that lesson well enough.

"So no, unless you know a way that someone useless like me could actually become, I dunno, a magical girl, then I don't think there's anything you can do for me, Inessa."

Was the howling need buried deep in my chest really lust? I didn't know. Either way, Inessa didn't deserve this.

For her part, my best friend since childhood looked confused, then she smiled at me, and I found that some little part of me didn't think being upset at her was the worst of my many terrible decisions after all.

"I'm really not sure the Saints are girls only," she offered, stumbling a little of her words, "I'm sure they'd take boys, if the right one came along."

"That's not..." Making that longing marginally less impossible did nothing to fill the emptiness. "That's not the point, Inessa."

I wondered what the right boy would look like. Obviously he wouldn't actually be anything like me, whatever Inessa's implied offer.

"Sorry," she sniffled.

"No, I'm sorry, I'm being awful to you," I sighed. "You don't deserve any of this. You're right, things aren't great, it makes everything," was I going to try to justify myself? Make excuses for my bad behavior instead of just owning what I was doing?

"C, I literally just asked you to vent," Inessa said, shaking her head like I was a lost cause. Then she laughed and tried to hug me. I wanted to recoil, but she'd done nothing to deserve that, so I smiled weakly and pretended like I was in on the joke.

"It's fine C, I come to you with my problems all the time," she added, reassuringly.

That wasn't true. Sure, Inessa and I had argued a few times, and she was usually the one who lost her temper, but I almost always deserved it. And sure, Inessa frequently came to me for advice, but we talked about things like sane mature people that were practically adults. She didn't just start screaming attempts to bury me with her inadequacies. And even if she had, she would still be the one secretly fighting for her life against a horde of monsters.

"I'm working through some things," I did my best to smile, "I'm talking to the school guidance counselor. He's been really helpful in reframing things for me. So much has happened, I just need some time to figure myself out." There, that was true more or less, and it definitely sounded like the kind of thing that might make people actually worry less. Of course, Inessa wouldn't give up until she could find a way to help; it was best to give her a bone with this kind of thing. "When I know how you can help, I'll ask. If you're not mad at me for just now."

Inessa pulled me into a tight hug. "You're basically family C. Of course you're not going to get rid of me that easily! Now, don't you feel better for letting it all out?"

I didn't.

* * *

It did, however, give me the excuse of being tired and needing to think about things to avoid everyone for the rest of the day. Mr. Noir hadn't scheduled our next appointment, but I was buzzed over the PA to visit his office in the middle of third period. That should have been a pain. Calculus BC was the hardest by far of all the courses I was struggling to stay afloat in. But, while my sessions with Mr. Noir had only made me more aware of how awful I actually was, they'd given me a glimpse into just what was wrong with me. That had to be a step toward getting better. Besides, I could trust him. It only made sense to do what he asked of me.

I packed up my textbook and made my way to him, struggling to pretend the odd looks from the dozen other students in the class did not exist and no one had noticed me getting called to the school shrink right in the middle of class. Really, I just had to imagine that no one could perceive me. Yes, easiest and best to just imagine a comforting world where no one knew I existed at all as I made my way to Mr. Noir's.

A now familiar olfactory wall of cinnamon and copper greeted me as I slipped inside his office.

"Charleton, good, take a seat," his voice was strained, but Mr. Noir seemed happy to see me at least. I wondered how he could breathe sitting in this incense all day.

Nonetheless, I did as instructed, keeping my gaze on the table between us.

"Now, now," his voice seemed faintly mocking, almost bemused. "Look me in the eye, Charleton. It's only polite."

Reluctantly, I lifted my gaze to stare at his completely ordinary eyes.

"Much better. See, you can do that much if you try."

"Thanks," I muttered sarcastically.

"None of that now." Something dangerous lurked under his tone, an undercurrent of authority looking to lash out at the slightest disobedience. I'd heard that tone enough from dad that I understood what might follow.

"Sorry," I offered more sincerely.

"So Charleton," he continued, emphasizing my name in a way that cut, "have you been thinking over our last meeting?"

I nodded, "I don't know," I admitted. "I'm not happy with the way things are, and it's not like I don't have things I want. But, well." I wasn't sure how to finish that thought. My daydream about Temperance swam through my head.

"Your problem, Charleton," Mr. Noir cleared his throat, "is that society demands we domesticate ourselves. People used to be able to live with their emotions, to let their inner beasts run free. Boys could be boys before civilization caged them up."

He stared at me seriously, "No beast survives a zoo, Charleton. Take the mightiest alpha wolf, the deadliest tiger, and confine it to a cage for lesser beings to come and gawk and it will die as surely as if you tore out its heart."

"What do you mean?" I vaguely recalled that alpha wolves were a myth, but Mr. Noir seemed sure of himself, and I had to trust him.

"I mean, your problem is that society is strangling you with its expectations. Be polite, respectable, meek and virtuous. These are the means by which lesser men trap their betters and strangle the life out of them, Charleton."

I wasn't sure. There was something appealing about seeing society as a cage. It would be nice to declare evil all the pressure to think about my future, to know where I wanted to go and to make sure it fit inside that nice little mold everyone seemed to think a good man should fit and declare those things the enemy. It would be freeing. But would anything be left of me once I’d torn off all of those expectations?

"And then what?" I asked, despite myself.

"Indulge yourself. Howl at the moon and run rampant. Reject this safe little zoo we call civilization and return to the forest where the wild things are. Face yourself as a true beast and satisfy all of your desires!"

I giggled despite myself at the, no doubt, accidental reference to a children's book. Mr. Noir coughed, and I looked to see that he was glaring daggers at me.

"S-sorry," I managed, worried I'd offended the odd man. "It just sounded like Where the Wild Things Are and my mom used to..."

"It seems you will still need more work," Mr. Noir's voice was filled with a carefully suppressed wrath. "Now, Charleton, look into my eyes."

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

The gang goes to cheer on Ida during the first match of an important basketball tournament. However, when Temperance discovers Avaritia plotting to make a Resinner, Ida could be forced to choose between showing up for her team and showing up for her team. What will the Saint of diligence do when her responsibilities pull her in different directions?

Tune in for...


Episode 14: Go for the Gold, Attack During Ida's Match!

My family moved to the Brandt's street when I was nine years old. Even then I was quiet and weird and I'd barely had any friends before the move. The new school only made that worse. Inessa went there as well, was in the same class and lived only a few blocks away. She was also a lot less popular among our peers back then. A pair of outcasts, we bonded out of desperation as much as anything else.

Our relationship was built on a symbiotic foundation from the start. I stood up to the bullies for Inessa in a way that made my mom worried and my dad cheer (at least; I tried). Inessa shared her family with me. I gave her companionship in her many hobbies and fandoms, and I got to copy her love of magical girl anime like Sailor Moon, Cardcaptor Sakura and Princess Knight Orion in return. Both of us were a bit depressed and aimless and we took solace in sharing that, even if Inessa learned to fake a smile as she got older, and the bullies went away.

And then, while I was busy with my own issues, Inessa's smile stopped being fake. She just turned around and figured herself out. She came out to me and our friends and her family and made everyone accept her for herself. She made new friends and started dragging me out to meet Ida and then Temperance as well.

And of course, though it took me a few weeks to realize it was her, she had literally become the very figure we'd both admired so much as kids. I respected her, both as Castitas and as Inessa.

But, on another level, I kept expecting her to drift away over time. I couldn't really contribute anything to the friendship anymore. She had secrets she had to keep now. And, okay, she was really bad at keeping them. But either way, that put a wall between us.

It just seemed inevitable that she'd move on to bigger and better things than me. It was only proof of how good a person Inessa was that she'd stayed with an aimless waste of space like me for as long as she had.

At least Mr. Noir was helping me get my head on straight. I spent time in his office after classes let out on Wednesday and during second period AP English Lit on Thursday. I had yet to grasp his whole "embrace your inner beast" philosophy to his satisfaction. But I knew I would soon. Mr. Noir was always right; I could trust him. This would help.

But understanding the repressed desires that Mr. Noir said were secretly causing all of my problems proved impossible. No matter how much he suggested it was libido or something more embarrassing, I couldn't quite make the feelings line up in my own head. Sure, the idea of a relationship seemed nice, but it was also just impossible to imagine myself participating in one. Even if I became some unrestrained beast, I couldn't really imagine being the kind of guy anyone would have a reason to date. And imagining a relationship didn't make the void go away.

On Friday the 26th, however, class was cut short before Mr. Noir could call me. The school piled into the gymnasium for a pep rally in anticipation of the first match of our school's regional girls' basketball tournament. This was annoying, as Mr. Noir had promised me definitively that he'd 'force me to break out of my cage' in our next session, and now I would have to wait until Monday.

I probably would have avoided the game itself; but the match was important to Ida, and she was a friend, so that meant it had to be important to me. And that meant we had to go, and I had to spend time with my friends despite the fact that I was deathly afraid I'd blurt out something of what I'd been discussing with Mr. Noir and ruin things with everyone forever. It's easier and safer to be unseen and unheard when you feel like you might say something you shouldn't.

I was dreading needing to pass two hours on uncomfortable gymnasium seating in close proximity to Inessa and Temperance. I remembered their comments at the botanical gardens. How would they react if they knew that every time they were near, I couldn't stop obsessing over them? They'd be disgusted to see what a boy I really was deep down.

My sessions with Mr. Noir—as much as they would definitely help eventually—had only made that faint need flare into an agonizing want every time I saw Inessa being brave, straightforwardly expressing herself, or even just existing as herself with our friends.

As much as I wished I could take Mr. Noir's advice and just embrace my id, letting Inessa, Temperance and Ida know exactly how constantly aware I was of how beautiful they all were, was a step too far. Whatever exception to boydom I’d somehow earned, it could vanish in a moment if I said the wrong thing.

But, the more I tried not to say anything, the more I thought about saying it instead. And that, in turn, made me focus even more on not letting anything slip. And on and on.

So, of course, I sat next to them on a green plastic seat, cheering on Ida and almost pretending to focus on the game while my thoughts accelerated into a horrifically self-destructive spiral of conflicting impulses.

And really, even if I gave into Temperance's teasing and let her do whatever she wanted to dress me up, there's no way either of them would ever be interested in dating someone like me. And okay, a part of that was that Inessa was both gay and practically family. But I was also myself and they were themselves and the gap between us was pretty big. It was only a quirk of fate that they tolerated me in the first place.

Fortunately, if there was one thing that attending social events with my friends had taught me, it was that they were absolutely going to have some kind of crisis in the middle. I would either enjoy the welcome respite of being victim zero for another monster attack or they would get pulled away and vanish abruptly for half the night.

Sure enough, Ida exchanged panicked whispers with Inessa during half-time and both Inessa and Temperance promptly declared they needed to go to the bathroom. I waited five minutes, saw no sign of them, and let out a quiet sigh of relief; I was worried, of course. I knew how scary the monsters could be. And even I could see that Ida was wracked with anxiety during the third quarter and barely able to play at all. But a petty part of me was still happy I didn't have to spend time being seen by my friends.

And okay, maybe I was a little panicked when the fourth quarter started and Ida didn't show up; but of course, all was well in the end. She returned (exhausted but unharmed) post-game and Inessa and Temperance (also exhausted) made their way back to their seats at the same time.

"If I never see a fidget spinner again for as long as I live," Inessa groaned as she approached. Temperance nodded wordlessly, her hair having somehow turned into a tangled mess.

I was too consumed with my own issues to bother with our usual dance of Inessa making very obvious slips about magical girl business and me pretending to misconstrue them. I simply pretended not to hear that.

"Sorry about that C! We, umm, ran into someone we know on the way and one of her friends was in trouble, so we had to help out and, well, we lost track of time." Inessa dipped her head in apology.

Translation, they bumped into Avaratia Wolf, Gula Shark or some new leader of whatever shadowy force kept turning people into monsters, and she had a monster attack the gang. Ida tried to stick with the basketball game because this match was important, but they couldn't defeat it until she came and helped, and everything was resolved in the end and they probably learned an important lesson along the way.

"Are they okay?" I asked, despite myself.

"Well, everything is all fine now, but I think we still have some things to talk about with our friend next time we see her," Inessa continued to ad-lib her way with remarkably little panic.

In other words, whichever general had shown up to lead the enemy had gotten away (it was probably Avaritia Wolf, I hadn't seen Gula Shark in any monster attacks since early December.)

Temperance nodded along stoically. "Right, she's still confused about a few things, but we'll help her see the light soon enough after all this."

Which is to say Temperance was livid, insofar as Temperance actually felt any emotions at all under that mask of hers, at whatever this fidget spinner themed monster had been and was probably totally determined to crush her enemy the next time she saw her. I nodded pleasantly and hoped that there was a way out for Avaritia Wolf, or at least a quick painless end. Castitas was pure and straightforward and would never give up or surrender. Diligentia was athletic, indefatigable and determined to do the right thing no matter how much it cost her. Temperantia was simply terrifying.

"How'd the game go?" Inessa asked after a few awkward moments.

"At first, without Ida, it seemed pretty bad," I admitted though I'd barely managed to pay attention, "but then they called a timeout and talked some things over really intensely among each other and then they started to get hyped up and played a lot better and they managed to pull out a miraculous three-point shot right at the last second that put them just in the lead."

Inessa sighed in relief. Temperance nodded thoughtfully.

"What?" I asked, unable to resist despite all my desire to be alone with my own thoughts.

"Ida was worried that she had to be in two places at once," Inessa said, "like everyone was depending on her." I managed to ignore that a hypothetical Ida who wasn't secretly a magical girl should have had no other time-sensitive responsibilities at all.

Temperance nodded. "And now she grasps her own irrelevance."

"And that's good?!" I managed to avoid raising my voice, but the idea of being like Ida; of being someone who could go out of my way to be there for everyone and then ending up learning that I wasn't really helping, just indulging myself... That would hurt.

"I wouldn't say it quite like that," Inessa clarified, "But she felt like she needed to hold up everything everywhere at once, and now she'll know she can rely on others too!"

"Yes," said Temperance said so wryly she could have dried clothes. "She will definitely learn her lesson this time."

Inessa poked the other girl in the cheek, "Unlike a certain someone who had to be taught her lesson how many times?"

Temperance did not dignify that with a response.

I had no idea what the exchange was about, and happily filed it away under the long list of things that would make my friends panic and tell lies they’d feel guilty about if I asked.

* * *

It wasn't a good weekend.

Dad wasn't pulling any shifts, so he lingered around the house in one of his moods. Usually, I'd find an excuse to spend at least one day at Inessa's, but I didn't have it in me to face her with all the thoughts wreaking havoc in my head.

If Inessa wasn't an option, I tended to try to hide in my room and distract myself with the endless variety of stories the internet made available; but, given the content of what I tended to read, the attempt only served to drive me deeper into my own anxieties. This was reality and I was me and no one was going to show up to hand me a magic sword or zap me into being someone useful and good, no matter how nice that would be.

At least, the absence of anything else I could do to distract myself from imploding drove me to devour my schoolwork with an intensity I'd rarely managed. I would be hard pressed to remember much of what I accomplished. As a plus, I only had to listen to one of dad's rants about my conduct, my (lack of) prospects and the need to 'man up.'

And then, after several eternities, it was Monday morning and I could meet with Mr. Noir and get back to trying to work through whatever this was. I needed his help; he would make it all make sense if I just listened to him. I could trust him after all.

I left early for school and managed to dodge Inessa (and dad) and made my way to Mr. Noir's office. I couldn't say how, but I knew he would be there waiting for me.

Lupin was leaving Mr. Noir's office as I arrived; storm clouds on her face. I mumbled a hello, but she just growled at me and shoved past. I had no clue what had her in such a bad mood. I was tempted to break from my compulsion to see Mr. Noir and see if anything I could do to help; but something about Lupin's tone told me she might actually bite me if I tried to talk to her.

Anxiously, I knocked on his door.

"Ah, Charleton, perfect," he grinned at me. "Come in. I was just about to call for you."

I followed and took a seat.

"Hmm, you've certainly done a good job teasing your sins to the surface," he said after looking me over, "though the form is still surprisingly vague. It would suffice for a mere Resinner, but..."

"What do you mean?" I asked, worried.

"I mean," he rose to his feet and swung his arms grandly, "that you've allowed your lusts, the essence of luxuria, to percolate through your thoughts, to transform your body into its vessel. And yet you hold yourself at the precipice, too bound by society's rules to take that leap that would set you apart from the lowly sheep around you. Are you ready, Charleton, to let loose that beast lurking deep in your soul, tear through these chains of false virtue holding you back, and claim the power that should rightfully be yours?"

Mr. Noir offered me his hand as he spoke. His voice was as shrill and menacing as normal, but the anticipation was thick in his tone.

I hesitated. I had no idea what he was talking about, though obviously it had to make sense. This was the solution I needed. I needed to take his hand and change, and all the anxiety and longing would finally stop.

"No?" I tried as gently as I could manage. I didn't want to offend him after all. Mr. Noir's teeth ground against each other as his expression slipped for a moment.

Hastily, I continued, "I want to. I'll be a beast if that's what it takes to be someone I can live with or even just to stop obsessing over it all the time and get on with my life."

I hesitated. That was true, but it didn't seem like it was quite what Mr. Noir wanted from me. "I get it," I clarified. "I don't like being me, being C or Charleton or Charlie or any of these disgusting, useless, pathetic boys. And the more I realize I don't like being me, the more constantly I notice it and the harder it is to just hide from these feelings. If I have to become a beast to be anyone else, then I'll gladly become a beast if it means I can stop all this."

"Then why do you refuse to take my hand?" he asked, his tone clipped.

Why did I?

"I don't know what it is that I want. Sure, I see a cute girl and I find my head filled with all these thoughts and now they won't go away at all; but where do they even go? Like, I get it. I want things, but it’s hard to imagine what I actually want enough to even think about taking it. It’s all just so abstract?”

He looked at me appraisingly.

"Regrettable," Mr. Noir said, colder than I'd ever heard him. "Even now you insist on defying me. It seems like this method may be insufficient to the task."

"What does that mean?" he was starting to scare me.

"It has brought you to a simmer. You're clearly just too comfortable with the current status quo. What we need is an external catalyst, and a punishment is merited for wasting so much of my time," Mr. Noir ignored me.

"What?" I asked.

"It means I will use a more dramatic method. Tell me, who in this school draws you the most?"

I wasn't sure. If there was anyone I dreamed about the most, it was Inessa. I admired her; I obsessed over her; I worried about her. I wanted to help her do what she had to do. I desperately wished I could be as amazing or even just half as confident and straightforward about my own needs as she was.

But if Mr. Noir was right about what I was thinking, then I refused to let the answer to that be Inessa. And that only left one other candidate. One person's actions had sent my daydreams into a tizzy and revealed how right Mr. Noir was about my underlying cravings.

"Temperance," I admitted after a pause. Saying it felt like a betrayal.

"Seek her out," he demanded. "Talk to her. Tell her exactly what you want, let her see how depraved you really are, and make her push you over the edge."

I shook my head frantically. "She'd never forgive me if I told her what I really was. I couldn't show my face in public ever again and," I couldn't talk to my friends, not until whatever this was, was passed and I could exorcize whatever feelings were stuck inside me.

"That was not a request." Mr. Noir's mouth was leaking smoke. What was wrong with him? What was he?

I wanted to stand and run, but the full force of those eyes bore down on me and there was nothing I could do.

* * *

I stretched as I came out of Mr. Noir's office, almost unable to believe that I'd spent so long talking to him that it was already lunchtime. I should have been anxious about missing class, but I couldn't be bothered. For all the details of our conversation felt a little vague, I'd left Mr. Noir's office with a new sense of purpose. I knew now exactly how to pin everything down. The answer had been staring at me in the face the whole time.

Temperance had been wanting to have a talk, anyway. Sure, I still had my issues, but something told me that I needed to have that conversation, that talking to Temperance would help me sort things out. Mr. Noir had been clear that I needed to seek out an alternative perspective on things. He was always right. I could trust him.

So, I made my way to our usual lunch table and waited for the others to arrive.

"Hey," I said nervously once they'd sat down with food. "Temperance I'm, uh, feeling a lot better and there was something I wanted to talk to you about if that's okay, and I thought it might be a good time to talk over whatever it was you wanted to bring up last week?"

Temperance looked to Inessa and Ida, then shrugged and stood.

“Let’s go,” she said with an emphasis that would have struck me as unease coming from anyone else.

The hallway was mostly deserted. That seemed good enough for her. I didn't know why I couldn't have this conversation in the cafeteria itself, but she seemed to welcome the relative anonymity of a quiet hallway over the attention of our friends as much as I did.

"You go first?" I offered, surprised that she almost seemed to flinch. Temperance did not do anxiety. It was not within her repertoire of skills. What on earth was she trying to say?

Was she actually going to confess to me? I panicked at that thought. What would I do? Obviously, she wouldn't want to date me if she knew me better and, really, it was hard to imagine Temperance being particularly interested in anything, much less anyone.

Besides, sure, I'd had a daydream or two about dating Temperance and I didn't dislike her, but it would make things even more awkward with Inessa. Really, I didn't even have time to date in the first place and, her jokes aside, obviously Temperance wouldn't actually try to force fem me or anything, anyway.

At the same time, she was literally a hero. I owed her my life a few times over. Would it really be okay to turn her down just like that? I had no experience here. Obviously, she was going to confess, but if she did, how did you actually say no to that without hurting anyone?!

Temperance, ignoring my internal crisis, finally gathered herself. I tried to focus on her. I had to maintain a straight face. Obviously, I was wrong, but if I wasn't, I couldn't risk letting anything show that might hurt her.

“I just want to make sure you know that we're here for you and...” She trailed off for a long moment, one hand picking at a thread on the opposite sleeve. Then took a deep breath and stared me straight in the eyes. "You don't have to be a guy if you don't want to," Temperance spoke quietly and forced a smile that was probably meant to be comforting, but mostly looked fake.

I froze, staring at her in abject confusion. Was she just messing with me again after all this build-up?

"We get put in boxes," she continued, as if that was a segue that made sense, "and no one is encouraged to think about it. If everyone acts like there's nothing else, then no one has to ask if they ever really fit inside their box in the first place."

"But," she hesitated, "the view from outside is worth it in the end. You can be a girl or anything else if you want and we'll—all of us—have your back, no matter what you become."

I'd never heard Temperance be so loquacious before. Even her catchphrase and named attacks were delivered in deadpan. It was so absurd to see her like this that it would have been almost impossible to process the words if she hadn't stabbed each and every single one of them into the cracks in my heart. I'd have thought she was joking, but, well, for all her teasing, Temperance was one of Inessa's friends and I couldn't imagine her being that mean on purpose. No, as nice as her vision sounded, as much as life would be so much easier for me if I could just decide to be a girl or something like that, she was just looking at me and trying to find a better person than the one in front of her.

At the end of the day, Temperance was a good person. Her speech was oddly similar to some of the things Mr. Noir had taught me, but Temperance made it all sound noble. Society forced us to conform. It strangled us. But where Mr. Noir saw me as someone who deserved to be repressed, Temperance was looking for a person whose opposition to the world would be valid. She was looking for a worthy core that simply didn't exist. At least I wouldn't have to find a way to turn her down.

"I'm not transgendered." I didn't manage to keep the frustration out of my voice. "It would be great if I was! I have nothing against them; I'm not my dad." No, I wasn't thinking about him now.

"But, look, if I was, if I could just press some magic button and be," I couldn't say the word, "that would be great. But I'm not; I'm a boy." I said the last words with some bitterness. No one, I was sure, could really want to be the gender that made Inessa and her friends shout "boys" without any need to explain what they were complaining about. But some of us were stuck with it.

"And I've never felt like I was or could be anything else, no matter how much I wished I wasn't. If I have a problem, it's not that I'm a girl trapped in the wrong body. If anything, I'm drowning in how much a pathetic perverted boy I am."

I felt something against my cheek. They weren't tears; boys don't cry. My lungs were struggling to function for some reason. That wasn't enough to stop me. I had to let her know what I was, what she was really dealing with.

"It sucks, but that's what I am: just another dumb perverted teenage boy who hides every sick thought in his head even while he's fantasizing about all sorts of terrible things about you deep down. So, yes, I want to be a magical girl. Who wouldn't want to be powerful and brave and beautiful and have everyone look up to them? But I don't get to do that because I'm not a good person. I'm just some weird deviant that can't be content standing in the background where he belongs and keeps dreaming of stealing the spotlight to satisfy his power fantasies when he won't do anything to deserve it in the first place."

I paused for breath and found I could barely breathe. Saying that hadn't helped. Admitting that I was some pervert who wished he could be a girl so he could fit in better with his friends had not brought about any catharsis. I remained a creepy, ugly, clumsy, useless waste of a boy that couldn't even get his mom to stay or his dad to respect him.

Every student in the hall was staring at me now and a few heads had poked around corners and out of classrooms at my shouting. I tried to find some reaction I could make, to play it off and go back to being invisible. My eyes made contact with Inessa's as she exited the cafeteria. She stared at me with concern in her eyes.

Temperance, likewise, stared at me with undisguised compassion. Of course they would worry. They were good people. And as much as I wished I could be like them, I didn't belong.

I ran.

* * *

I found myself in the dark in an empty house that once felt safe and welcoming a few years ago. The school would call, and they would be upset, and that would make dad upset and then I would have a bad week. I was being dumb. I couldn't afford to miss any classes. But, the thought of returning after that, with everyone’s eyes on me? When rumors could already be turning into the kind of thing that would make life hell from then on?

Worse, what if Inessa or any of them tried to understand, to brush aside this part of me and tell me I was just going through hard times? I could survive their disgust; forgiveness would break me.

No, better to sit in the dark with my own thoughts and hope dad worked late. At least, in silence, I could pretend I was no one at all. It would be so easy if I could just abandon everything and be someone else without my baggage, with a hint of Temperance's stoicism or Inessa's charm or Ida's indefatigability. I would love to be someone cute and nice and as different from me as the sun from the moon. But no force on earth could do that. And none of that had made it any clearer what I was holding back.

The doorbell rang. I ignored it; It rang again, then again, and again. I couldn't make myself answer it. But a part of me needed to know if Inessa was coming to help, or if Temperance had come to break me again.

I got up from the table and went to my dad’s bedroom so I could steal a glance out from the second-floor window. There, against all reason, stood Lupin Noir. Slowly, as if she could sense me watching, her head rose. Her eyes met mine, and she smiled like a cat who'd just realized it could take its time because its prey was completely cornered.

Then she opened the front door and let herself into my house.

I was too exhausted to parse what was happening. Maybe she'd been possessed or something and I was about to be eaten by a monster. That felt comfortingly familiar; I wouldn't have to explain that outburst to anyone; I wouldn't have to crave something I couldn't name.

I sat at the window, waiting as her footsteps slowly made their way up the stairs. Gently, almost mockingly, she knocked on the door to my dad’s room. I didn't answer. She opened the door anyway.

I was wrong, I realized, as she looked me up and down. It wasn't Lupin. Sure, her face, build and demeanor looked oddly similar, and she shared Lupin's trademark purple highlights, but this girl sported a large pair of wolf ears and a tail.

Her outfit looked like a twisted reflection of Inessa's, keeping the frills and assorted ribbons, but trading the skirt for a pair of shorts and a tighter top that managed to slim her figure down instead of accentuating it. All she was missing was the halo. She made up for it by exuding chaotic malice and having a pair of wicked claws I'd seen tear through concrete.

I recognized her instantly: Avaritia Wolf. She was the most persistent and dangerous of the Saints' enemies, and the most frequent culprit behind the many monster attacks I'd stumbled into.

"Hiya Luxuria; I'd say it's a pleasure to finally meet you as me, but uncle dearest has told me alllll about what a messed up little freak you really are deep down, so I honestly have no idea why we're welcoming you into the fold." She even sounded like Lupin, though the other girl's basic compassion was nowhere to be found in Avaritia's eyes. That was for the best. Being looked at like I was a cockroach she wanted desperately to crush hurt a lot less than the thought of tolerance in Inessa's eyes.

I wanted to run, to scream, to at least go down trying futilely to fight back. Any of the magical girls I admired so much would have done that, and more. But the scents of cinnamon and copper were in the air, so I followed her mutely downstairs and then outside. She walked out into the street, before slashing out with one claw to tear a rift in the world in front of us.

Avaritia pulled it wider, then spun on one heel to knock one of Castitas' fire arrows out of the air.

"Get away from him," Castitas shouted. Her voice was alien, furious in a way I'd never seen her. It wouldn't matter. She was too far away to reach me.

"Sorry Inessa," I had just enough time to give her a sad smile before Avaritia Wolf dragged me through the portal.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Oh no, Charlie's been kidnapped by Avaritia Wolf and taken to the mysterious Abyssal Forest! With Michael's reluctant help, Castitas, Temperantia and Diligentia chase after Avaritia to stage a rescue attempt. But, just as they think they may succeed, the real villain behind everything makes his appearance!

Tune in for...


Episode 15: Rescue from the Abyssal Forest! Superbia Dragon Appears!

Avaritia dragged me through the portal and into a strange void that was neither dark nor quiet, but a place that categories like sight and sound failed to describe. I could have lost my mind there if we'd stayed too long. Instead, Avaritia Wolf pulled us both out on the far side of nothingness.

We stumbled into a dimly lit palace. It was a horrible place, but at least it was a place. That made it comparatively comforting. It was, however, not so comforting that I didn't fall to my knees in a nauseous dizzy mess.

Something brushed against my back, surprisingly gently. Avaritia's claws were weapons that could block even the Saints' powers, could cut through steel or even the world itself. It was easy to picture them tearing through my spine and ending everything. And yet, she rubbed my back with surprising delicacy, a moment of quiet care utterly incongruous with her past actions or her attitude toward me.

"It's not so bad once you get used to it," she said, not unkindly. It seemed even knowing exactly what kind of pond scum I was deep down didn't stop her from expressing some kindness in the wake of that terrifying nothingness. Or perhaps monsters simply knew their own.

Eventually, I managed to stand. I wanted to run, whatever compulsion to obey that let her bring me here having faded in the void. But where would I even go?

We stood in a profoundly ostentatious hall. It was wide, but poorly lit, and I couldn't see the ceiling in the gloom. Cyclopean columns stretched higher than I could see, strange monoliths to some forgotten age. We stood on a long purple carpet leading to a massive set of double doors on one side, and a much thinner hall on the other.

"Come on," Avaritia stepped past me and grabbed my arm, roughly pulling me toward the doors. Whatever moment of shared suffering had stretched between us was gone now.

They parted before her, groaning loudly as they allowed us into an ostentatious throne room. It was illuminated by pale blue lanterns attached to the walls. At the back stood a throne, carved from what seemed to be solid obsidian. Sitting in it was Mr. Noir.

I had no clue why Avaritia had grabbed me and my poor innocent school guidance counselor, but if one of us was going to escape, it was clear that he deserved it more than me. I could tolerate being kidnapped. This was hardly the first time, even if it was the most extreme. I couldn't let them involve an innocent who I trusted so much. I smiled at him in greeting and then, just as he started to speak, threw myself at Avaritia with every bit of force I could muster.

"Run!" I shouted desperately. "I don't know why they captured us, but it can't be good. I'll hold her off! There has to be a way for you to escape."

I failed to budge Avaritia, who mostly ignored the attempt. For a moment, she looked more surprised than offended. Then she doubled over laughing.

Mr. Noir, for his part, looked mildly offended, "I assure you, Charleton," he said, with a disapproving glare at the greedy wolf, "that I have no need to run! For I!" he paused dramatically, "Am the master of this domain!"

"What." I shook my head. "Look, this is no time for jokes! You need to get away while she's distracted!"

Mr. Noir’s lips twitched, as if he was suppressing laughter for some reason. "I suppose your loyalty is admirable, if not your intellect."

Behind us, Avaritia finally got herself under control, only to break out into giggles again at Mr. Noir's aside.

Then he raised a hand; the light took him and Avaritia's laughter died. It swallowed him up from head to toe in apocalyptic glory. I closed my eyes and turned my head and still found myself blinking dark spots from my vision. Only when it faded did I dare look back.

Mr. Noir had become a demon. Still thin and reedy, he was even taller now, with his hands and feet replaced by scaled claws and a set of large golden curved horns on his head. A massive pair of batlike wings tipped in spikes of protruding bone adorned his back. His eyes were slit like a snake's, but there was something wrong in them; like they held something that was not at all known to life. Those eyes were eerily familiar.

"I," he said in the same reedy voice, "am Superbia Dragon, Beast of the Abyssal Forest! Viceroy of Sin!"

I bit my tongue to prove I wasn't dreaming. I wasn't a magical girl at the moment, so I obviously wasn't having one of those dreams. But the idea that Mr. Noir was evil was simply so impossible. I guess it made sense that he kept asking about sin and becoming a beast and destroying society's rules and living a life of pure egocentrism. And he was always saying nasty things to me while trying to help. And, admittedly, when I put it like that, it seemed pretty obvious, but he just seemed so...

Moments ago, it had been beyond doubt that he was good, that I should trust him. And now I found any attempt to think back on our conversations tinged with fear and disgust in equal measures. I remembered where I had seen those eyes.

"You messed with my head," I accused. I was terrified, of course. This was worse than any monster attack yet. But the betrayal left me too hurt to give in to fear. I didn't open up about my feelings. It never worked out and even Inessa didn't get to hear everything going on in my head. Mr. Noir had knocked down those walls and dredged up thoughts better left sleeping on the promise of helping me. And then he'd used them to twist me around in the worst ways.

He shook his head, "Only to help you! You weren't yet ready to face your true potential, to open yourself to the power of lust and take all those things you've denied yourself for so long."

Avaritia rumbled behind me, a low menacing growl that left little mystery of how she felt about that proposition. I guess it made sense. This probably wasn't how they made normal monsters, so Superbia was trying to turn me into a new lieutenant or something. And obviously, Avaritia wouldn't want to work with someone like me, not after whatever Mr. Noir told her about our talks. The breach of privacy somehow felt like another betrayal on top of everything else.

Superbia paid no attention to my simmering mix of fear, disgust, and self-loathing. I hated how easily I was lulled into going along with his manipulations. Magic or no, I knew the desires that he spoke of were all too real. His influence had found purchase because a part of me craved that kind of dramatic realization.

"You see, when you kept getting attacked by monsters, it was plain to me that they were drawn to you because of the latent potential hiding in you. When we met, I was able to confirm your potential and verify the presence of a satisfactory darkness in your heart. It was just a matter of divining its form in its nascent state—lust, naturally—and drawing enough out to the surface that you would be a qualified vessel for this!"

He held something up to the sky: a large black seed about the size of a finger. "Behold! the Seed of Luxuria!"

I tried to break and run past Avaritia. No matter how useless, there was no way I was going to let them turn me into fertilizer.

Naturally, it took her all of a second to sweep my legs out from under me, then grab my arm and drag me to my feet, twisting it behind my back as she held me up to face Superbia Dragon.

“I can forgive your disrespect in light of your unfamiliarity to our cause, but I assure you that you'll thank me for this blessing, Charleton.” Even now, I winced at the name. I didn't even let dad call me that. Everything else he'd done was disturbing in the worst ways and somehow that pushed it over the line. What kind of terrifying magic had let this guy pass as anything but an absolute creep?

The seed floated up from his hand, bleeding darkness into the throne room as it floated slowly toward me. I struggled with everything I had but couldn't escape Avaritia's vice-like grip. She seemed all too glad to see me suffer.

Slowly, it crossed the distance, pausing ominously in front of my forehead for just a moment.

I screamed, I begged. Neither Superbia nor Avaritia nor the seed paid my pleas the slightest attention.

With a crack, the seed shot at me. Then it thudded painfully against my head and bounced to the ground, where it rolled harmlessly to the side.

For one agonizingly long moment, all three of us stood there in silence.

"Was that supposed to happen?" I asked awkwardly.

The scathing look Superbia sent my way provided a strong indication that no, that was not supposed to happen, and also that it was probably my fault. That would show him for having expected anything from me.

"Obviously, our estimations of his readiness were premature. No matter, my plan is perfect and he shall come to harbor Luxuria in due time."

"Avaritia Wolf." The girl dropped to one knee, leaving me unguarded. I wasn't brave or impulsive enough to take the chance to run. "This is your fault for grabbing him before he was ready. Push him over the edge and I will allow this mistake to go unpunished."

She froze, cold sweat visible on her brow, and lowered her head. "Sure thing, boss." I wondered how much worse he must have been to her than me if the fierce wolf who happily fought three against one with Inessa, Temperance and Ida was so terrified of disobedience.

With an imperious wave of his hand, Superbia dismissed us. Avaritia wasted no time silently dragging me out of the throne room and down the long corridor in which we'd materialized into the rest of the demented castle.

The palace was impossibly labyrinthine, full of all sorts of strange rooms. Avaritia marched quickly. The layout proved no obstacle to her. Her strong grip on my arm as we went kept me from getting lost or making an escape. I had room to absorb very little of our surroundings in any depth. But I spied glimpses of boxing rings and swimming pools and studio stages, all in the same brooding gothic aesthetic.

The one thing I didn't see was another living being besides Avaritia and me.

"Look," she said with a grimace, "I have stuff to do and I'm sure neither of us wants to spend any time with each other."

I winced at that, "Sorry," I offered reflexively, then winced again as I realized I'd just apologized to my kidnapper for being an inconvenience, "I can't imagine you'd want to be stuck dealing with me."

Avaritia's lip twitched into the beginning of a smile that she ruthlessly tamped down.

"Look, just, nap or something or whatever you need to get a handle on yourself and I'll be back once I've done some other jobs. Then we can hash out exactly what to do with you."

I tried to thank her, out of reflex as much as anything else, but found my room door slammed in my face before I could manage a word.

I waited a few anxious minutes, then tried the knob. The door was locked and throwing myself against it proved entirely useless.

The room had nothing in it but a carpet and a large four-poster bed. That left me with little opportunity for anything but my own thoughts and fears. Mr. Noir had betrayed me; I'd opened up to him in a way I barely opened up to anyone—and okay, most of that was probably mind control or hypnosis or whatever—and he'd used that to drag me here. And I'd just let him do it. I'd looked up to him and...

I threw myself at the door in frustration, earning nothing but bruises for my efforts. I tried punching a pillow instead. That proved no more productive, but a lot less painful.

After who knows how long, the roaring fire of betrayal that threatened to burn my heart gave way to a much slower and colder feeling. I was trapped and not even Inessa could save me here. They would try to use me and then, because I was me, probably fail. Then they'd get rid of me, and I refused to let myself imagine that outcome as anything but a negative.

I should have spent my time trying to find my way out. I searched the room a little, and tried the door a few more times, but it wasn’t like I could pick locks. Besides, there came a point in worrying where it was easier to turn my head and stop thinking about things I was powerless to change. Eventually sleep claimed me.

* * *

I woke to the sight of Avaritia's lupine eyes staring down at me.

"Wha?" I asked as I recalled exactly where I was and why.

"Feeling better?" she asked, sounding marginally less upset at my existence than she had earlier.

"No," I admitted after taking a few moments to process the question, "bad dreams."

"Okay, fine," she accepted, "maybe kinda our fault, but I've officially run out of other things to do. Believe me, I'd rather be anywhere else but, well..." she shrugged. Superbia's orders were not to be disobeyed.

"Okay." If I wanted to escape, I needed to lull them into security. That meant playing along. "So now what?"

"What's your deal?" she asked, crossing her arms defensively in front of her chest.

"What?" I asked cleverly.

"Look, whatever Superbia said, we can both sense the darkness radiating off of you. You're practically coated in sin and if anything, it's only gotten more intense since you've gotten here. Now, sure, neither of us is as good as Gula was at interpreting that, but you're more than ready enough! So, what's your deal? Why didn't Luxuria bind to you?"

I hesitated, "I don't know? It probably should have. You said it yourself, I'm a sick freak, right? I'm not hiding that anymore after I basically shouted it to the entire school, so, no, I don't have a clue why that didn't work!"

She bared her teeth for a moment. I flinched. She sighed, then shook her head energetically from side to side, clearing her thoughts.

"Okay," she said, "let's take a step back. What did you shout to the entire school?"

Great, now even Lupin's evil doppelganger wanted to catch up on gossip. Still, I'd said everything I'd been holding back to people whose opinions I valued far more. I'd admitted what Mr. Noir had pointed out to me. And I was more than bitter enough at Avaritia and all of her monsters: the endless kidnappings; the powerlessness, the harm they did to everyone around them. I could inflict my issues on her and feel only a little guilty about it.

"I told the entire school that I'm a pervert." I thought I had; I honestly couldn't remember exactly what I'd said to Temperance's impossible suspicion. "I see girls, even ones who I've known so long and been so close to for practically my whole life and I can't stop thinking about how beautiful they are. I get fixated on it and no matter how hard I try, the thoughts just keep bouncing around my skull. And I just end up wishing..."

Avaritia's claw reached out toward my throat before she visibly restrained herself. "Wish what Charleton? Do you want to kiss them? Date them? Sleep with them? Own them? Tie them up and keep them in your basement?"

Despite the sudden panic, the knowledge that I was inches away from death, I couldn't help but recoil at that last image.

"No, that feels gross to even think about! I just want, you know, something!"

"Something perverted," she said slowly, "but nothing romantic or sexual?"

"Exactly!" Finally, someone got it! Perhaps she should have been the sham guidance counselor instead of Superbia.

For what it was worth, I seem to have succeeded in leaving Avaritia exactly as mystified as I was by all of this. And, well, it was oddly relieving that even an otherworldly incarnation of sin would find me as puzzling as I found myself.

Slowly, she withdrew her arm and placed her palm on her forehead. "Okay. First, we really need to get you a dictionary. Second, take a step back. Who do you think you're fixating on here the most? Who makes these feelings the strongest?"

The answer was as easy as it was uncomfortable. "Castitas," I mumbled. I'd had fantasies involving Temperance and me. I'd told Mr. Noir that I dreamed of being with her the most; and it was true. But it wasn't her image that worked its way into my thoughts and refused to leave.

"Right," she flicked an ear, "And how, exactly, do you feel when you imagine Castitas?"

"It's," I hated admitting it. I hated bottling it up even more, "She's beautiful and strong and powerful and she always knows what to do to save the day and here I'm just useless garbage who keeps getting kidnapped, who can barely keep his grades up and always needs to be rescued. Like, I see her and it's not even worth trying really, because I'll never manage to be half of what she already is."

Avaritia's eyes softened and something unrecognizable made its way across her face. "So you admire her. And that makes you a pervert? Walk me through that," the anger was mostly gone now. Confusion having supplanted it so thoroughly, there was little room left to look down on me.

"I, uh," I couldn't hide it unless I was ready for her to tear me to pieces. "I dream about being a magical girl all the time, about joining them and getting to be that strong, heroic and cu-cool and that's weird because I'm not a girl, so I definitely don't get to be a magical one and boys shouldn't want to be magical girls in the first place! And even if I somehow could, it's not like someone who only wants to show off or be in the limelight would deserve it. "

There, I'd said it; now Avaritia could go back to treating me like the scum I really was. Instead, she stared at me in absolute bafflement for what felt like hours. Finally, something seemed to spark in her eyes. It spread throughout her face, which obligingly morphed into a knowing grin.

Her smile was wide and enthusiastic and showed altogether too many sharp teeth for my comfort. Somehow, she seemed to have looked at me and seen an entirely different person.

"Ohhhhhh, no I take it all back," she was practically bouncing in place. "This is great! We're going to be the best partners ever and wow, did Superbia misread this."

"I, uh, wha?" I offered lucidly.

"See C!" she paused at that and then giggled, "See C: that's pretty good. Anyway! The seeds look scary and Superbia explained it badly, but that's mostly because he's kinda a pretentious old guy and honestly your earth books have only made him worse since we got here."

She shook her head. "What I'm saying is that this will be good for you! And, like, you have a real need for the power, and I just so happen to need a cute partner now that Gula's—" she frantically shook her head from side to side. "Nope, not moping about her right now, this is C time!"

And then the enthusiastic gremlin was back. Her tail was wagging.

"You have to understand that a sin, at least as far as the Forest is concerned, isn't an act. It's not hurting others or making things worse. It's a state of mind, you know? And, like, take wrath. Lots of people get very angry, but some of them have a good reason and some of them have really bad ones and maybe sometimes you should be a little wrathful, even if that makes you feel guilty."

She nodded, clearly satisfied with this explanation. "Everyone has feelings and some of those feelings are dark and they hurt, but that doesn't make them fake or worthless. It's just a part of you and one you just don't get yet."

Okay, yes, she had realized something (or thought she had) and immediately changed the subject and I had no idea why, but that did almost sound plausible. But Superbia's nonsense had sounded plausible too. I wish I could write off my feelings like that. It would be nice if there was some benign truth I had yet to understand. I couldn't make myself believe it; not after Superbia had tried the same line, not after Temperance had gone looking for it and gotten so obviously wrong. Also, my main experience with Avaritia bringing people's sins to the surface involved her turning them into monsters and sending them out to wreak havoc.

Heedless of my disbelief, Avaritia continued.

"Some of us need that emotion to face ourselves. There's a power in it, and maybe it has some barbs, but sometimes people need those barbs to hold themselves together. I used to try to deny my own desires. But Superbia gave me the seed of greed." She sighed. "It taught me how to admit to wanting, to be okay with it and it gave me the power to seize what I needed for me and mine, to embrace that desire and make that desperation into a power all its own."

She smiled at me, "Now, if you were like, a weird creepy incel dude, having to work with you would just suck because who wants to team up with some weirdo perv, but that's not you C and I'm banning you from beating yourself up like that!"

"I, what!?" She had been the one doing most of the beating! Both verbally and threatening the physical. Also, I had literally zero idea how we had gone from her figuring out my issues—that not even I understood—to her trying to build a philosophy of sin.

She hugged me, careful to avoid impaling me on her horrifically sharp claws. "Yep, yep! This is going to be perfect. Like, once we get you the right sin, it'll help you out so much and I'll get a partner who will get it and understand how good all of this is! We can plan together, fight together and go shopping and hang out on weekends. Anyway, the point is, this will be great for both of us, so just let me stick the nice little evil seed in you!"

"I, uh, I'm not joining you or turning evil? You'll have to kill me first." I tried to find some scrap of defiance. Superbia's violations had raised my hackles in a way I shouldn't, couldn't, forgive.

But between the surreality of this conversation going from interrogation to recruitment speech and the way Avaritia seemed so perky, it was hard to keep track of what emotions I was supposed to be enacting here. I could see why Inessa was always complaining about how someone so evil could be so cute.

"Sure you are. Trust me, sin will be a great look on you!"

Somehow, Avaritia being enthusiastically supportive was far eerier and more threatening than her murderous rage. "Besides," she continued, heedless of my deer in the headlights look, "even if you try to resist, I'm a greedy greedy wolf and that means I take the things I want! And I want you to be my partner and figure yourself out and stop with the whole self-loathing thing and just relax and start indulging in all the cute stuff you've never been allowed to have. And once you're sorted, we can show those pesky Saints that actually I'm doing great, and I am not at all in the wrong here! Besides, our team is the best; you'll agree once you get it."

It was hard to keep up with the conversation. Avaritia was in her own world, and I was merely allowed to spectate.

"But, like, let's take a step back," she said, "I'm Avaritia Wolf, any pronouns."

“Oh, what?” I vaguely knew what that meant. “I guess, umm, sorry if everyone's been misgendering them? Him? Uh. You, right that's how it works. It's still 'you' when I'm talking to you and, umm, sorry!"

They laughed and ruffled my hair. I tried not to remember what those claws could do to my scalp. "No worries. I said any, so I mean any, and that means she is fine. I mean, honestly, I've been liking the idea of trying out Spivak a lot lately." I had no clue what that word meant, "But, well, Superbia's himself and you gotta be careful how you talk to him. And coming out as an enbie would be hard while, you know, just saying that 'oooh, look at me. I am soooo greedy. I have to have alllllll the pronouns all to myself. How strange the nature of sin' is pretty easy, and he will absolutely roll with anything you justify like that."

"That's awful," I winced, wondering what it would be like to be unable to tell your closest companions who you really were. If Gula was gone (I wasn't going to think about what that might mean just now), I could see why Avaritia craved a friend so badly. Her only remaining companionship was a superior who bossed her around and yelled at him all the time and didn't even accept them for themself.

"Nah, it works out in the end. He's chill with anything rooted in sin, really. Like, with you, when you turn into a girl, we'll just lie and say you were so overcome by the inertia to fit in that you turned into one of them as completely as possible and need to use she/her pronouns to affirm your sin or something. He'll get confused and have a boomer moment and then shrug and go along with it."

I, what. GIRL? How could they just say that he was going to turn me and I was, how, why, what. That. Thoughts; I couldn't do them.

"Anyway," Avaritia grinned despite the grave psychic damage he'd just inflicted, "You're going to be the cutest bestest teammate who I can spoil and who'll stick with me to the end unlike that pesky shark!"

Intellectually, I knew Avaritia Wolf was evil. Intellectually, I knew she was directly responsible for at least three situations where I'd gotten attacked by a monster. He cooperated with Superbia, who I definitely hated. It was extremely hard to remember that when they looked like an excited puppy at greater risk of chasing their own tail than actually hurting anyone.

"And I am so sorry I just assumed you were a piece of garbage who wasn't even worth scraping off my boot before! Honestly, I should have known better than to trust Superbia over my own instincts on you."

Okay, it was oddly nice that she wanted to make me a girl friend... A friend! Not a girl, well; she did seem to want to make me both a friend and a girl but not like that and also that second part was very weird, and I must have just misheard her. Right; that was just me being weird again, she had definitely said something else. I was not going to ask what, because that would be even more surreal than whatever conversation was happening. And showing her what a pervert I was wouldn't actually improve my conditions over whatever idea she'd worked into his head.

But this wasn't actually good because I still didn't want to turn evil and hurt my actual friends, even if I did feel a little bad for the wolf now and even if my friends didn't want to be my friends anymore after what I'd admitted. They were still the good team. I had to delay him until I could find a way out.

"Can we take a step back a bit? You think you know what's wrong with me?"

They shook their head frantically, "No, no, there's nothing wrong with you! Or well, nothing wrong with your head or your feelings. You just can't want the things you want yet!"

He paused and looked at me hopefully. I shook my head. He hung his theatrically.

"Maybe you can't explain how you could have it, so you think about it, but you can't bring yourself to admit you want what you want and legitimize yourself and I could just tell you but then you'd just growl and resist and bite me and then go all guilty and be all 'woe is me' for a month and shut down and refuse to think about anything. Gula did that back in the day before we got her sorted out! Anyway, that's what the seed will help with! It'll feed on your sins, those nasty dark longings you can't deal with and then it'll use that power to give you what you need even if you're still scared to want it!"

I gave up following Avaritia's words around the third ‘want’.

"O-okay, so you're going to stick one of those seeds in me then?" I couldn't afford to be passive, and I couldn't stand against Avaritia. However much they'd inexplicably decided they actually liked me, he could still crush me like a bug. I had to out-think her here, "So I guess you should go get it and I can wait. I'm not sold on joining you or anything, but if I don't have a choice, we may as well get it all over with and," I spoke with more honestly than I wanted to admit, "if it actually can help me get past whatever this is, I'm willing to try most anything."

If she thought I was resigned and left me alone, I could try to run or hide while they went to grab the seed. It wasn't a great plan, but it was the best I had.

Naturally, it immediately crashed and burned as Avaritia snapped her fingers and a dark green seed that looked just like Luxuria appeared in the air between us.

"No need to wait! We're in the Forest and Sin is fond of its beasts. The seeds are only ever a moment away!"

I had just enough time to regret my chosen plan before she grabbed the seed out of the air and slammed it into my chest with what had to be all the force he could muster.

Sleep's comforting embrace kept me from worrying what horrors might come.

* * *

I dreamt of dark roots spreading throughout my body like a second nervous system. They twisted around my spine and stuck barbs into my veins to sup my blood. I tried to scratch myself, to rip off my flesh and reach inside and pull them out of me, but the plant would not be stopped. Threadlike tendrils perforated my muscles, seizing control of my body and forcing my arms to relax. They surrounded my heart in a protective sphere of dark green brambles that tore my insides to shreds with every beat so they could spread more, devouring me inch by inch by inch, until nothing of Charlie remained but a thin skin hiding a twisted sapling.

At least, I thought, I could help a beautiful tree grow.

I awoke to find myself on a soft bed in a brightly lit room surrounded by familiar plushies and pink walls stenciled with all sorts of flowers. I turned to glance at a nearby desk and chair, wincing at how sore my body felt. A redhead sat there, slumped over and snoring lightly, her head cradled in her arms.

So, Inessa had saved me again then, her and her friends. They'd charged into danger just to rescue me. There was what looked like the start of a horrible bruise on Inessa's arm, so it wasn't even like they'd made it out unscathed; my uselessness had hurt them again.

Something about the thought sent a wave of aching pain throughout my body and I failed to muffle a groan.

Inessa, a light sleeper at the best of times, bolted upright, lifting her arms into a defensive stance and then, without a hint of chagrin, turned and practically sprinted to my bedside.

"C?" she asked.

"I'm fine," I muttered, "I think. Just a little sore unless I've lost a leg or something beneath these covers or they did something else to me."

"Oh, I'm glad I, uh," she paused and self-consciously cradled her bruised arm, "Castitas said that she couldn't find anything wrong with you when she dropped you off and that you seemed to be fine, but that you might need to rest up."

I nodded. There was no way Inessa hadn't heard me call her by name earlier, but we still kept the fragile lie between us. "Castitas dropped me off here?"

She couldn't meet my gaze. "R-right, she probably had, like, magical girl powers to find your home or something."

"Magical girl powers to drop me off down the street from my house."

"W-well," Inessa shifted uneasily, "We, I mean, they couldn't just leave you with your dad like this. Who knows what he'd do if you needed help or weren't okay or..."

"He's not that bad," I said reflexively. "He's never actually hurt me or anything. He just hasn't dealt with mom leaving that well either."

"C..." she looked like she wanted to say something but couldn't find the words.

"Sorry, I don't want to start a fight about that again. He's going through a tough time too," I trailed off awkwardly. This was hell; she knew I knew, she had to. And yet neither of us could bring ourselves to say it.

"Inessa," I managed at last, "thanks for saving me."

She eeped and froze, "I didn't, I mean, what, saved, but Castitas, what I mean is...." she sought futilely for an explanation before sagging into the desk mortified. "You're welcome."

"Really, thanks. I'm sorry that I'm always making more work for all of you."

"C you're being ridiculous," she mock glared at me, and just like that the wall was gone and we could go back to being us, "it is not more work to save you from the monsters we'd be fighting, anyway. If anything, I'm sorry you keep getting stuck in our fights even though you're not involved."

I winced as my attempts to shake my head furiously at Inessa's completely misguided suggestion that somehow, she owed me an apology set off another burst of aching pain.

"Umm, C," she asked hesitantly, "W-when did you figure it out?"

I couldn't meet her gaze. "I think it was when you were fighting B-Baller? Ida called you by your name and you kept slipping up on calling me C when you tried to get me out of that giant basketball. And then you outed Temperance on her first day of school and also her name is Temperance"

She stared at me quietly, as her face contorted into a rictus of terror, "B-B-B-Baller was NOVEMBER!"

I winced. "You, uh, didn't seem to want to share, and I felt like I had to respect it if you wanted to keep me out of things."

She hung her head, "Michael thought it would be safer to keep things secret and, well, I can't tell my parents or they'd worry and I didn't want to worry you and then it had already been so long and I couldn't bring myself to say it even if I was worried that you would think we were all hiding stuff from you."

"That sounds rough," I offered.

"W-wait, if you knew then, then that means that you knew, like, every time you said all those nice things about Castitas or all those times I pretended not to recognize you when I saved you and acted like you were a stranger?!" Inessa flushed bright red as I chuckled awkwardly.

"Well, you know how it is. It seemed important to keep the secret and I didn't want to put more pressure on you or anything!" I offered a weak defense.

"C," her voice was cold as she pouted, "That's not fair! Here I've been agonized about having to put on a mask and act all mysterious and you've known and been laughing at me this whole time!"

I fought through the soreness to sit up. "Inessa, I knew you were silly long before you were a magical girl."

She marched over to the bed, grabbed a pillow and proceed to throw it at me. Naturally, I ignored her efforts.

"You're a hero, you know. My hero." I stifled a groan as I forced myself up and patted her gently on the head. "To think that little girl I had to protect from bullies would grow up to fight monsters."

"I'm glad," she hugged me, practically falling onto the bed, "I've worried that, with so much time doing this and not being able to say anything and that we'd drift apart or stop being friends or...."

"Inessa," I smiled indulgently, "you're like my sister; you know, a bratty baby sister that's kind of embarrassing because she won't stop blatantly crushing on every pretty girl at school." Inessa did not stop hugging me, but she did pinch my side lightly. "I mean..." the words dried up in my mouth. It was hard to reassure her when I knew she'd probably be right in the long term. But that was a thought for another time.

"I mean, I said a lot of pretty nasty stuff before I got caught. I want to blame that all on Mr. Noir brainwashing me, but if you don't forgive me or you don't want to see me again or you want me to not be around you in public or anything, I'd totally understand. It's what I deserve."

The urgency, the pressing need to resolve everything now had faded, but the desires and drives that had made me so vulnerable to Mr. Noir's influence hadn't gone away, even if they'd fallen back to the point where I hadn't thought of them until I thought about them. Could I trust Avaritia's words that I had misunderstood myself? I hadn't turned into a catgirl, and Inessa didn't seem to think I would, so it had probably been another mistake.

Inessa just hugged me tighter, sniffling a little, "Idiot," she said affectionately, "like you’d ever say anything more embarrassing than that time in fourth grade you said you wanted to grow up to be Princess Sirius."

"A-anyway, if I'm fine and I have a Castitas approved bill of health, I should probably get home." I cut that line of conversation off as hastily as I could.

"Nope," she answered, "not happening."

"I can't just steal your bed and what will your parents say if they find out I was in your room at night!?"

"Putting you up here tonight was their idea," Inessa noted. "They were just super insistent that you stay the night after we managed to talk them out of dragging you right to the hospital. They gave me specific orders to stop you from being an idiot and trying to go back to your place and everything." The last sentence was delivered with an air of triumph.

"Why?" Why would they feel comfortable letting someone like me here when I could just as easily go home to dad?

"Oh come on, it's not that hard!" Inessa smiled, "They've known you since you were tiny and they adore you, honestly probably more than they like me. When I came out, my mom literally said her only regret was that this meant she wouldn't get to have you as a son-in-law. And, well, you don't talk about home much, but we know you C."

Oh. Of course, I wasn't doing a good job at hiding how bitter things had gotten. Of course, I was just inflicting my issues on Inessa’s whole family, when it wasn't like they could actually change things or even understand. Here I was, making myself into a problem they were obligated to look after. I hated feeling like that, especially when things weren't that bad in the big picture and the plan was to move out in Fall to go to college, anyway.

But I was too tired to think about that. And, pity or not, unhelpful or not, the fact that they were looking at me enough to notice, that they cared enough to pity, that felt good.

"Did they really think there was actually a chance we'd end up together?" I didn't have the energy to process things, and juicy gossip about Inessa's agonizingly wonderful family was a more than welcome distraction.

Inessa laughed, "I know, right!"

We lay there, whispering and giggling next to each other for a long while, using quiet gossip to heal a bond that had begun to fray and to avoid thinking about the larger thoughts lurking deeper in our heads. Somewhere in the middle of that I fell back into a quiet dreamless sleep.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Ida is looking forward to the first lacrosse match of the season. However, her teammate's fatigue proves just the thing for Avaritia Wolf to create a powerful new Resinner! And, what's this?! Just as the Angelic Saints think they have the upper hand against Avaritia Wolf, a new warrior from the Abyssal Forest appears!

Tune in for...


Episode 16: Night-Time Terror; A New Beast takes the Stage!

Breakfast proved a strange, if not unwelcome, experience. I was used to cold cereal, granola or a piece of toast, not eggs and bacon, courtesy of Mr. Brandt. I was familiar with Inessa's parents, and they’d always had an almost cloying way of trying to make sure I was happy and well looked after; but the kidnapping had driven their habitual fussing to a fever pitch.

"Are you sure you're alright? Honestly, I have no clue how the school board can think this state of affairs is okay." Mrs. Brandt was the breadwinner of the family, a no-nonsense lawyer who shared her daughter's looks and inner fire. She had a temper Inessa lacked and was more than willing to start a fight with anyone standing against what she saw as her family's best interests.

"It is a bit much," Mr. Brandt admitted, adjusting his glasses. My dad looked down on him for being a house-husband, but I'd always found him reassuring, a softer gentler balance to his wife's eagerness to leap headfirst into every proximal cause. He was a little chubby, with a pleasant smile and an interest in cooking and gardening that everyone in the family enjoyed immensely.

"Anyway," he continued, looking at me, "Emma and I were talking and, well, Charlie..." he hesitated, unsure of what to say.

His wife intervened, "Our house is your house if you ever need it, no questions asked. Honestly, you're wasted on that..."

"Emma," he cut her off, seeing my expression sour. She crossed her arms and gave him a look that would have had me running away, but she also leaned back a little and allowed him to talk. "What we mean is that you'll always have a place here. We don't know everything you're dealing with, and you don't need to feel pressured to talk about anything that you'd rather avoid as long as..."

"It’s not like that." I wanted to cry or thank them or tell them this was one of the nicest things anyone had offered me. Instead, I hid behind my canned lines, "He's never hurt me or anything like that. He's just... He's not doing great with mom leaving. And, I mean, I really appreciate the offer, really. I'll remember it if I ever need help, but monster attacks aside, I'm doing fine."

Mrs. Brandt gently placed her hand over her husband's, squeezing it comfortingly. "Just remember we're in your corner if you need us, okay?"

"I..." I froze. "I have to go home to change and get ready for school. I really can't afford to miss any more class!" I stood up, leaving my half-finished breakfast, and made my way to the door. Neither Inessa's parents, nor Inessa, tried to stop me.

I stopped in the doorway and turned halfway back to face them. "Thanks. Really, thanks."

I couldn't bring myself to wait for anyone to respond.

Inessa's house was only a few doors down from mine. That was half of what had led to us becoming friends in the first place, after all. So, it wasn't too terrible to drag my sore body down the street and quietly sneak inside. Dad often slept in if he didn't have work early, and I didn't want to risk waking him.

Fortunately, it wasn't that hard to tiptoe up the staircase, throw some water on my face, swap into clean clothes and tiptoe back downstairs in time to walk to school with an overprotective Inessa. A part of me wanted to stay home, but I really couldn't afford to.

And, honestly, defaulting to my routine anxieties felt almost comfortable. They made it easier to not think about how close I'd come to becoming a monster or how Inessa now knew I knew and that my relationship with her group of friends would have to change or how I could have died or how much Mr. Noir had made me trust him before he betrayed me or how I still didn't know what I wanted or...

Besides, while my captivity had felt like it stretched on for ages, Inessa and the others had, apparently, rescued me in a handful of hours. The only school I'd actually missed this time was from running away at lunch.

I froze as we crossed the gates, and a few lingering students immediately started whispering with each other and staring pointedly at us. At me.

"I-Inessa?" I asked nervously, "How much of what happened yesterday do you think got out?" On second thought, some normal anxieties were worse than the monsters.

She laughed awkwardly, her expression mirroring my own dawning horror, "I went after you as soon as the vice principal stopped yelling at Temperance... But, uh, a lot of people noticed your meltdown."

I winced. "On second thought, I think I'm feeling too sick to attend today after all! Horrible things, monster attacks! Trauma!"

I spun around to run, only to practically crash face first into Lupin Noir. If my sudden (accidental) attempt to headbutt her caught Lupin by surprise, she didn't show it at all, slipping effortlessly around me and even offering me a hand to help me catch my own balance.

"Good morning, C!" she said, as if seeing me was the high point of her day.

"Eh!" Inessa looked torn between shock at this interaction and a panicked desire to hide from her crush.

"G-good morning?" I offered back, "You seem oddly friendly today. Trying to ply us for information about yesterday?"

"Nah, basically everyone heard all about that, at least looking at the school group chats, so it isn't really news. Besides, I wouldn't gossip about a co-conspirator like that!"

"EH!" Inessa glanced between Lupin and me, utterly confused by this development.

"Co-conspirator?" I tried.

"Exactly!" she mimed shooting me with finger guns before flashing a thumbs up. "Well, probably best not to talk about that at school," she paused and glanced toward Inessa.

"EHH!" Inessa obliged.

"I really have no idea what you're talking about."

Lupin waved my objections away. "Anyway, this thing she's doing is kinda adorable. Can I keep her?"

"kpdoajfs;-ga," said Inessa.

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. I didn't object to Lupin being friendly, and it was good to see she'd gotten over whatever had had her upset the other day, but I did not need Lupin randomly deciding she was my closest confidant on top of everything else.

"We've talked, like, once! Why are you acting like my best friend now?"

"Ooh, bestie!" I was sure, on some level, that she was doing this to be as annoying as possible, but she did seem bizarrely self-satisfied with the bit, "and we've definitely talked at least twice, and they were both good conversations! Anyway, did I break her?" Lupin flounced toward Inessa, who obligingly doubled down on her statue impression. Lupin placed her hand on the other girl's forehead. Lovely, Inessa would be freaking out about this for days.

"No sign of a fever," Lupin had to know exactly what she was doing, "Anyway," she spun from Inessa to face me again, "we should totally hang out soon! So be a good girl and don't get in any more trouble at school. You got that?"

And, with a casual flip of her hand, Hurricane Lupin departed toward first period. She did not wait for a response. I shook my head and began the process of moving a near catatonic Inessa to her locker as she tried unsuccessfully to ask me what had just happened.

At least the distraction helped insulate me from the stares and whispers I was getting. For all she was more than a little incomprehensible, Lupin seemed nice enough, and if she'd been trying some weird seventh-dimensional chess play to distract me from my ongoing social demise, it was both incredibly sweet of her and had somehow mostly succeeded.

Well, at least until fourth period where I had no Inessa or Temperance or even an Ida to shield me from the gazes I was getting. I'd gone from a person who was generally known, but mostly ignored, to the center of attention. It was hell.

I hated the thought that people were looking at me, actually observing how lame and gross I was. I hadn't even showered that morning; there'd been no time after everything, and I'd been so focused on avoiding dad that it hadn't felt worth more than washing my face. I tried to hide myself even deeper in my hoodie, but it didn't help. I knew that most people didn't care; that not all of AP Psychology's sporadic whispers were about me; but enough were that it felt like any of them might be about me. And that made the difference all but academic.

I struggled not to overhear, not to hone in on just what the rumor mill had done with my breakdown, but focusing on class was impossible. When the bell rang, I practically bolted from my seat, which couldn't have done any wonders for the state of things. At least, no one seemed to have gotten the mistaken impression that I was a transgender.

I wanted to scream, to punch something, to run away from school again. But I couldn't afford to miss classes and, well, even if this was awful for me, most of it was my fault. Mr. Noir’s influence aside, nothing I’d said had been a lie. And, while my own wants remained frustratingly incomprehensible, it wasn't as if snapping like that had been anything but my own desires made manifest.

Usually, I'd have the respite of eating lunch with Inessa, but Temperance would absolutely know that, and I was sure she'd try to apologize as if she'd done something wrong, which she hadn’t. Besides, all three of them must have gone together to save me from Superbia. Temperance Atwater had almost certainly risked her life, along with Inessa and Ida, to save me.

But a petty, horrible, little part of me still blamed her for trying to help. I told myself that I was avoiding her because I didn't know if I'd lash out or shut down or do something nasty if she tried to apologize, but I feared that deep down a dark little part of me just felt like it would be crueler to keep her waiting. And, besides, Inessa must have told them I was in on the secret by now and while that had helped me with Inessa, how could I know that Temperance or Ida wouldn't hold a grudge over having their identities in an outsider's hands?

No, it was for all of us to let them have some space.

I snuck into a corner of the cafeteria and ate my lunch in silence, doing my best to ignore the looks and the less than circumspect comments. I was tired. I wasn't up to dealing with people or with my own issues. I didn’t sleep, but it felt so much easier to simply let myself drift through the afternoon.

I was able to make my escape from school before Inessa could try to walk me home and/or put Temperance in my path. I offered her an apologetic text, with a note that I was going home to rest up so she shouldn't worry, and made my escape.

Dad didn't ask about where I'd been, so I assumed the Brandts had told him. Whatever they'd said, he was oddly subdued that afternoon. That left me free to manage texts from the Saints and reassure each of them that I was okay. Even if I was annoyed at Temperance, I owed her that much after everything she’d probably done for me. Besides, it was always easier to talk through texts where you could just stop engaging if things got awkward.

There were concerns expressed that no one had seen me at lunch or in the afternoon, but I managed to convince everyone I was okay enough. I hadn’t experienced any side effects from the seed Avaritia had tried to stick in me, and the Saints wouldn’t have let me wander around if anything had actually happened to me. With the promise of a proper debrief later in the week, I managed to escape too much recollection of yesterday's affairs.

* * *

I dreamt of a night that was mine to do with as I wished. I pranced through the city streets without a care, singing along to the rhythms of passing cars and the night breeze. I winked at the strange shadows that walked where people should have been and sashayed onwards with a careless grace I could never achieve in a thousand years. On a whim, I paused to examine my reflection in a department store window.

Ah, so this was another magical girl dream, I realized as I offered my reflection my best attempt at a curtsy. Well, almost. The green-haired girl in the mirror was far more defined than any other girl I'd dreamt of being. Her costume, aside from the matching green highlights, was as pitch black as Avaritia's. Her hair was in a ponytail, reminiscent of Inessa's, aside from the color. Actually, her everything was reminiscent of Inessa, down to the placement of her freckles.

Well, this made a twisted kind of sense. Avaritia'd been talking about being partners, welcoming me, not just as a friend or moral support but as an equal, a character on the stage. Of course, that impossible offer would find purchase deep in the soft places of my heart.

Equally obvious was that I could never take their deal in real life. I'd never even think of betraying Inessa or Temperance or Ida like this, much less hurting anyone.

But dreams were the one place where no one could say indulging was wrong. You didn't have to think through things or suppress errant thoughts in a dream. You could just be and do, and no one could complain.

I cocked my hips and placed one hand on my waist, making a finger gun with the other as I stared at a window, then broke down giggling. There was a joy there, a fluttering happiness with a faint toothy edge. Who wouldn't want to try being a wicked girl just once or twice?

I leapt at a few passing shadows, jolting them out of their rhythms and sending them skittering away in shock. An instinctual part of me ached to chase them down, to pull and twist at the darkness and show them there was no reason for fear when the night could be so beautiful.

Something in the far distance caught my attention before I could indulge that impulse. It wasn't quite a sound, but I hummed along anyway. It was a beautiful composition, full of crackling flames, rushing water and rumbling earth, interspersed with the sonorous howls of a wolf, and I knew where the dream was going. Here, at least, I could make my grand entrance. It was only a dream, after all.

I hopped onto a nearby streetlight, landing just heavily enough that something cracked beneath my feet, and I laughed because this was a dream and I was a villain, so I didn’t need to feel awkward or guilty about breaking anything.

Then I was off, bounding across the rooftops. The winds rushed past me in a cutting embrace. The night sky knew its own and it welcomed me in its own chilly way. No silly little mundane boy would ever get to appreciate this world.

I found myself coming to a giggly mess of a stop, perching over a fight. There were no shadows here. How could the protagonists ever be replaced by mere shadows? Inessa was already doing whatever it was she did with the strange pieces of amber that seemed to come out of defeated monsters. Temperantia was, as ever, lurking and waiting for an opening while Ida was locked in furious combat with the person whose uniform matched mine.

The wolf was fast and strong, eir growls a racing staccato, playfully furious. Diligentia was as Steadfast as the Earth, her sound a methodical percussion line that refused to bend to Avaritia's rhythm.

As I watched, she ducked under Avaritia's fully extended claws and brought her shield above her head to deflect my wolf's follow up hammer strike. For a moment, they stayed in place, engaged in a contest of raw strength and skill as both subtly maneuvered for leverage. Avaritia shifted eir posture, adjusting her footing and throwing his whole weight into the clash. Diligentia had no need to move. The earth was her ally and the ground simply shifted to brace her better and deprive Avaritia of eir footing.

With a decisive shout, Diligentia sprung forward and up, breaking Avaritia's balance. The Diligent Saint lashed out with a knee, striking Avaritia right in the solar plexus before my poor little puppy could recover. Avaritia stumbled back to absorb the blow, only to lose her footing on debris that hadn't been so loose a moment ago.

Avaritia rolled with the fall, and ey would have made a doubtless stunning recovery! Except, of course, Temperantia had been waiting for the right moment to strike. A torrent of water slammed Avaritia into a nearby wall.

Well, this wouldn't do at all! Interfering in a duel between two people who were almost as pretty as this me was one thing, but I was clearly playing the role of Avaritia's partner, and it would be awful to let them gang up on em.

Besides, I was upset at Temperance and, while I'd never actually do anything to hurt her, a dream was a dream, no matter how cogent. I could indulge in every petty impulse! Still, I wasn't dreaming of being an evil magical girl just to make a boring entrance. This was my dream, and I was going to enjoy it.

Carefully, trusting Avaritia to handle emself for at least a few more minutes, I skirted around the edge of the fight, dropping silently behind Castitas, just as she finished whatever it was she was doing with the strange glowing piece of amber.

From there, it was a simple matter to pull her into a hug. She froze and yelped and I, obligingly, shoved her away to give her a little space.

Inessa stumbled, then caught her balance and whirled on me, trying to say something, though the words came out in a garbled stream of incomprehensible dream noises, interspersed with the crackling roar of her heart's fire.

I laughed and twirled and tried to tell her something about how I got to be pretty too, how I got to have a skirt all of my own now; but the wind was rude and stole my words from me.

For whatever reason, this didn't set her at ease. Instead, Inessa tossed the strange amber into the distance, where something small and birdlike snatched it out of the air. Then she drew her bow and, with a shout, sent three arrows of fire arcing toward me.

Well, that wouldn't do! This was my dream—thank you very much, Miss Brandt—and I refused to be upstaged! Besides, yes, being pretty and wearing cute clothes were things everyone wanted deep down, but what was the point of being a magical girl if you couldn't do magic?

So, I did the thing you should always do in a dream and cheated. I’d already copied Inessa’s form. There was no reason not to imitate her arrows as well, equal and opposite in every way. Well, almost every way. While Inessa had always been genuinely cute and impressive and powerful, green fire simply looked better than red.

Each arrow met in the air, crashing into each other in beautiful bursts of red and green.

She frowned, then shouted something and leaped backwards, regrouping into a defensive formation with Temperantia and Diligentia.

Freed from the pressure of their assault by my absurd entrance, a half-drowned wolf picked emself up and howled angrily at Temperantia. Then, preempting Temperantia's reply, turned and waved ecstatically to me, grinning cheerfully.

Naturally, I gave my partner a curtsy and prepared to fight. Obviously, I would win; this was my dream!

And yet, even as our dance began, the quiet beeping of my alarm pulled me from my slumber. I laid there for a few moments, marveling at how clear it all felt. The magical girl dreams had always been a guilty pleasure, but this? This had gone above and beyond in both pleasure and guilt. Sure, it was a little, or maybe a lot, wicked, but it had felt so impossibly vivid, like it was something I only had to reach out to touch. With dreams like that, I hated that I had to wake up at all.

And, for once, I felt rested to the point that I was basically bursting with energy. Any lingering pain in my body had vanished in the night, leaving me feeling light and springy enough that I half wanted to try roof-hopping for real. For once, it felt like I could face any lingering stares. The me in the dream wouldn't have had a problem. She got to be pretty enough and cool enough that she'd simply have taken it as her due.

Inessa, I found out on the way to school, had not had anywhere near as pleasant a night.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Worried about the Abyssal Forest's growing power, the girls resolve to investigate the whereabouts of possible Saint candidates. They find rumors about an art prodigy known for volunteering her time teaching at a local daycare. However, before the girls can figure out if she has the talent to become Angelic Saint Patientia, Avaritia attacks!

Tune in for...


Episode 17: Natural Talent? The Painter's Secret Revealed!

I had expected Inessa to grill me about Lupin, now that she'd had a full day to recover from being called adorable. Instead, she was pensive, to the point that she didn't even acknowledge it when I greeted her outside her door.

"Something wrong?" I asked, doing my best to moderate my good mood for her sake.

Inessa startled and looked up at me. "Oh, hey C! It's, like, umm, so Ida has a rival who she was finally ready to beat at Lacrosse and they were gearing up for a big match and she thought her team would win, but then..."

I gave her a look. She blushed.

"Oh right, I don't have to do that anymore!" Inessa smiled at that, then glanced around to make sure no one was within ear's reach. "So, uh, we were fighting Avaritia last night, after she turned one of Ida's teammates into a Resinner and it seemed like we were finally going to beat her, but..."

"A Resinner?" The unfamiliar word sounded odd on the tongue.

"The monsters we fight. They're called that because their sinful emotions are crystallized into amber with the sap from the Abyssal Forest so that.... Look, we can explain this later, that's not the important part!"

"D-did you come up with that or do they go around calling themselves that, cause it sounds pretty silly for the things that routinely threaten to murder like half the town."

"Michael's name for them," she sighed impatiently.

"Oh right, you've been talking about him for months. Who's Michael?" I asked despite myself.

"M-MONTHS?!" Inessa stared at me in shock. I bobbed my head up and down. She slumped in shame. "The one who gave us our powers. She looks like a plushie, but she claims to be the archangel Michael. Can we get back to the important part?"

I froze. "S-so, like, you're telling me Christianity is right but also has magical girls and angels that are plushies?"

Inessa frowned at that. "I guess? I dunno, I think it's kinda different! Anyway, back to the new girl!"

"Oh right!" I cut in. Inessa's worries mattered, but the revelation that Michael was a girl had made me remember something important. "Avaritia said ey like Spivak pronouns, which I had to look up, but I think that means ey use ey/em, so we should be careful when we talk about em."

Inessa's eyes widened. "She-ey is an enbie?! Oh no, is this why ey keeps fighting against us? We've been misgendering em this whole time...."

I shook my head, "I don't think ey's the type to get angry about that, they did say that basically anything is okay with em, they just kinda liked Spivak more, maybe? Ey was being very confusing at the time."

Inessa sighed in relief, "that's good. I was really worried that's why we couldn't ever manage to talk to em. Anywa..."

I cut her off with perfectly impish timing. "Anyway, what’s this about a new girl?!"

My childhood friend gave me a look, then rapped her knuckles on my forehead. "I'd get there if you stopped interrupting!"

I smiled back at her, glad that, worldview shattering revelations or not, that seemed to have picked up her mood a bit.

"ANYWAY," she said with a mock glare, "So, we finally seemed to have Avaritia on the defensive and I thought we'd be able to..."

"Kill em?"

"Get em to talk to us. Honestly C, we're not killers!"

I wondered. Avaritia had said Gula was gone, but I couldn't imagine Inessa doing that. I dipped my head in an apology, "Sorry. Anyway, you were going to talk to her and..."

“Finally ask why sh-ey keeps doing this all on eir own, why ey sticks with Superbia even after Gula...” Inessa shuddered at Superbia's name and I realized that my rescue had probably been a greater adventure than I knew. "Or why ey keeps turning people into monsters and if we can find any way to find a middle ground or talk em down.”

I frowned at that. I wanted to say that some people were just evil. If Inessa had been talking about Mr. Noir, I would have had little trouble with that. But, Avaritia Wolf had been—once ey decided I wasn't a creep—almost nice? Ey definitely hadn't felt evil in any profound sense. I thought back to my dream; did a part of me actually like em or something? Is that why I was fantasizing about working with em? Or was I just so desperate to claim any shred of agency that a part of me would have been content to be a villain, if it meant I could join the fray?

"R-right," I offered, in lieu of trying to navigate those feelings.

"And then, as soon as we had her on the back foot, we got ambushed by, well, she didn't name herself, but she definitely looked like a new Beast."

"What's a 'Beast'?" I wondered, thankful for the information but worried that I'd never manage to keep track of it all. The description of events was worryingly close to my dream, and it was easier to focus on the raw mechanics of things than engage with whatever terrifying possibilities that suggested.

"Oh," Inessa nodded, "Those are their leaders like Avaritia and Gula and Superbia."

"So new.... Snake? Worm? Possum? Manatee?"

Inessa shook her head. "Just a girl. At first, she was almost, well it was dark already, so it was hard to see, but it was like she didn't have any features at all, but then she bit me and the miasma cleared and she looked just like an evil me!"

"An evil general you don't want to pet and/or date...." I said with mock solemnity, allowing my anxiety to settle. I hadn't bitten Inessa. No, my dream was just a dream. That was all I could ever get.

"Abyssal Beast," Inessa corrected absently, "And right, it's weird! Well, Superbia Dragon too! But that's because he's a guy and also he started monologuing about, like, a lot of weird stuff when he tried to stop us from rescuing you."

"And you're upset that you lost the chance to talk to Avaritia?" I offered, steering things back on track.

Inessa nodded, then shook her head. "Well, sorta? It sucks that we lost the chance to at least try to understand em, but... the new girl seemed, well, off?"

"Off?" I asked. "What about her?"

Inessa stopped and thought, tapping her foot against the concrete sidewalk. "Like, sad maybe? Anxious?"

"Sad. She tried to kill you and you're worried she was sad?"

Inessa blushed, "It's like... Well, Michael said that she looked so foggy because she wasn't fully an Abyssal Beast yet and so there might be time to, uh, stop her from going all the way? But, also..."

I frowned, thinking back to what little I'd known about the Abyssal Forest. "Well, I think Avaritia mentioned that people need strong sin to become Abyssal Beasts? So she is, uh..." I should probably have memorized all the sins and virtues, this being a major recurring threat to my life, but it wasn't like there was an obvious connection between basketball themed monsters and greed.

"She's not greed, pride, or gluttony, right?" I ran through the list of slots that were already filled. Inessa nodded.

"And, umm, Superbia tried to make me lust, so they probably didn't find another one in like a day." It only made sense that Superbia's plan would target multiple students. There was no way he'd go to all that effort for a chance at one.

Inessa broke into giggles.

"What?" I asked.

"They tried to make you into lust? That's such a terrible fit." She snorted as if this was a hilarious joke and not a legitimate source of existential dread. But perhaps the idea that I could ever become either Beast, Saint or anything at all was simply that ridiculous.

"Anyway," it was my turn to cut her off before she could cut me any deeper. "That leaves wrath, envy or sloth, so... figure out what she's so mad, jealous and or apathetic about and you can maybe help her get over it?"

Inessa nodded at that. "It's nice being able to talk to you about these things without having to hide," she said, as if it really meant something.

"Just, please don't put figuring her out over your own safety. She's an enemy, and if you got hurt or..." I trailed off, unable to deal with the sudden onset of anxiety about Inessa and co.’s heroics.

Inessa pulled me into a quick one-armed hug, "It's okay, I'm not going to risk anyone's life just to talk to her, but..." she frowned, "But, is it really okay to want to try to make friends with someone evil? I mean, if she's giving herself to sin so much that she can become a monster..."

I frowned. "I guess it depends why? Is she jealous because she's shallow and vain and wants all the rewards other people get without putting in any work or is it, like, she's angry at injustice or cops or the environment or something or she's being bullied and just wants it to stop or..."

Inessa thought it over for a moment, then smiled. "Right! And I can just decide after I know. Thanks C! You always give the best advice."

I smiled at that, though I hadn't said anything remotely insightful, really. Sometimes people just needed to let other people tell them things they already knew to really believe them.

Still, between the dream and getting to be a tiny bit useful, it would take something truly awful to get me down. For instance, if I happened to be the current target of the school's never-ending rumor mill, stuck in everyone's line of sight. I sighed, hopefully it would blow over soon.

* * *

As it happened, in second period, the principal came on the PA to announce the sudden disappearance of our school guidance counselor. Not only did that mean that the Abyssal Beast hiding in our school was definitely gone and at least 30% less likely to kidnap me (at school); but, also, well, mysterious disappearance trumped the one boy who kept getting attacked by monsters finally having a weird breakdown any day of the week.

Oh sure, I still caught the occasional glance or whisper, but it was a low buzz rather than a constant roar.

So, my good mood sustained itself until lunchtime, with only the minor pitfall that I was a bit worried about Lupin. Her uncle had been evil and also had probably vanished. Worse, I hadn't seen her that morning, and that left me a little worried. What if he’d done something to her on the way out?! Still, she'd been to school the day before, and it wasn't like we interacted that much, so I wasn't worrying too much just yet.

Instead, I set myself on a much more immediate problem as I moved toward Inessa's usual place in the cafeteria: Temperance.

Inessa cheerfully waved me down as I approached. Ida looked up briefly from her loaded tray of food to wave casually; but she didn't put down her fork and went right back to eating. Temperance, however, froze and stared at me in silence until I'd taken my seat.

"C," she greeted me without a trace of emotion, "I'm sorry."

I bit back my initial impulse to run away and took a deep breath. Honestly, getting to beat her up a bit in my dreams had done a lot to better my mood about Temperance. If anything, I felt a little guilty that some part of me would take joy in violence against her, even if only in a dream.

"It's fine," I smiled, "You were just trying to help, you didn't do anything wrong."

"I should not have done that." Temperance paused, taking an awkward amount of time to form her next words. "I should have attempted to approach you somewhere more private to have that conversation and taken more care."

I didn't meet her gaze. "Really, it was Mr. Noir who had me all messed up, you were just trying to help and, like, even if I'm not actually a transgender, it wasn't malicious."

For some reason, no one responded for a prolonged moment. "W-what, what's wrong?" I asked, worried that I'd somehow offended everyone.

"What does Mr. Noir have to do with anything?" Ida asked, worry clear in her voice.

"He's got the whole evil dragon thing going? You fought Superbia right? He’s obviously the same person.

The trio exchanged a quick series of looks. Finally, it was Inessa who spoke. "Umm, you can't recognize people if you don't know who they are already," she clarified. "It's not, like, exact or anything, but unless we saw him name himself or give us proof of his identity or had some strong clue besides his appearance, we probably wouldn't have been able to recognize him."

Oh. Oh no. I hadn't said anything and now Mr. Noir had managed to get away with who knows what before leaving. Sure, the Saints hadn't insisted on any kind of debriefing or anything and I hadn't known about the magic hiding everyone's identities, but at the end of the day, those were excuses and one of the few good things dad had drilled into my head was taking responsibility for my mistakes. I could have figured out that there was something magic behind no one recognizing the Saints. I could have said something to Inessa or not gotten so wrapped up in running away from Temperance that I'd avoided them for a day or...

"C!" Inessa grabbed my shoulder and shook me out of my own thoughts, "Ida and I are going to go try to snoop out Mr. Noir's office to see if he left any clues. It'll be okay, we won't let him get to you so just, umm, stay here with Temperance and talk things out, okay?"

I frowned. Sure, a lot of my petulant emotions at Temperance had dissipated, but I still wasn't sure of talking to her alone without Ida or Inessa to help mediate. It also felt too much like running away to let someone else go back to that smokey room.

"It'll be okay," Ida said comfortingly. "Don't worry about anything. We'll make sure you're safe."

I needed to see it, to make sure that none of my confessions lingered in the air, that the smell of cinnamon and copper was gone and wouldn't come back. But it wasn't like I would really be any help or anything. And, besides, I'd already messed things up enough with not telling them about Mr. Noir that I couldn't really make them protect me from any traps in good conscience.

"Sorry," I said at last. "I should have thought to tell you."

Ida gave me an odd look before Inessa grabbed her by the hand and pulled her away. And then it was but me and Temperance with no one at the table.

We sat in awkward silence for a good few minutes as Temperance finished her lunch. "So," she said at length, "are you okay?"

"I'm fine," I snapped, utterly failing to land on a tone that indicated fineness.

Temperance nodded, declining to point out the obvious. "They know what they're doing."

I mimicked the gesture, and we returned to what seemed half an eternity of agonizing silence.

"If you're not trans," Temperance said finally, "then I should stop with all the skirt jokes."

I practically sagged with relief that I hadn’t been the one to find a way to bring that up.

But I didn’t say anything either. Sure, it would be nice if she stopped joking about shoving me in a skirt all the time, but I didn't want everyone to treat me differently because I'd been attacked and was too useless to do anything but pass out. The thought of demanding I be handled delicately triggered a dizzying surge of nausea.

"Nah," I said, playing it cool. “It's fine. I don't actually mind. They're just jokes."

"In that case," Temperance said, perfectly deadpan, "since you know our secret, I suppose it's time for you to join team magical girl? You could go part time on the ‘girl’ part, for now."

"Haha, if only," I laughed it off, fighting the urge to run away.

Temperance gave me another of her odd looks and we passed the remainder of lunch in a marginally less awkward silence.

* * *

Fifth period brought a flurry of texts from Ida confirming that no signs of Mr. Noir remained. With that settled, the girls quickly agreed to meet after school to go over things more properly.

The group sans Ida—she had Lacrosse practice and would join a bit later—made our way to an empty classroom. Inessa and Temperance wasted no time in setting out a number of textbooks. The plan was to pretend to be studying if anyone poked their head in. Teachers, Inessa explained as she ruffled through her bag, mostly wouldn't object if you stayed a few hours to study while you waited for a friend.

Finally, Inessa pulled out a small angel plushie, perhaps six inches tall, and placed it on a desk next to our books.

"Allow me to introduce Michael!" she said with a flourish. The plushie tilted its head to the side, then nodded at me.

"Greetings mortal," it—she—said with an imperious tone entirely at odds with her squished exterior.

Her hair was long and golden, though made out of a thick yarn-like fabric. Her halo, a golden ring that looked far tackier than the Saints', was visibly attached to her head with a pipe cleaner, and her hands had no distinct fingers. Her eyes were shockingly deep red gems and her wings, though they seemed to be made of cloth and fluff, fluttered with a decidedly lifelike grace.

"Umm, hi?" I stared awkwardly for a few moments, struggling to find the words to ask a sapient plushie that was allegedly an archangel, "Inessa just keeps you in her backpack all day?"

The plushie nodded. "It matters little where this vessel rests. Though," Michael glanced at Inessa, "It would be preferable were I not to be crushed by textbooks."

"Inessa!" I couldn't believe she would do that to an archangel.

"Umm, oops." Inessa bopped herself on the head. "Sorry about that."

"Your consideration is appreciated," said the angel, "but truly it is we who owe you an apology for allowing you to get caught up in this conflict."

"That's," I hesitated, "I should be the ones thanking you for saving me all the time. You're the ones that..." I wasn't sure what to say. I simply owed them too much.

Temperance ignored us both, instead chomping down loudly on an apple slice. I glanced at her, grateful for the distraction, only to blink twice at the oddly impressive array of chips, crackers and sliced cheese she'd set out.

"Mine," she said. Then, with an appraising glance and a shrug, she added, "I could be motivated to share."

"I'm not letting you change my wardrobe."

Temperance shrugged once more, as if to say that this didn't matter and my surrender was inevitable. It felt like a return to the status quo, however fragile. For that, I was glad.

"I swear Temperance," Inessa pouted at the girl, then shook her head. "Anyway, Ida's at practice, so I figured we should save you explaining your side of what happened and let you ask any questions you have for us until she gets here."

I nodded, "So, I guess what's this all about? Why does the Abyssal Forest keep turning people into monsters, and where do they come from?" I trusted Inessa and the others with my life. But Avaritia Wolf had seemed to believe in eir cause. And Gula Shark was missing.

Michael fluttered up above the table. "Allow me to explain. The Abyssal Forest seeks to use the power of sin to strengthen the sin within human hearts and, in turn, darken the First Tree's nature until sin ascends over virtue."

She settled down, as if that explanation was sufficient or, well, made any sense at all. Behind her, Inessa took advantage of the moment to steal a few of Temperance's crackers. Temperance graciously ignored the theft.

"So, what's the First Tree?"

"The First Tree guards the power of both sin and virtue and taught both to the humans who sheltered under its branches. It is connected to the feelings deep in everyone's hearts, though only a rare few can awaken the powers of their emotions. By corrupting it, the Abyssal Forest would strengthen the power of sin while weakening virtue and so sway humanity toward its darkest inclinations."

I nodded at that. That more or less made sense. "And they make Resinners to do that?"

Inessa answered, speaking around a bite of cracker, "Right! The beasts infuse the sap of the First Tree that's been poisoned with sin into people and, when their sins go out of control, it crystallizes, and they turn into Resinners."

"And defeating them, what, saves the victims? Makes it so you can stop it from influencing the First Tree?"

Inessa nodded, "We can purify their Heart Amber, which lets them turn back and, yeah, that stops it from influencing the First Tree."

"That's good," I said awkwardly, as if 'good' was an adequate descriptor for preventing humanity from being overcome by sin.

There were probably a hundred other things to ask. But there was only one that burned its way through the back of my skull. I opened my mouth, only to realize that my tongue had grown impossibly heavy. I stuttered awkwardly and buried my head in my hands.

"What's up, C?" Inessa stood up to pat me gently on the back.

I took a few deep breaths, steadying myself.

"I was just wondering," I started awkwardly, trailing into a long silence.

"Wondering?" Michael asked, tilting her head to the side.

"That's, umm, if..." I glanced around for any help. But I'd started and I could hardly run from it now.

"Take your time." Temperance's eyes met mine and she offered me an encouraging smile. Of course she would know what I wanted to ask. Of course that would make the words even harder to find.

I took a deep breath and held it for several seconds, doing my best not to think about what anyone might say. It was a dumb impulse. Nothing would come of it. I didn't have it in me to shine like any of them. I remembered how good the dream felt and I had to try.

"I was just wondering if-"

The door swung open abruptly, startling all of us. Michael flopped into my arms, pretending to be an ordinary doll.

"Hi guys!" a tired but upbeat Ida greeted us, drawing a sigh from Temperance and a warm hello from Inessa.

She shut the door behind her and made her way to an empty desk.

"Finish explaining things to C?" she asked curiously.

"Almost," Temperance informed her with mildly more frost than usual, "they were just about to ask a question."

"Right, what's up?"

I froze.

"I was just, umm," I was hyperventilating, "wondering if I could, like, help you all or something? I mean, like, obviously I'm no good against monsters, but if there's anything I could do that would help you out with planning or covering for you or anything..."

Temperance gave me a quiet thumbs up and Inessa wrapped me in a hug. "That's a great idea C!"

"I don't think it's a good idea to get people wrapped up in this." Ida seemed the lone hesitant voice, "We get exposed to a lot of danger and C wouldn't be able to protect himself if he got attacked even more. Like, it's already bad and this would just put him at even more risk. Besides, this is our responsibility, and it would be wrong to..."

She looked at me, and the words died on her tongue. It wasn't like she was wrong though, even if she was the only one direct enough to point out how useless I was.

"I-it's not that I don't think you're great! Look, we all like you C; we trust you or we'd be freaking out a lot more about you knowing our identities." I wanted to say that she couldn't trust me that much, or she'd let me help, but she wasn't wrong about how I'd probably just get in the way. "But this is our responsibility. We're supposed to handle it, not, like, throw the work on bystanders when we're already letting them down."

I nodded. That was probably what all of them thought really, and, as ways of letting me down, it was gentle enough.

"They could be a Saint?" Temperance said, voicing the actual question I hadn't dared ask. I obviously wasn't worthy.

While it had gone unsaid, possibility had lingered. And now I would get an answer, and really there could only be one answer and the knowledge would only hurt. At the same time, it was nice to imagine that Temperance, however mistaken, might look at me and see someone who could stand with her. And, even if I knew it would only end in pain, because I wasn't good enough, a part of me remembered how free I had felt with the night winds at my back and hoped anyway.

"That's a great idea! Honestly, we really should be trying to recruit the other Saints if we want to win this, and C would be totally amazing as a teammate." Inessa leapt on Temperance's suggestion with immediate enthusiasm.

Michael stared at me. Deeply, I looked into the gemstones that served as her eyes and I saw, if only for a moment, what struck me as an unfathomably ancient kindness carrying wisdom I would never fully understand.

Then the moment passed.

"I'm sorry," Michael looked away first.

"Oh," I said, struggling to smile. If I didn't look hurt, no one was allowed to feel bad for me. Besides, it was silly to have wanted in the first place.

"Your desire to help is true, and you have some affinity for the tree’s gifts, but..." the angel considered me for a long moment as if deciding how to say something. “You are not qualified.” The pronouncement carried a distinct finality; there was nothing more to be said on the topic.

I forced a laugh; though I was the only one to react that way. I wanted to run and hide and find somewhere to piece my pretense of being a functional person back together. But I had some pride as a guy left and it would have been beyond pathetic to cry about not getting to be special. The vast majority of people managed just fine without being protagonists in some grand conflict. Besides, the last time I'd run away from a well-meaning friend, it had ended pretty badly, and it had barely been a few days since then. It was far too soon for a repeat performance.

"No, that makes total sense," I said as blasély as I could. Ida grimaced and even Temperance looked a bit taken aback. "Sorry, I guess helping was a bit of a silly idea, huh? Let's just pretend I didn't say anything. It'd just get me kidnapped again immediately, anyway."

Inessa shot Ida a glare and gave my arm a comforting squeeze. "No, Ida's the one being silly here! Honestly, we barely have the time to think half the time, and having another friend to help, however they can, would be great!"

"A-anyway," I realized I was dragging the nails of one hand across my other arm and forced myself to stop, "About the kidnapping. Avaritia dragged me into this strange palace area and then Mr. Noir was there and he turned into a dragon. I think he had some kind of brainwashing incense that..."

I wasn't sure what to say. I was obviously rushing through the actual point of the meeting, but I just needed to escape.

"It made me trust him and believe him when he said a bunch of lies about me." I could spare my pride that much deception.

The girls allowed me to speak without interrupting, except for the odd clarifying question. No one complained about how fast I was talking, or how much I stumbled over the details. My stupid pushy idea had ruined the atmosphere, and they must have been as eager to escape the agonizing awkwardness as I was.

"And then I woke up in Inessa's bed." I took a deep breath and waited a moment to see if there were any final questions.

"I can't think of any big questions, but, umm, like, did you notice anything about the new Beast? Or have you noticed any aftereffects from whatever they've done to you?" Inessa, ever the leader, spoke first.

I started to speak, then stopped myself. There was no need to mention my dream. The details had been all wrong and it would just make the others worry more. Besides, there was no way I could admit how much it had resembled my usual fantasies.

"I've been a bit sore all over," I admitted, "But that's about it."

Inessa and Ida, at least, seemed relieved at that. Michael did not respond visibly, and Temperance sat unnaturally still. Perhaps she still felt guilty about asking that question on my behalf.

And then, after what felt like an eternity, we said our goodbyes. Inessa shoved Michael awkwardly back into her backpack and the girls filtered out of the classroom.

I lingered a little, gathering myself as I stared out at the football field through the window.

"C," Ida's voice cut into my musing. I didn't have the energy to turn.

"I just wanted to apologize, I didn't... I wasn't that clear earlier, and I thought you should know that, umm," she hesitated. I didn't want to hear whatever it was she'd try to say to comfort me. A part of me wanted to yell at her to leave. But she hadn't done anything wrong. If either of us was an intruder here, it was me.

"Michael said something similar to me when I first asked." Ida let the words sit just long enough for me to put the meaning together, "About being a magical girl, that is."

Oh.

"Thanks," I responded, as if I had any clue what to do with that information. At least the late January sunset was captivatingly bittersweet.

* * *

And things continued like that for the next few days: awkward lunches and desperate attempts to return to normality. Apparently, Michael was 'reluctant' to have a normal person in any possible danger, and she was 'considering' how I could be of help without risking myself. As a way of letting me down gently, it wasn't bad; but that ended my only real possibility of playing more than the bittest of parts.

Only in my dreams could I be free, taking out my own feelings of inadequacy on phantasms of my friends. There I wasn't inferior to Inessa's enthusiastic passion or Diligentia's endless focus, but their equal on the stage. And sure, I didn't like fighting my friends, but these were only dreams. No matter how persistent. No matter that they often happened around the same time as monster attacks. The details weren’t ever right. That meant they were only dreams and so I didn’t need to embarrass myself mentioning them.

Of course, there were some things in the real world that weren't so bad. Firstly, Lupin was completely fine as of the day after her uncle's disappearance. She also didn't stop attempting to act like we'd suddenly become close friends, which was odd but not unpleasant. If nothing else, it was amazing to watch her casual greetings drive Inessa to previously unimaginable depths of lesbian pining.

Being friends with Lupin was a decidedly unique experience. For one, she'd started giving me odd little gifts. One morning, she brought me a set of watercolor paints. A few days later, she dropped a burnt tennis ball into my hands. I had no idea what drove the odd array of nick-knacks she shoved on me as "mementos." She refused to offer more than a toothy grin by way of explanation.

On the other hand, these made Inessa insanely lose her mind. While it wasn't a nice thought, something about her looking at me with that kind of agonized want was just oddly invigorating.

I'd worked up the courage to ask Lupin if her uncle was okay; but she'd insisted he was simply ‘away on family business’ and that he'd mentioned "his work at the school was finished for the moment." I took that to mean that he had simply decided to cut his losses at the school after recruiting the new Beast and failing to get me despite his best efforts.

The other good thing was that I didn't manage to end up trapped in the vicinity of a single monster attack for over a week and a half after my kidnapping. Perhaps whatever Avaritia had tried doing to me had removed that trait that called monsters to me; perhaps ey were simply being considerate after the whole disastrous kidnapping. Either way, I had yet to encounter the mysterious new Beast even once. I knew it wouldn't last, but it was amazing to get to attend an entire week of school. For the first time in senior year, I actually felt like I was catching up in class.

And that suited me fine. I'd never join the magical girls, and it was obviously clear that I couldn't do anything as C to help, beyond lending a friendly ear. But I could dream, and I could live an ordinary life where I got to do nice ordinary things and stop burdening my friends all the time, and it would have been greedy to want any more than that.

And then, early in the morning of Friday, February 9th, a little under two weeks after my kidnapping, I received a single call from Ida. The voice on the other end was too childish and too desperate to be hers. Whoever it was made no greeting, nor did she offer anything more than a single cry for help before the line went dead.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

A fight against the latest Resinner leaves Castitas and Temperantia out of commission, with Diligentia alone to pick up the slack. Can even Ida's endless persistence survive with the weight of the world on her shoulders, or will even the Saint of Diligence collapse under the pressure?

Tune in for...


Episode 18: Rewind! Even Ida Needs Breaks?!

"Hi!" the voice in the speaker said. "This is Ida! If you are hearing this, I can't—"

I mashed the red phone icon, then dialed another number. Temperance didn’t answer either. I scratched at the back of my hand. I wanted to shout and pace and work out the thoughts physically until I was calm enough to know what to do. But the last thing I needed was to disturb dad and have to deal with that instead of whatever crisis had reduced someone to begging me for help.

Instead, I took a deep breath. It was probably nothing that serious. No one would call me for help with an attacking monster. But someone had asked me for help. I couldn’t ignore that.

Okay, it was nowhere near time for classes to start and, as far as I knew, none of the sports teams had morning practice. That meant Ida would most likely have been at her home if something had happened. I saw no signs of a waiting Inessa as I slipped out of the house. She also had not answered her phone, so it wasn’t a surprise. It was still one more piece of evidence that something was wrong.

The walk toward Ida's house was agonizing. I wanted to sprint, but arriving without any energy to function wouldn't have helped anyone. So, I alternated between jogging and power walking, worrying and wishing I owned at least a bike all the while.

I couldn't help but stare at my phone as I moved, watching the clock’s relentless advance. It took 19 minutes to find myself, tired but functional, pawing at the fancy digital intercom at the entrance to Ida's building. Though the red brick facade spoke of age, the system was brand new and well-taken care of. Those were the perks of living this close to the city center, a trade for how cramped the apartment must have been when shared between Ida’s entire family.

Eventually, after I had half resolved to start buzzing Ida's neighbors one by one, the intercom crackled to life and Ida's voice, more exhausted than I could recall hearing it, came through.

"Yes?" she said. I sighed in relief. She was alive and she didn't sound like she was in any great misery or fear.

"T-this is C. You called and asked for help?" the voice hadn't quite sounded like Ida, but it had been her phone.

Ida cursed, and the intercom went quiet for a moment before coming back, "It's fine C! Sorry to bother you, but things are going...." a muffled voice cut Ida off. This was followed by an exchange of words I couldn't understand.

Finally, Ida responded again, "Okay, things are fine," she said, refusing to concede to the other speaker, "but you can come on up if you really want to help. You don't need to, though. I got this," she said, her voice quivering with the faint desperation of someone who absolutely did not have whatever ‘this’ was.

I slipped into the elevator and waited to be lifted to Ida's fifth floor apartment. I'd only seen it once or twice, but it wasn't hard to recall the details. Ida lived in a sleek modern two bedroom with hardwood Pergo floors. Her mother had it decorated with an array of treasured tchotchkes, the artsy white-with-black print interrupted by Ida's brother's scattered toys. Floating above it all: the heavy smell of scented candles filling the air. That had felt welcoming once. Now even the idea of them conjured that horrible cinnamon scent.

At least, that's how it usually looked. When I opened the door, I instead found myself confronted by the fragments of what had previously been Ida's mom's Rae Dunn obsession. Amongst the rubble, there was Ida, or rather Angelic Saint Diligentia. For once, she didn't look all that angelic. Dirt and grass stains marked her skirt and large chunks of ribbon were missing from her top. She looked at me with bloodshot eyes, struggling to comprehend my presence for all that we had just talked.

"Hi... Diligentia?" I offered tentatively.

Ida seemed worried for a second, then glanced down at herself, "Oh, huh, forgot to change back with everything going on." She made no move to detransform.

"Everything?"

"Well," whatever Ida had been about to say got cut off by a small redheaded blur dashing in my direction before circling around me and cowering behind my leg.

"C!" It chirped with a quiet urgency. "Tell Temperance to stop biting me!"

"Diligentia," I asked, as I reflexively patted the small child's head, "Why is Inessa more of a child than usual?"

Ida sighed, "This new Beast's Resinners are all... well, nothing will ever be as bad as Fidget Spinner, but they're all weird!" Even as tired as she clearly was, Ida paused momentarily to shake the lingering trauma out of her thoughts. "Look, everything's okay, so you don't need to worry about it. As soon as I defeat the monster, they should go back to normal."

She wobbled a little unsteadily, thrown off balance via glancing contact from a blue-haired child's approach. No larger than Inessa, with her hair cut much shorter than I remembered and a pair of boyish overalls, this version of Temperance sported a worrisomely savage grin full of pointy teeth. One hand was clutched around what seemed to be a Michael trying desperately to escape.

"Hiya big sis!" she said, beaming at me with youthful malice. "I'll let go of Michael if you give me back Inessa!"

Both Inessa and the plushie froze in quiet terror until Ida plucked Michael straight from Temperance's grasp and did her best to brush off the plushie. Michael wasted no time in taking higher to the air, well out of Temperance's reach.

"Hello Charlie," Michael's voice was particularly squeaky this morning and she seemed to have a bit of drool on her leg, greatly undercutting any gravitas the flying plushie might have managed.

"Hi Michael, did you call me?" I hadn't recognized the voice on the phone, but Michael seemed the most likely suspect.

She shook her head, circling around me slowly, examining, "No, loathe as I am to involve a mere mortal in our conflict, I declined to disturb you, no matter the exigency of the situation. I believe Inessa stole Ida's phone."

Inessa nodded triumphantly. "I'm kinda mixed up," she admitted, "but I can mostly remember!"

"I have it under control," Ida interjected stubbornly. Inessa shook her head frantically from side to side, refusing to leave her hiding place behind my legs.

Frustrated at her lack of a sapient plushie and/or archangel, Temperance carefully maneuvered her face to Ida's newly free hand before biting down sharply. Ida winced. "All. Under. Control." she said, clearly at a loss as to how to stop the devil child from assaulting her.

"I see." I frowned. Ida needed help and, while I couldn't do anything to resolve whatever had caused all this, I was confident I could at least manage a pair of children for a bit, "Look Ida, I know I'm useless and you think I'll just mess things up if I get involved with the actual monster fighting, but I think I can at least help with this, and you must need a break after dealing with whatever this has been?"

Michael, landing on my head, nodded agreeably.

"I don't need a break and I don't think you're useless C! I just..." Ida pinched the bridge of her nose. "This is our job. It's our duty to handle this and I already messed up once tonight and let them get hit in the first place."

I didn't think I'd be able to beat Miss Stubborn as a Boulder, so I opted for another strategy instead.

Temperance as a grinning demon child was, suffice to say, unexpected. Inessa, on the other hand, I had known at this age. It was plain that both recognized me. But, going by the fact that Inessa was every bit as shy as she'd been back then and that I couldn't imagine Temperance actually biting anyone in a million years, it felt safe to assume that their personalities had also been reverted to some extent. They were "mixed up" as Inessa put it. And, if there was one thing I knew I could do, it was managing a young Inessa.

"Hey Inessa," I kneeled down and whispered conspiratorially in her ear, "do you want to show Temperance some of Magical Starlight Princess Knight Orion?"

Inessa perked up, then immediately ducked back behind my leg and muttered something quietly. She'd been very different at that age; hurt and shy. It had taken her years to come out of her shell.

"Go on, I'm sure she'll love it and you won't get in trouble," I gave the hesitating girl a pat on the back.

"Can I?" Inessa asked, looking to me for permission.

I nodded gently and gave her a little push. That was all she needed. Inessa marched over to Temperance and grabbed the other girl's hand, shaking her away from a bemused Ida. Inessa pulled Temperance back to me to grab my hand and solemnly dragged both of us to the couch. Temperance seemed intrigued enough at this side of Inessa to cooperate for the moment. But it wasn't like she really had a choice; I feared for anyone who tried to get between a ten-year-old Inessa and her love for Orion.

I shot Ida a triumphant smirk. It only took a few minutes, and a few desperate maneuvers to retain Temperance's attention, to get streaming set up and allow both girls to grow entranced by Inessa's childhood passion. The redhead offered a deluge of enthusiastic explanations to her blue-haired teammate. Temperance, for her part, seemed captivated by the cartoon, to the extent that she barely noticed Inessa's rambling.

I ruffled Inessa's hair one last time, then extricated myself from the couch to confer with Ida.

"Ida," I whispered softly, eliciting a moan of acknowledgement. Her eyes flickered open and she faced me, even if she didn't say anything. "What's the plan?"

She glanced reluctantly to the kids, then to me and sagged in defeat, "If, and you really shouldn't feel obligated, but if you can watch them, I can go out and hunt the monster right now and then we can at least make it to school by lunch?"

I stared at her. "Ida, you can barely stay awake."

"I'm fine!" She said, defensively, "I can do this! I'm Diligentia, and not even I know my own limits!"

"Obviously," Michael added unnecessarily, causing Ida to blush, "Besides," the angel said, "Our mysterious foe's Resinner may take after her creator. It did seem to vanish with the dawn."

Ida frowned at that. "I'm sure you could fight it as you are," I lied. "But without Inessa or Temperance to help, it'd probably go a lot better if you had some time to recover first, and they've clearly been running you ragged. I mean, think how I'd feel if I left you to fight by yourself and you got hurt because I didn't even help you get a small break?"

Ida sighed, "Fine. My mom will be back in," she struggled for a bit, "a bit after noon, so we should try to hide somewhere by then. Could you watch them while I take a nap?"

I nodded, and Ida's weary eyes shut once more.

"Bed!" I glared with mock severity. Ida nodded and stumbled toward her bedroom.

"Ida?" I asked after her.

"Yes?" she asked, wobbling a little as she turned back.

"Detransform."

Ida stared at me in confusion for a few moments before her uniform dissolved into yellow ribbons, leaving her in pajamas.

I looked to Michael, once Ida's door was firmly shut. "You need a break too?"

The angel looked at me, unimpressed, "Nonsense! Such as we actually have no concept of exhaustion," she looked to Inessa, currently holding Temperance off from biting her with both arms, "but that creature does... elicit a variety of hitherto unknown emotion."

"Right," I offered, "go get cleaned up and take a break. Ida'll need you in top form if she's fighting by herself," I had no clue if Michael did anything useful in fights, but giving people an excuse to make doing what they wanted the right thing was a great way to get them to get out of their own way.

The angel dipped her head in acknowledgement and floated away to seek her own rest. I moved back to the couch for a morning of babysitting. My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn't had breakfast, but I paid it no mind. I'd feel uncomfortable raiding Ida's fridge and we would need to sort out lunch anyway soon enough. And, at nearly eight, I only *really* had to keep them busy for 4 hours. Easy.

Besides, it was nice to imagine Inessa at this age getting to have more than just the one friend, if only for a single afternoon. I alternated making sure the girls stayed occupied with quietly cleaning up the mess they'd created. I couldn't cover up all the damage, but living with dad these past few months had taught me to take care of all sorts of messes without attracting attention.

Temperance managed two hours of watching Starlight Princess Knight Orion fight against the forces of Despairo (empowered by the emptiness from between the stars) before she got bored. Inessa—and embarrassingly me—would have gone much longer; though Inessa's complaints that really Orion and her evil counterpart, Lady Horizon, should have been together were growing rather dramatic by the end of our third episode. Inessa being gay had been a surprise at the time, but, in hindsight, there had been signs.

Temperance might have proved a problem, but I had a secret weapon. The promise of ice cream, conditional on her not biting anyone or breaking anything, managed to restrain Temperance for another delightful hour and ten minutes as her boredom compounded.

And that brought me to 11:13am. Inessa had managed to drift off on the couch. That made sense; they likely hadn't slept last night either. Despite that, Temperance was practically vibrating with excess energy.

"So, Temperance," I eyed the little terror carefully, "what do you want to do?"

"Well, big sis," the little girl smiled at me, "I think we should play dress up!"

Oh no. No. Nope. Disallowed. I refused! How, even reduced to the form of a child, could Temperance remain so monofocused when it came to me?

"In the first place, I'm not a girl, so I can't be a big sis."

Temperance thought that over for a moment, then shook her head furiously. "Nope! My partner said I can just decide for anyone to be a girl if I want to, so you're a girl."

"Y-your partner!?" H-had Temperance been that precocious?

She nodded, "My co-cons, co-con..." she struggled with the word, "Cocoon spirit bird!"

I managed to parse that more or less, if not as quickly as desired. "Your co-conspirator?"

“Right! My co-conspirator!” The way Temperance slowed down to annunciate it properly would have been adorable were the stakes not so dire. “She always helps me with things and we do everything together and are going to change things someday! She said I, or anyone, can be a girl if I want to, no matter what the adults say!"

It took me a second to process that. Had Temperance just outed herself as transgender? I felt a spike of guilt at inadvertently prying a secret out of her while she was like this. She didn't look anything like I expected a transgender person to look, not that I really had much of anything in the way of expectations, really. And, I guess being so used to thinking about that kind of thing would make more sense that she'd miscategorize me so badly.

I buried a faint twinge of something at the thought that Temperance was just allowed to decide to be a girl and then transform herself so readily. She’d been allowed to change herself, to become someone she wanted to be. Meanwhile, I was still stuck aimlessly waiting for the next time I could sleep and dream of an impossible world.

"I think she meant anyone else could decide they wanted to be a girl," I offered. Obviously, it couldn't be that easy. You were trans or you weren't. I might have not known much about what it was like to actually be trans, but wanting wouldn't flip your gender identity around. It wouldn’t give you a woman’s brain in a man’s body. At the same time, there wasn't much sense arguing with a good friend temporarily turned back into a preteen, especially when that good friend probably had more experience than I ever would with that topic when she had her full facilities.

Temperance ran a hand through her weirdly short hair—had she been kept from growing it out until she was older—and shook her head, "Nah! She's my partner, and she said so, so I get to decide! And you feel like a big sis."

I sighed, some things never changed, and in this Temperance was as stubborn as Ida.

"What about me looks like a big sis?" I tried, irritably.

She tilted her head to the side, surveying me, then she spoke with the confidence of a judge rendering a final verdict, "Soft skin! Fluffy hair! Big round eyes!"

I frowned. My skin was hardly what I'd call soft. On the hair front: Okay, sure it had been a little while since my last haircut, and I'd been noticing that it was getting unruly, but I'd just been too busy.

"It's true," Ida's marginally less tired voice interrupted my thoughts.

I blinked. It was about time to wake her, if we wanted to dodge answering any strange questions with her mom. But, somehow, Ida had managed to rouse herself and sneak up on me.

"Whatever skincare routine you've been doing is working really well," she added, flopping down onto the couch, "and the haircut suits you."

"Tch," Temperance pouted with the reluctance of a thief who'd just found her mark well-guarded.

"I, uh," I answered lamely. I had no idea what everyone was on about. "Thanks, I guess."

And now I was blushing. Why was I blushing over being told my skin was soft!?

"Anyway," Ida glanced toward Inessa's sleeping form, "I wanted to say, thanks. For earlier, that is. I really needed that nap, it's just..."

"Just?"

"I like to be reliable, you know? It felt good when Michael told me I was qualified to be Diligentia. Like, even the world was acknowledging my hard work. It's hard to realize I need to be the one relying on others sometimes. So, umm, thanks for just taking over earlier. I needed that nap! But now," she grinned, "We can show that monster exactly why it shouldn't mess with us!"

"Ida," I offered somberly as I looked at my phone screen, "It's 11:25 in the morning and the monster won't show its face until sunset."

"Look!" she flailed. I wasn't used to a flustered Ida. When she wasn't working herself to the grave, she was the voice of reason between Inessa's general uselessness and Temperance's monotone snark. "It's one of those big inspirational speeches that you're always supposed to do before a game! Just go along with it, okay?"

"Okay. If it helps you fight, then it won't stand a chance."

"Better," Ida nodded.

"So, I don't get to put big sis in a dress," Temperance said sadly.

"No!" I protested immediately, as if the words were a burning iron. "Where would you even find one?"

"You're not much bigger than mom," Ida offered, clearly still sleep deprived. "I mean," Ida clarified, "you shouldn't make C do things that make him uncomfortable, young lady!"

"W-weren't we planning on getting out of here before your mom comes home, anyway? Besides, I promised Temperance ice-cream if she was good, so I was thinking we could try spending the afternoon in the park. I can text Inessa's family and tell them she snuck over pretty early to work on, I don't know a surprise for you or something, but we probably can't get away with having them at anyone's house..." Inessa was an early riser, and her magical girl duties often led to her coming home late, so her parents couldn't be that worried about her yet, but it was better to get our stories straight.

"Actually," Ida said tentatively, "That sounds great, but do you think you and Michael could watch them alone?"

"Going to grab some more sleep?"

"W-well, I really shouldn't skip lacrosse practice, and if I'm going, I should at least try to get to school for as much of the day as I should."

I stared at Ida in mute horror. She harrumphed.

"Actually," I offered tentatively, "I'm a bit worried about losing them. You know, or something. Especially if we're going out. Inessa is one thing, but Temperance is, well." I pointed to the blue-haired menace, who had taken advantage of our distraction to chase a half-asleep Inessa around the apartment.

Ida hesitated. "I guess missing one day is okay. We can just study more to make up for later. Still, I did promise to be at practice."

For all she'd slept a little, Ida's gaze kept wandering longingly toward her bed and her steps were still a little unsteady.

"If you don't really rest up, you're not going to be able to fight tonight, so maybe just come with us to the park and relax a little?"

She hesitated, clearly drawn to the offer, then shook her head.

"I have responsibilities. And, besides, practice will help me focus."

I tutted, "Practice is good and all, but if you just keep pushing yourself as hard as you can go, then what happens when something goes wrong? When you need to have a little more time or space or energy and you've already been working yourself to the bone? You'll have nothing extra to throw at an unexpected problem."

The diligent Ida glanced away. "Obviously you need to look after your health. But when things get hard, you just dig deeper if it really matters!"

On the one hand, Ida was genuinely amazing. She got good grades, participated in multiple sports and helped out everywhere else. On the other hand, a stray breeze could knock her over right then and honestly, it seemed like I was more likely to lose track of her than of Temperance if I had to keep herding them all.

"Anyway," I didn't have the strength or standing to argue with a genuine magical girl, "We should get out of here before your mom comes back. I managed to get things mostly cleaned up while you were napping, and we can figure this out after we get these little hellions," I did my best to gently remove Inessa's ponytail from Temperance's mouth and soothe the shy little redhead, "to the park where they can run through whatever energy they've got before you go fight."

Ida sighed, "I guess we should and, umm... Thanks for cleaning up and taking over for a bit? Really C, you're a life-saver."

I beamed, "I barely did anything, really!"

* * *

The day was beautiful and sunny and unseasonably warm for the season, if still a bit too cold to be perfect park weather. Michael was safely hidden inside Ida's backpack. I didn't anticipate that Temperance would actually want ice-cream after realizing how cold it was outside, but the small girl was firmly insistent that she had been promised, so we stopped at a little cafe by the park for lunch.

The burgers were mediocre, but watching Temperance devour her ice-cream and proceed to cajole away half of Inessa's made for an amusing sight.

"So, there's a playground near here," I offered Ida, "it's a bit cold for it, but I figure if we let them run around enough it'll be a lot easier to get through till evening and it could give you more time to rest."

She glared at me. "I'm fine. I don't need to be coddled."

"Sorry," I looked away first, "But... can I ask why you're so upset at the idea that you might need to rest like anyone else?"

Ida frowned, "I'm not against rest! You're as bad as Inessa and Temperance!"

"And Michael?" I asked, with only the faintest hint of sarcasm.

"Yes! And she's usually telling them they need to spend more time practicing or patrolling."

"Ida, you're saying that literally everyone is telling you to slow down."

She had the grace to blush at that, and it was her turn to back down.

"I," she spoke hesitantly, "I mentioned before that Michael said I wasn't qualified at first. Inessa was the first and Temperance is a special case, but I had to work to prove I was good enough to help. It made sense to me that Michael would say I wasn't worthy," she shrugged. "I'm not bad, but I'm hardly special. I just pushed through and kept helping. Inessa helped me get into shape, and I guess that's how I won her approval in the end."

Ida stopped for a moment to toy with a French fry.

"I... I'm not talented," she said at last, "I can't keep up with Inessa or Temperance. I couldn't take a schedule like yours and miss a third of the year getting beaten up by monsters and then still have basically okay grades. This whole fighting evil thing? It's not like the others. It doesn't come naturally. And basketball? Lacrosse? There are so many girls there that have more natural talent than me."

"Ida..." I wanted to comfort her, to say something that would make it all okay.

"So that's why I need to keep pushing myself," she concluded. "And if I do better or if people rely on me, it's only because I work harder! I practice more; I train more. And I've gotten better than all of them. I study every day and it works out in the end. I've learned to be a magical girl even if it doesn't just click for me like it does for Inessa or Temperance." There was, I thought, a hint of guilt in her voice. The saint of diligence understood the concerns arrayed against her, no matter how she acted. She pushed through anyway; she had to.

"I think you're pretty amazing, actually," I admitted once I'd taken a moment to digest her words. "To be honest! I can barely work up the energy to get out of bed most days, much less keep throwing myself into things like you can. And you were chosen to be a magical girl. You made all those teams. You throw yourself into everything and give your all, and it works out. You're-"

Ida's fist struck the table, startling the kids and me alike. "I'm not!" she snapped. She was trembling. "I'm just not, okay. I try harder and I work harder and I practice more and that's almost enough, but I can't slow down, because if I stop pushing myself, if I let myself give up once, then it'll be easier to do that the next time and then I won't be able to keep up!" To Ida, it seemed like falling behind her peers was a fate worse than death.

I knew Inessa better than I knew myself. Temperance was fey at times, but she’d firmly established our dynamic practically as soon as she’d appeared. But I’d always been a little more distant and unsure with Ida. She was so reliable, so steady. She was nice, of course, but I’d always seen her as nice in that intimidating way that people who are just better people than you can be nice.

I'd never, in a thousand years, have thought I'd look into Ida's face and see even a shard of something like my own fears. Except, where I gave up, stopped trying and simply fell into hating myself, Ida kept moving forward. Was it any wonder she'd fear falling off that narrow path? She, unlike me, actually did things. Her health was important, and someone had to hold her in check. But, was her self-image unimportant there? Who was I to challenge her foundations?

We sat in awkward silence until the waiter came by with the check and a more than welcome distraction.

Only as we shepherded the kids down the sidewalk toward the park did I speak. I still didn't know if there was an answer that'd help solve her worries. I certainly wouldn't be the one to come up with it if there was. But saying nothing would only hurt even more.

"You don't need to be good enough to belong," I found myself saying. It was the kind of thing that should be true, but often wasn't in the end. It was still what Ida needed to hear. "Your friends aren't friends with you because you meet some standard as a person. You're all still friends with me and I'm basically useless at everything! But, if you get hurt while over-training yourself, you're just going to worry everyone. Believe me Ida, I wish I had a tenth the willpower you do, but you need to balance yourself when people depend on you! That's a part of hard work too, knowing when to hold yourself back so you have more later."

She thought it over for a while, and I was worried she was going to stand her ground, before she sighed.

"Inessa is right. You really are the wise one, you know? I guess I can take it easy just this once. But I'm trashing that Resinner tonight!"

She stomped loudly on the sidewalk with enough force that I swear I felt the earth shake a little. It startled Inessa as well as a few other pedestrians. Ida froze in a panic for a moment, then pulled up the hood of her winter jacket to hide her blush.

"Thanks. I mean it," she smiled at me. "You know, if you want to impress Michael, I'm sure we could figure out a good practice regime for you!"

I thought about it. It was a kind offer, and one that I wouldn't have imagined Ida making even a day ago. But I wasn't the saint of diligence. Ida might laugh about how she wasn't chosen, but wasn't the will to push through and keep going its own way of being special?

We managed to make our way to the playground after plying Temperance with a few more treats. I would have been worried we were giving her a little too much sugar—particularly after Temperance announced that this was 'revenge on her big-self for being an idiot'—if this wasn't temporary and Temperance wasn't about to return to normal once Ida won her fight.

From there, we let the kids play; only slightly at Inessa's expense. I joined in for as long as I could. Ida spent a lot of the time resting on a bench before joining them for a game of tag.

And then, with Inessa and Temperance gently dozing off on a park bench, Angelic Saint Diligentia and the Archangel Michael marched off into the sunset to hunt a monster while I waited and watched the moonrise.

It was a crisp night, and the kids had cuddled up to each other for warmth, only to nod off to sleep. Inessa had slumped over in sleep and landed in my lap. I'd laid my own jacket over them; it wasn't so cold that I couldn't bear it, and the crisp winter air helped me avoid getting too lost in the anxiety of waiting for Diligentia’s fight to be over.

I hated that I couldn't join in. I hated that I couldn't help in a more meaningful way, couldn’t even witness as Ida triumphed. But, getting to talk Ida through her worries had been something. She had reached out and she had trusted me and, I hoped, she would find the strength to rely on others without compromising all the things that made her amazing, even if she was still fighting alone right then.

I gently ran a hand through Inessa's hair and counted the stars. I had, for once, done my part, and now I had nothing else to do but hope. For once, that didn't feel so impossible.

And then, without any fanfare or pageantry, both Inessa and Temperance were enveloped in a soft shimmering glow and began to stretch, returning to their normal sizes. It was over. I let out the breath I'd been holding as Inessa stirred and adjusted her top, which had, thankfully, changed back with her.

I smiled to myself, glad to see that they were okay. Then I shook them awake. I wasn't sure about Temperance's home situation, but Inessa's family would absolutely be worrying, and we had to get our story straight.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Temperance decides to attend a concert to spend some time alone exploring more of Earth's culture. Watching the duo perform makes Temperance wonder if she made the right choice. But, what's this?! A Beast attack threatens to spell lights out for the show unless the Saints can come together to save the day.

Tune in for...


Episode 19: Shining! On Stage! Kopier Kat Got your Tongue?

The dreams had only grown crisper. The night air felt sharper against my skin, the moisture from gently falling snow seeped into my clothing. Most of all, the sounds of a city at night had gotten so bright and sharp that they dwarfed any music I'd heard in real life. If anything, it was too real to be real; too vivid, too sensory.

I too felt too comfortable, too at ease in my own skin as I bounced along the roofs to ever really believe this was happening. Avaritia howled in the distance. I shouldn’t have been able to make out any melody that far off, not unless it was loud enough to drown out the entire city. I should absolutely not have been able to hear. I whistled along anyway. Eir cries were gleeful and free, the kind ey made when there were no magical girls to stand in our way, when we could roam as gods and nothing in the world dared interfere.

And, as I jumped so high I could almost pluck the moon from the sky, I could admit how much I longed for exactly this freedom. Daylight would never offer me wings that I might try and burn myself by flying too close to the sun. But dreams would give me all the imitations I needed to rise as high as hubris would take me.

So, I hopped along gleefully, making my way to Avaritia, to join my heart in chorus with eirs. And then, so quiet I almost missed it, I heard another song beneath me: faint and desperate, longing to be freed. I could hardly refuse such a desire.

I perched on the corner of a building; watching a pair of shadows bickering with each other below. One was as pedestrian as any other, a flickering shade of confusion and doubt with a hint of wrath for spice. But the other! Oh, if only it could let that beautiful song ring free!

She was trapped in another's shadow, much as the waking me was trapped. And friendship and pride buried even the knowledge over her own chains deep in her heart, letting the sound bounce around and find resonance with itself until it begged to be let free. It was simply intolerable to let such music remain chained.

I didn't deserve an angel's wings, not when I hadn't had the courage to tell anyone about these precious dreams. And yet, the waking me would not understand this, would never help someone embrace their sin even though shallow words would never free him from that cage of his own making. Here, I could accept my own abjection. It was a dream, and as long as the person I was when awake could insist it was but a dream, I could allow my desire the fullness of its power.

I pierced my thumb with one fang, then slipped behind the woman and shoved a single drop of glistening sap into the songbird's heart. Perhaps I should have felt guilty. I would hate a monster that forced me to cry out that deep bitterness where those I loved could hear even if I would never free myself by choice. But this was still a dream, and you don't have to feel guilty about what you do in dreams. Besides, she would surely ruin herself if she did not sing.

The droplet gave her what she needed, gave the mockingbird in her chest that little bit of strength it needed to crack through all those walls she'd built around her heart and set herself free to sing. I returned to my perch, watching from an overhang as I waited for the shadow's grand performance to begin.

My dear friends would stop her in the end; they were cruel like that. I could already hear Temperantia's restrained melody coming closer. But even once her performance reached its inevitable end, this songbird would still know she had sung, and perhaps that would free her from that cage she'd built. In this, we formed a cycle: vice and virtue, night and day, cruel honesty and softly spoken lies.

I loved Inessa like a sister, I really did; but, at least in my dreams I could admit something deeper than that, aching for its own voice.

* * *

I woke up with a start. The dreams weren't going away. If I hadn't checked and asked and verified that the details didn't match up with what attacks were actually happening, I'd have started to get nervous. But they didn't match, and my dreams did not always correspond to monster attacks, and so there was no point in worrying anyone.

It was more likely that I was just guilty that I had almost been made into a monster and guiltier that a little part of me maybe hated that it seemed to have failed. These were my sad attempts at coping with the fact that the most I’d ever be able to do was play the cheerlead off on the side.

At least they'd allowed me that much in the aftermath of getting turned into kids. Once Inessa and Temperance had returned to normal, and I'd been able to help Inessa explain her disappearance to her parents, the last hesitation at letting me work as a magical girl support crew member had vanished and we'd spent a chunk of the weekend hashing things out over text.

I'd expected dad to be angry with me missing school, and he hadn't been happy that they'd had to call him about my 'irresponsibility.' But he had always been uncomfortably enthusiastic about my relationship with Inessa, and he'd laughed off that at least he "didn't have to worry about me being gay." That didn't stop him from warning me what might happen if I got caught skipping again.

A part of me wanted to turn around and shove it in his face exactly how badly he misunderstood my best friend. But Inessa and I agreed that my dad topped the list of people absolutely not allowed to know that Inessa was a lesbian, as satisfying as the moment might have been.

Sighing, I rose to my feet and, verifying that dad's door was closed, slipped into the bathroom. For a moment, I thought I saw Inessa in the mirror, but I shook my head and the apparition was gone. It was probably just my imagination. Granted, "it's just my imagination" was also exactly what I had told myself that time Gula Shark had sent a ghost-themed Resinner to possess me, so it was probably better to ask the others if they could sense anything odd.

But it was probably just a lingering memory of a dream I hadn’t wanted to end. I splashed some water on my face and set the matter aside. If I didn't get ready fast enough, I might have to deal with dad, and I'd rather hurry than have that kind of morning.

I ended up waiting for several minutes outside of Inessa's house before my friend emerged, trying to brush her hair as she walked. It was unusual to see Inessa unprepared to face the day. Defying lead magical girl stereotypes, she was a morning person.

"Long night?" I asked.

Inessa gave me a tired nod. "Nasty Resinner attack. It was, ugh, well at least it wasn't—"

"Fidget Spinner?" I cut her off. I'd heard the name a few times so far, exclusively in this context. Inessa shuddered, then nodded. "What was the deal with that one, anyway?"

"C," Inessa turned to stare at me very seriously, "we don't talk about that thing; we don't think about it; we do not acknowledge that it ever existed."

Naturally, that just meant I had to get the story one way or another someday. Were it actually sad or scary, Inessa wouldn't have reacted anywhere near so melodramatically. No, the fact that none of the Saints would mention any details meant that it had to be deeply embarrassing.

I took her bag as we walked, allowing her to do her best to get her hair into something resembling presentable shape before we reached school.

"Everything went okay in the end, though?”

"Of course!" Inessa grinned. "We're amazing like that. You don't need to worry; we'll keep you safe and sound."

I managed a smile in return. As much as the reminder of my own inability to protect myself without outside assistance didn't exactly fill me with warm happy feelings.

"It was good practice actually, thinking back on it," Inessa mused.

"Good practice?"

Inessa nodded seriously, "It kept copying and reflecting our attacks like, well, a version of her almost. Except this one was a giant humanoid tiger with a microphone and not my evil twin."

"How'd you win?" I asked. This was good. The monster in my dreams had sung, but I was confident it had been bird themed. It was still just ordinary, if weirdly persistent, dreams and I didn't need to admit them to anyone.

"Well, it had us on the ropes at first, but then Ida stopped using any of her big attacks and caught it in close combat. Once she knocked it off balance, Temperance knocked it into the air and then Castitas! Flare! Barrage!!!" she barely refrained from posing or shouting when she announced the attack name, "right to the chest."

That sounded promising. It could only be a good thing if Ida and the others were finally developing tactics to take the upper hand against their newest recurring enemy. Besides that, it was always good to hear that no one had been seriously hurt.

"That's our Ida." I said, nodding along at all the right moments. "Reliable as ever."

Inessa's head bobbed up and down enthusiastically, as if she was the one who'd been praised.

"And she's finally getting more than 3 hours of sleep a night again! Whatever happened between you two during that incident must have really given her some perspective."

I started to note that nothing much had happened and any progress she'd made was almost certainly entirely Ida's doing, but I caught myself just in time.

"Incident? Which one is that?"

Inessa stamped her foot. "You know which one!"

"No, no, there have been so many." Even Temperance would have turned feral at my grin.

"Hmph!" Inessa stuck her tongue out at me.

"How—" I started, smirking at her.

"Don't you dare." Inessa's eyes narrowed.

"—childish of you," I finished, sticking my tongue out at her.

Inessa growled at me, proceeded to dash ahead toward school. I wasn't sure if fighting monsters was simply great exercise or becoming a magical girl had made her superhuman in other ways, but she had no trouble leaving me in the dust.

At least, I assumed so until I saw her frozen, hiding ineffectually behind a lamppost as she stared at Lupin.

"Inessa, dear, this is getting a tiny bit stalkery," I noted somberly. "We may need to have you taken in for a few questions."

She did not respond. I tapped her on the shoulder. She started, then stared at me like I’d just thrown her a lifebuoy.

"C!" she whispered urgently, "perfect, walk into school with me so Lupin will come talk to us together!"

"Inessa...." I offered sadly, "have you considered just talking to her like a normal person?"

"No," she grabbed my hand and began to walk purposively past Lupin, "don't ask stupid questions."

"Good morning, C!" Lupin practically jumped on me. "Here, take this," and shoved a square of slightly burnt iridescent fabric into my hands.

Inessa bit her lip in jealousy, so I thanked Lupin and pocketed the item instead of asking any of the hundred questions this whole exchange had prompted.

"It's okay, Inessa," I smiled at her, "this kind of thing, well, a child just wouldn't understand."

Inessa's mouth dropped open and she tried to form words and failed. I gave her a smirk and my childhood friend glared at me in a way that promised revenge.

Lupin stared at Inessa for a few moments as she slowly lost the battle not to dissolve into a fit of giggles. I had no idea why she, the one person here who wasn't in on the joke, had that kind of reaction.

Inessa looked to Lupin, then back to me. I started to speak and saw, too late, that the mock anger had fled from her face in favor of something a lot more genuinely hurt.

"Inessa," I looked at her, trying to apologize.

Inessa's shoulders trembled a bit as she wordlessly turned and made her way into the school.

Fumbling, I mumbled a quick goodbye to Lupin, then dashed after Inessa. My childhood friend ignored me; I probably deserved that.

* * *

I spent the rest of the morning classes circling around what had happened again and again. I hadn't meant to be mean. I'd just felt glad to finally be in on one of the group's in-jokes to the point that I hadn't realized that saying that in front of Lupin it would be different.

But that wasn't an excuse, not really. Insulting Inessa in front of the girl she liked was a low blow, something I should have known better than to do if I wasn't a pointlessly big ugly insensitive lug who couldn't keep his foot out of his mouth to save his life. And besides, whatever excuse or motivation I could construct after the fact, I'd had a clumsy, insensitive guy moment and that had hurt Inessa. I didn’t feel like this would be the moment where I realized I didn’t belong, where they finally cottoned on to the fact that they’d all be better off if they just dropped me.

I grabbed a square of lukewarm cafeteria pizza and stumbled toward the usual spot, rehearsing what I had to say to Inessa for the hundredth time.

"Hey," I greeted everyone, earning a “hi” from Ida and a nod from Temperance. I owed apologies there too, after everything I’d accidentally pried from her younger self.

But that would be later; for now, Inessa didn't say anything and, in fact, made a point of looking away from me.

"Umm, Inessa," I knew what I had to say. I'd gone over it enough that I couldn't really mess it up.

She did not respond.

"I just wanted to say that I'm really sorry for earlier!" Slowly, Inessa's gaze swung to face me, but her mouth remained pressed in a thin line.

"I really shouldn't have said that, and you're not childish. If anything, I'm the childish one who can't do anything. You're really great. I admire you a lot actually and I really shouldn't have joked like that around Lupin as hard as it is for you to talk to her."

A small smile worked its way across Inessa's face before turning into a blush. "I'm not that bad!" She flailed.

"And, umm, if there's anything I can do to make it up to you, please let me know. Again, I'm so so sorry, you shouldn't have to do anything so if you want me to go hang out somewhere else or something, that's okay and..."

"C!" Inessa cut me off, looking a lot more alarmed. "It's okay! I'm not that angry. Look, I was a little hurt that you just said that in front of Lupin like that, but it's not like it was on purpose or anything and you don't have to make it up to me and we definitely don't want you to leave!"

Ida and Temperance glanced at each other, then both quietly returned to their food, letting us work this out.

I took a deep breath as Inessa slipped around the table and hugged me. "Honestly, it's really just sweet that you're taking the whole apology so seriously when it wasn't a big deal."

"But," I hesitated. With anyone else, it wouldn't have been. But I know how much Inessa struggled to approach Lupin and, even with Lupin suddenly deciding she was my best pal, Inessa had worked a long time to work up the courage to do more than completely freeze around her crush and I had probably set that back weeks.

"Look," Inessa grinned, "If you're so desperate to apologize, then I have a secret incredibly important project only you, Lupin's actual friend, could help me with, so do that and we'll call it even."

"You don't have to humor me," I mumbled balefully.

"I'm not humoring you! This is a big deal considering how close the fourteenth is, and your help will be huge here!" Inessa grinned. "Honestly, I was worried about how I would bully you into helping, but now we've solved that problem."

"I'd have helped anyway," I muttered stubbornly, but sighed under the weight of Inessa's gaze, "but okay, if you're sure that's enough."

Inessa gave me a thumbs up, "of course; like I said, no big deal."

Ida ruefully shook her head. "You two are very silly, you know."

"Cavity inducing," Temperance pronounced with all customary apathy.

Inessa pouted at the two. "What does that mean!?"

"What she said!" I followed up.

Ida and Temperance glanced at each other and then said nothing.

"H-hey!" Inessa looked between the two.

"Umm, actually, while we're still doing apologies, I needed to talk to you Temperance, if that's okay." I winced. That was a particularly awkward transition, even for me.

She tilted her head curiously at me. "Sure." was all she said.

I winced. "Umm, out in the hall, maybe?"

"Okay," Temperance stood, "that worked well last time."

I nearly tripped over my own feet at that, and Temperance allowed herself a small giggle, but she did follow me out into the mostly empty hall, and then—factoring in that reminder—into an actually empty classroom next to the cafeteria.

"Umm," I hesitated. I'd been planning this, of course, but I'd been so caught up on dealing with Inessa that I hadn't thought this one out much. "I guess, umm, you kinda accidentally mentioned you were transgender during the whole incident on Friday."

Temperance silently tilted her head to the side, a lion lazily waiting for its prey to come even closer.

"And, umm, I realized it wasn't good to get that knowledge from you while you weren't really in your right mind."

"Oh," Temperance said nothing else for a while. "I’ve been out though..."

"R-really?" I asked.

"I'm in the GSA," she said, slowly enunciating every letter in the acronym.

I couldn't believe it; Temperance actually voluntarily engaged in extracurricular activities!? And somehow, I hadn’t noticed. Between the morning and this, it was starting to feel like I was a worse friend than I’d thought.

"But," she considered, "if you're determined to make it up to me too, something could be arranged."

"Nope, I'm going back to the others!" I smiled cheerfully at her and ignored the obvious bait. In a way, the familiar joke had done a lot more than Inessa's overeager dismissal to assure me that things were okay between us.

"Actually," I hesitated at the door, "W-what's it like being transgender anyway?"

Temperance closed her eyes and ignored me for several moments, long enough that I almost thought I was being dismissed, before she spoke.

"It's like learning how to want without feeling like that makes you a monster." She tapped her index finger against her lips in thought a few times before speaking again. "Like, realizing you can abandon thinking about what you can or should do and just letting yourself do it.”

"Oh," I said. "That sounds nice." I didn't really understand what Temperance meant. That was only fair; I wasn't the transgender girl in the room. Even so, it sounded nice enough to burn.

* * *

"Allow me to explain our mission!" Inessa declared after her mom had departed with a reminder that she'd pick us up around 6. "But first C, do you know what day it is?"

"Monday?" I responded, bewildered. We were walking through the mall parking lot, facing the large stone edifice that had no doubt been a place people actually went once a long time ago, back when the boomers were young.

"C, C, C," Inessa sighed dramatically. "Today is February 12th!" She looked at me expectantly.

"Yes," I agreed, "that does seem to be the case."

"Chocolate!" Inessa declared, "Today is the day to buy chocolate! And you are going to help, even if you don't have a romantic bone in your body!"

"Hey!" I snapped, "I'm not that dense!"

My dearest childhood friend merely sighed and shook her head.

"Anyway," I mock-glared at her, "you want to buy something you can give to Lupin on Wednesday, right?"

That mention was all it took; Inessa's face turned red, and she froze before shyly bobbing her head up and down.

"And that'll really make up for this morning?" I paused just inside the automatic doors, waiting for Inessa to follow.

"C!" That snapped her out of her crush induced catatonia. "I've already said it's fine!"

But it didn't feel fine, and this wasn't a real favor. I wasn't actually doing anything for her I wouldn't have jumped at doing anyway. Except, if I really said that, it would make the apology more about me than her, and that would just be selfish.

"Okay, but are you sure you're going to be able to give it to her?"

Inessa frowned. "I think I have to," she admitted at last. "Like, when I became Castitas, it was the resolve to face my feelings wholeheartedly instead of trying to run from away from my own emotions, to face things sincerely and openly, you know? And, like, it’s safe to have a crush on a girl without saying anything. But even if she hates me or tells everyone I’m a creep, I can't just stand still."

I honestly couldn't say I understood how Inessa embracing her inner lesbian equated to chastity in any substantive sense, but it made sense to her and besides, Inessa managing to overcome her own weaknesses yet again was nothing if not inspirational. As her friend, how couldn't I cheer her on as she once again proved what a chasm there was between us?

"I do not get what that has to do with being a saint and or fire and or chastity, but that's pretty amazing, you know?"

Inessa grinned. "It's rare that you admit how amazing I am!"

Her sense of purpose restored, and her obvious anxieties temporarily pushed to the wayside, Inessa had no trouble marching through the largely empty mall toward a surprisingly crowded confectionery. Valentine's Day seemed to trump the fact that no one had visited a mall in the last decade.

She glanced around the pastel counters and took in the smell of sugar permeating the air before pushing through the crowds toward a large display of heart-shaped boxes advertising Valentine's sales.

"Now C," she turned to face me holding two small heart-shaped boxes, "coconut milk chocolate or dark chocolate with macadamia nuts?"

I pondered. The answer was obvious, really. I smiled brightly at Inessa.

"No clue." I told her.

She pouted at me, "You're her friend, you should know these things!"

I wondered about that. Sure, Lupin was friendly, but I'd hardly ever hung out with her really, with all the things I was gradually getting pulled into. At most, we really greeted each other at school. And yet, some little part of me felt like I knew them so much better than that. Like we understood and trusted each other on some deeper level. And yet...

"I have no clue what kind of food she likes."

Inessa sighed, then imperiously waved me away and returned to her, considering.

"Sorry," I muttered. Inessa—lost in indecision—didn't notice.

I drifted away and began to wander the store. I felt bad, I really did. I'd hurt Inessa's chances with Lupin this morning. Or rather, I didn't actually think Lupin would remember what happened. She was the type to laugh and rage easily—not that I'd actually seen her angry much—but not the type to hold on to petty grievances and guilts; something that seemed practically impossible to me. Inessa wouldn't usually let something like getting laughed at drag her down either.

But Lupin was a weak spot of hers, someone she wanted to know so much that approaching terrified her. And because she hadn't approached Lupin, that little crush of hers had grown into a bit of an obsession. Lupin talking to me, being my friend, seemed to be helping work through that, but... Even a little bit could hurt, and it was obvious she'd been thinking about Valentine's Day since before I messed things up, working up her courage to try something bit by bit.

I sympathized with her and admired her deeply for it. And I owed it to her to help somehow, except I had no clue what kind of chocolate Lupin would like, or if she even liked chocolate at all.

My eyes drifted around the displays as I did my best to ignore the push of bodies in the store. And then I saw it. It was perfect.

"Inessa!" I grabbed a box and started searching for the girl. Luckily, bright red hair wasn't hard to spot, and the store wasn't that large.

"What is it?" she asked curiously.

I handed her the box. She looked it over, confused. "Okay, it's definitely Lupinish, but it's not really romantic, is it?" she asked eventually.

"No, no, you're thinking about this all wrong," I grinned at her. "Look, if you got something big and hearts that said 'I LOVE YOU' in giant letters, could you really give it to her?"

Inessa nodded with fire in her eyes and a smile plastered on her face.

I stared at her silently.

Her shoulders slumped.

"Exactly!" I said, "and this isn't romantic!"

I held up the little tin proudly. Even if it was small and inexpensive, it was still chocolate, and that meant it could get the point across. It was also skull-shaped, and the chocolates inside looked to be as well.

"But," I continued, "even if the chocolate itself isn't romantic, obviously Valentine's Day is. So, no matter what chocolate you give her, the meaning will still come across."

She nodded thoughtfully.

"And," I delivered the masterstroke, "As you so expertly pointed out Miss Brandt, the one thing everyone knows about Lupin is that she's a massive goth. It doesn't matter if she likes dark chocolate, she'll appreciate the skull vibe."

Inessa clapped.

"Sold!!" she said at last, "you really are good at this kinda thing, you know?"

I sagged in relief. This would work. I'd helped and now the big part would be up to Inessa. As gifts went, this wouldn't be a big one. But it could still be a step tying Lupin and Inessa closer together. From there, it wasn't hard to see how they could be friends and, honestly, they'd make a good couple, even if it meant that they'd both probably spend a little less time with me.

Besides, it wasn't hard to picture Lupin joining the Saints. Sure, she said she was impulsive and hasty, but I knew she was a nice person at heart. She definitely had the confidence and grace to know exactly what to do with herself during a monster attack. It wasn't hard at all to picture her in a Saint's uniform.

And, with four virtues left unfilled, the Saints deserved all the capable help they could get.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

When Charlie succumbs to Lupin's puppy-dog eyes and agrees to skip school and hang out at the mall, Inessa makes the hasty decision to follow them in secret against her better judgment. But what's this? A monster attack spirals into a confrontation with Avaritia that leaves Inessa's friend in danger?!

Tune in for...


Episode 20: Could This Be a Date?! Inessa Brandt's Day Off

Inessa paced anxiously in front of the school gates, one trembling hand clutching a small gift-wrapped package. We had agreed that, with February 14th being a half day, it'd be easiest for Inessa to make her move before school instead of hoping to catch Lupin during lunch or after classes let out.

We'd also agreed that it would be better if I was there for emotional support and Lupin bait, but far enough away that they could talk by themselves. So, I found myself waiting a few dozen feet from Inessa for a solid half hour in the cold and unpleasantly damp morning air. At least Inessa's frenetic pacing was probably keeping her warm enough.

Finally, as the trickle of other students passing us turned into a stream, Lupin appeared. As was becoming the norm, she looked around before waving to me and heading directly in my direction. This was supposed to be Inessa's cue, and yet, the heroine of justice opted to freeze in place instead. She had seen Lupin, there was no question of that. I watched Lupin approach with a silent wince.

"Come on, Inessa," I whispered under my breath. "You've got this!"

Finally, Inessa stepped forward in front of the goth, late enough that she might have bowled the other girl over if Lupin hadn't hopped backwards out of Inessa's path at the last moment. Despite the distance, I could still see that Lupin looked distinctly amused.

I could also see Inessa fumbling, turning the words we'd practiced yesterday evening into a series of incoherent noises going by her increasingly panicked gesticulations. Lupin nodded along, content to watch the morning's entertainment for however long Inessa's one woman show lasted.

"HERE!" Inessa shouted at last, startling a few other students as she shoved the box at Lupin. Finally, it was Lupin's turn to freeze. She surveyed the gift-wrapped package in what had to be mute confusion.

"H-happy, umm, V-valentines..." I, and every student outside the school, could clearly hear Inessa's voice gradually fizzle into awkward silence.

Lupin looked at the gift, then at Inessa, as if she wasn't quite sure what to make of the exchange. Then something clicked and she smiled brightly and took the box. I couldn't hear what she said to Inessa, as Lupin had not forgotten how to control the volume of her voice in a gay panic, but I could see Inessa all but melt in response.

Lupin placed the box of chocolates in her bag and then, a little awkwardly, ruffled Inessa's hair. I let out the breath I'd been holding. Inessa had done it. Now she and Lupin could start to get closer.

Then, as Inessa predictably froze, Lupin turned and bounced toward me, heedless of Inessa's shock.

"That was neat! Anyway, how are you doing this morning C!" She looked me over appraisingly as if Inessa hadn't all but confessed to her. "I see, I see. You're coming along really nicely, you know!"

"I, what?" I wanted to be irritated that Lupin had blown past Inessa's feelings so rapidly, but as usual, the goth girl mostly just left me befuddled.

Lupin demonstratively poked me in the chest.

"Oww!" I offered, rubbing the affected area. For some reason, it hurt far more than I would have anticipated.

"Yep, yep! Just as I thought. Coming along pretty nice indeed!" she said knowingly.

"What?"

"You know what this means!" Lupin said, ignoring the fact that I very clearly had no clue what any of this meant.

Mutely, I shook my head, as much at our meticulously planned morning going off the rails as at Lupin's question. This was not how this was supposed to go. Inessa and Lupin were supposed to talk, and I was supposed to be here offering silent emotional support to Inessa. Instead, incomprehensibly, Lupin had ignored Inessa after she’d gathered all her courage and turned her attention to me instead.

"It means we need to go shopping! A regular girls' day out and all of that!" Lupin said this triumphantly, as if any of this sequence of events made sense.

"Well... have fun I guess?" I tried not to let any bitterness creep into my voice. Lupin couldn't have known how much effort Inessa had invested into this little exchange.

“No time for jokes! You’re coming with me and we’re skipping!!” Lupin said, profoundly missing the hint.

Pitch black nails wrapped around my wrist with vice-like strength and Lupin started dragging me away.

"W-wait!" I planted my feet to try and resist the inexorable goth. "Y-you should try going with Inessa instead! I'm sure I'd be useless shopping and if you want a girls' day out, Inessa would be much better company."

Lupin had already hurt things with Inessa, I was sure of that. But if I could just reorient her, maybe the day would still turn out, okay?

Lupin stopped, then turned to face me with a pout. "Oh, come on!" she said. "I'm your friend. Inessa's nice and all, but, like, I want to spend time with you."

Behind Lupin, I could see Inessa's face distorting into a variety of increasingly tragic expressions as she stumbled toward us.

"I really can't afford to miss school," I parried, trying and failing to pull my hand from Lupin's grip. This was supposed to be Inessa's role. Inessa was the one people liked, the one who'd been practicing what she’d say for days. Her efforts were supposed to be rewarded. That's what everyone wanted to see.

Lupin flashed me a smile, pearly white canines peeking out from beneath her purple lipstick, "Now now, your grades are fine! You haven't gotten attacked by monsters in weeks, so really you've gotta be way ahead as hard as you work."

She was right, though I'd had no clue she'd been paying attention enough to know that. At the same time, I liked being able to actually attend class and not have to do makeup studying while also nursing assorted battery and bruises.

"I can't." I said stubbornly, silently apologizing to Inessa.

The smile fell from Lupin's face, and she let me go, looking a bit like she was the one being dragged somewhere against her will.

"Please?" she asked, the barest hint of a tremor in her voice. "I, uh, don't really have anyone to do this kind of thing with these days and my uncle's been in a mood lately and, of course we hang out, but it feels like it's always just a casual meeting at school and.... I was kind of hoping we could, umm..."

That simply wasn't fair. I wondered how long Lupin had been working up the courage to ask this. It was hard to see beneath her veneer of confidence, but the way she said 'please' left me starting to suspect that her breezy enthusiasm might hide someone every bit as nervous as Inessa.

"Y-you should go," Inessa said weakly. "Go and, umm, have fun!" her voice cracked; she was smiling, but I could see a tear dripping down the side of her face.

"I-is it really okay?" I asked her.

"Just go!" Inessa stomped her foot. "Don't worry about me!"

Lupin glanced between us, finally realizing just how much tension filled the air. "So...." her voice trailed off awkwardly.

I didn't know what to do. Today was supposed to be a bridge between Inessa and Lupin, a way for them to get closer, and sure, I'd have been pushed to the side a little, but I didn’t belong in center stage in the first place. And yet, some tiny little bitter part of me was happy that Lupin had looked at Inessa and—for inscrutable reasons—opted for my company instead, that Lupin wanting to ask me to hang out somehow provoked a fraction of the anxiety Inessa felt approaching Lupin.

Inessa's day was already ruined. Would it actually help anything if I crushed Lupin's hopes as well? And Inessa had already given her permission. She didn't want me to blow Lupin off. I wanted to run away, but if that just ended up upsetting both Inessa and Lupin, it would be the worst outcome of all.

"Okay," I sighed. What was the worst that could happen?

* * *

"No, anything but this," I edged away in horror from the creature advancing on me: a pair of twisted hooks in its hands, a yet more twisted grin upon its lips. How could things have gone so wrong, so fast?!

At Lupin's insistence, I'd once again found myself in the mall alongside a Lupin who clearly knew her way around this decaying monument to Americana.

As it was, the mall was mostly deserted at this time on a Wednesday morning (or, I snidely thought, basically at any time on any day). Lupin had dragged me down the largely empty concourse with a clear sense of purpose, marching us into a boutique. The words "Hot Topic" were emblazoned in black block letters against the white mall wall above the store's entrance.

I'd anticipated boredom—and a chance to process my lingering guilt about Inessa's situation—while Lupin picked out some stuff for herself and pretended that my input mattered. It had definitely seemed like the kind of place she would shop, going by the amount of elaborate all black-clothing and the excessive amount of chains on display.

And that seemed to be exactly what she was doing when she'd marched to the jewelry and began foraging through bits and bobs. Occasionally, she'd held something up to me, an earring or a necklace, before returning it to the tray with a shake of her head. I hadn't thought to wonder why she was doing that until it was too late.

Finally, she'd grabbed a purple apple necklace that promptly went into a pocket and a somewhat similar looking pair of green apple earrings.

I'd breathed a sigh of relief. Watching Lupin shop hadn't been boring per-say. The way she'd surveyed all these little cheap accessories with an expert's eye and then asked for my input now and then, like I was somehow involved in this whole process, had felt oddly nice.

But then she'd turned to me with that smile and said those horrid words.

"I think these will suit you perfectly!"

I'd shaken my head. I'd told her that, as a guy, obviously I had no use for them. She'd insisted that plenty of guys wore earrings and pointed to the cashier, who did seem to be a guy and had enough metal in his ears to drastically elevate the local average.

I told her that my ears weren't pierced. She told me that that was an easily solved problem.

And, deprived of excuses, I'd resorted to denial and retreat. That had only served to stimulate some predatory instinct lurking in the dark corners of Lupin's brain. And that brought us to the present situation, with a monster advancing on me, her face carved into a sadistic grin.

I backed away, shaking my head. "No, anything but this!"

Lupin advanced, offering the earrings to me. "Come on, you know they'd look cute on you, a great match for your eyes!"

"My eyes are brown!" That at least gave me room for a logical rebuttal. Besides, nothing really looked cute on me.

"With cute little green flecks in them when the light hits right. It'll look great!" Wait, what? I had never noticed that.

“Look, you're saying everything,” she spoke, her lips twisting into a triumphant grin, "except that you don't want them. Now, it'd break my poor little heart if you don't have something to match my new necklace; but if it's not your thing, just say so."

I scanned the store for any escape. I thought I saw a flash of red out of the corner of my eye, but, upon glancing that way, the store was as empty as it had been the entire time.

"I don't wa...." I gazed into Lupin's pleading eyes and the protest died on my lips. "My dad would kill me," I said instead. That wasn't quite true, probably. But he definitely wouldn’t approve.

"Oh," her eyes shifted toward the floor and her smile flickered. "Yeah, parents are like that, huh. Anyway!" She turned back to me. "You can hold on to them for now, and, eventually, you'll be able to wear them. You'll find a place where you can be you."

I thought of Lupin's uncle and how Avaritia, of all people, had seemed terrified of what he might do to em for my failure to become a monster. I really had no standing to complain about my situation when that's what Lupin was probably dealing with.

"Sure," I managed, wondering at the strange idea of me owning earrings. It wasn't that wild. I realized that the years when a boy with pierced ears was shocking and controversial had long passed. Even so, it felt illicit.

Immediately, Lupin brightened and wrapped me in a hug. "Now that's the reaction I was hoping for, bestie!"

She pocketed the earrings with the necklace and hopped over toward a display of belts.

"See any you like?" she asked, as if anything in this store was something someone like me could pull off.

"They're kinda... a lot," I said, staring at a belt covered with studs and skulls and dangling chains.

"Well, obviously!" Lupin picked up one with a wolf's head buckle, examining it critically. "That's the whole point! It's armor, a way of showing the world that no one gets to stop you from going over the top or being too much, that you're not afraid of what they'll do to you anymore and that you can build an identity for yourself no matter how corny or cheap or commercial and they can't do anything to bring you down."

Lupin picked up a long belt covered with spikes. "This isn’t just a $19.95 faux leather belt! It’s a declaration of freedom, even if being free means indulging in terrible taste and bad cliches and spending money you shouldn't on all sorts of silly things!"

I wasn't quite sure what to say to that. Lupin was fascinating in the way she managed to go from bubbly goth to demagogue from one moment to the next. On some level, this was ridiculous. On another, there was a genuine passion driving her every word, as if she needed to be heard and understood.

"It sounds pretty impressive when you put it like that." I had to give her that, however absurd the contents of her speech.

She nodded. "You should try finding your own armor." She stopped. "Umm, unless your dad would be a problem there."

"He is," I said, bitterly.

"Ah, then I'll store the dress for you."

That would probably have induced some kind of panic, had not Temperance been going out of her way to desensitize me to the fact that sometimes people in real life just wanted to force-fem you for incomprehensible reasons.

"Is that what's going on? This is some new ploy from Temperance?" I might have been a little bitter at the thought that Lupin would brush Inessa's feelings aside just because she'd had a plan to jump in on the 'Make Fun of Charlie Brigade'.

"No," Lupin growled, then blushed and softened her tone. "She's not really on speaking terms with me these days."

"Oh, umm, sorry..." And, great, obviously they weren't conspiring. I'd never even seen them together in the first place.

Lupin returned to the belts. "I'm too greedy to stop her if taking the wrong path helps her work through some things. And she looks a lot happier now, so it's probably working out for her." Lupin's voice was too carefully magnanimous to be as okay as she claimed to be. There was something there that had yet to scab over, and I wondered what the story was. No matter what, finding out that someone you were close to felt better off without you specifically in their lives... I didn’t need anyone to tell me how much that hurt.

"But," Lupin sneered, "They should know that I'm greedy enough to take her back the moment that she finds out exactly where that road leads. Besides, I've got the most adorable new partner now, so there's no need to mope!" She dropped the belt back into the display and moved to examine a shelf full of skirts.

I found myself picturing Lupin and Temperance together. Something about that felt right. They were as different as night and day, and yet it was just easy to imagine them fitting together. I couldn't help but wonder if they’d been an item. As far as I knew, Lupin had only started school this year, so it wasn't impossible she'd known Temperance before the latter transferred in. I had no clue what mistaken path Lupin would think the Saint of Temperance was taking, but it wasn’t my place to pry.

"That doesn't seem very greedy," I fired back instead.

"Of course it is! It's the greediest thing of all!" There was an undercurrent of fanaticism in her voice. "To steal a little happiness for yours, even if it means they get to make mistakes and do the wrong thing, that's greedy. Otherwise, why'd everyone care so much about making sure you only get to be happy if you can do it while you look and act 'right.'"

"That," I shrugged, "still sounds more like being nice?"

"I contain multitudes! Nice and greedy is the best combination you know! I get to be nice to those I like, and I don't have to put up with anyone else."

"And yet," I sighed dramatically, "you're joining Temperance in the trying to force me into a skirt club."

"Only, because I want what’s best for you." She ran her hand through the fabric of a skirt before frowning and shaking her head. "And some people are only happy when they get a little push."

She abandoned the skirts in favor of advancing on me, carelessly intruding into my personal space until she was only inches from me. One hand traced its way across my jaw.

"That's you, isn't it? You complain and you snark and apologize and deep down you want to be forced to be the center of attention, to get fussed over and pushed to do the things you’re afraid to do. And, when you’re this close to letting yourself realize everything you're missing, obviously, a greedy greedy girl would want to give you a little shove to get you to the finish line."

"I, umm, that's..." I failed to find a word. Was she flirting with me? No, that wouldn’t really make any sense at all. Besides, she had just suggested she was gay. Of course she could be bisexual. But if she was, Inessa had made her feelings perfectly clear, and I obviously couldn't compete with Inessa.

I gulped, and Lupin slid closer still, till we were practically nose to nose. Her eyes looked up to mine, and yet, somehow, it felt like she was looking down at me instead. Literal Resinners had left me feeling less like prey than Lupin made me feel in that moment.

I broke eye-contact first, searching for something, anything, to break the strange stalemate I found myself in. I found it in Inessa's surprised face, staring at me in horror from behind a comically large pair of sunglasses and a fedora she'd clearly pulled from a nearby rack.

"I should wait outside." I stepped away from Lupin and dashed toward the door, trying not to be sick.

Obviously, I was being an idiot. There was no way Lupin, or anyone, would be interested in me. Besides, she was almost certainly gay or bi, and if she was, Inessa was, quite literally it seemed, right there.

The stale air of the mall and the repeating empty storefronts proved just the thing to calm me down. I was being ridiculous. Lupin was just touchy-feely. She almost certainly didn't even see me as a boy versus just another friend. And like, would I really want her to? Inessa had been crushing on her forever. I couldn't betray her like that, even if there was nothing there after months of quiet sighs and...

"Here," Lupin's voice was more embarrassed than anything else as she handed me the earrings and a strip of dark green ribbon, "An apology gift for before, no refusals."

"You don't have to apologize, and what even is this, anyway?"

"A choker! You're legally required to have at least one." I had no clue what Lupin meant, but she shoved it into my hands and stepped past me before I could object.

"Anyway, beyond finally getting to come here with a friend, I don't really have much of an agenda today. Should we check out another store? Hit up the food court?" Her voice was hurried, with an awkward pitch to it.

"Food court sounds fine," I offered just as unnaturally, wrapping the earrings in the ribbon and placing both in my pocket.

So, we made our way to the food court and acquired horrific imitation Chinese food. Sadly, the awkward atmosphere prevented us from commiserating over the cultural crimes pretending to be lo mein.

"See!" Lupin said eventually, unable to endure the silence. "This is what I mean when I say I'm greedy! We can just forget this all happened if you want."

"I—" what did she think had happened? Lupin had been friendly, if a bit odd, and I'd run away in a panic. "Look, you were fine, I just," misread things and had seen Inessa and been terrified that things would compound and the person I loved most in the world would think I'd betrayed her. None of that had been Lupin's fault, not really. "It was getting a little stuffy in there and I, umm, sorry."

She shook her head. "You didn’t do anything wrong! I was being pushy; you're allowed to get overstimulated or want some air or some space to sort yourself out. It's important to remember not to let anyone, even me, push you too much and..." she trailed off again. "Let's just forget it and pretend it never happened?"

"What never happened?" I asked, confused again.

"Exactly!" Lupin reiterated.

"Okay...."

She beamed at me. "I really like it here, you know," she said, grabbing the topic by the horns and pulling it to the side with everything she had.

I made an appropriately curious noise to indicate my acceptance of the offered escape. I needn't have bothered; Lupin needed no assistance to build momentum.

"It's, like, this is where teenagers go to spend money we shouldn't on junk we don't need. It's frivolous! It's fun! It's hip! And, like," she hesitated, "For the longest time, even after we'd decided to come here, my uncle didn't really want us going out. But we got to watch your TV and see everything through that little box and wonder what it was like."

She took a bite of noodles, seeming to savor the thoroughly unappetizing pseudo-meat. "And now I got to actually skip school to come hang out here, and it's better than I imagined. Okay, it's the wrong decade; I get that. But it's still here, and it still means something and if anything, being halfway dead just makes it even more itself..." She blushed. Lupin, who I was fairly certain didn't understand the concept of embarrassment, blushed. "Thanks for coming today. I've never really gotten to do anything like this."

A part of me ached to tell Lupin that it probably hadn't been hip to hang out in the mall in either of our lifetimes.

"What was your childhood like?" I asked instead. I couldn't place a lot of what she said into any semblance of a normal life, but enough sounded alarming, even beyond the fact that her uncle was evil, that I found myself worrying for Lupin.

"It sucked and I hated it," Lupin responded cheerfully. "They did everything they could to try and make us into 'good children', no matter what they’d break doing it."

I winced at that. "I'd say 'I'm sorry,' but that wouldn't cover it, would it?"

She shook her head. "No, but we got away, in the end. I mean," she laughed, "I'm pretty flexible, you know. I could have bent myself up enough to fit in with the kind, humble, and diligent little girl they expected of me. But there were other reasons to run away, really. And now things are better and someday we'll get to go back and show them just how wrong they are."

A noise I couldn't quite identify made its way out of my lips. Lupin's childhood was unimaginable to me, and I had no idea who she meant by 'us'. But I knew what it was like to be pushed to embody an ideal you were entirely unsuited to match.

And yet, I couldn't imagine having the feeling of purpose that came through in Lupin's words, the weight she placed on her values and the way she could dedicate herself to a cause. I wondered what it would feel like to believe so much in something.

"Anyway," Lupin swerved the conversation back to the trivial as easily as she breathed. "Anything else you want to do today while we're here?"

"Do they have a bookshop?" I asked, glad for an escape from the weight of Lupin's ideals.

"A tiny one, but they do have some things if you want to head that way," So spake Lupin: Mall Expert.

So, we dumped our trays on top of the nearest garbage can and made our way down the mall concourse until we reached a small nook full of shelves that were stretched as high as I could reach. I studiously pretended not to notice the redhead shadowing our steps. I had no idea what to say to her or how she was doing, but pointing out that I knew she was there could only hurt. There'd be time to check in with Inessa later.

And, to be honest, it was hard to remember to worry about that sitting on the carpet of the fantasy section, surrounded by the scent of paperbacks, pretending the bookstore was a library as I alternated reading and failing to explain the appeal of the genre to a curious Lupin.

It was a good day. Well, until the inevitable Resinner attack.

We didn't see it at first. But, after the third time, you don't really need to see it to recognize the signs. Someone screamed in the distance, soon joined by others with a bestial voice calling out louder than any of them. Footsteps added a frantic percussion to things as panic sent the mall's denizens scurrying for safety and showed just how many people could manage to be in a nearly empty mall. More than any of that, the air carried a charge. It was hard to describe, but there was a crackle in the air whenever a monster was near, like their presence echoed out into the world in some intangible way.

Besides, we were out in public, and Inessa was nearby. There was simply no other way things could have ended. So few days had ended as nicely as they'd begun since Inessa became Castitas.

I saw Inessa poke her head out from behind a shelf and look around nervously, no doubt worrying that Lupin might see her transform. At least, no one else had stuck around the bookshop but the three of us. That meant the problem was easily fixed. I rose to my feet and began dragging Lupin toward the only exit via a path about as directly away from Inessa as I could manage. The sooner she transformed, the sooner the monster's attention left the bystanders, the sooner this could be behind us and we could get back to whatever was left of the day.

"We should make a run for it," I offered, poking my head through the open book store doors and trying to ignore the rising feelings of panic in my chest.

Lupin looked at me oddly, as if she was utterly insensitive to the crisis. "If you say so."

In the distance, I could see the monster. Its body was a billowy patchwork cloak covering what seemed to be a mass of jangling chains and hooks. I couldn't read anything on the various patches, but it wasn't hard to guess they represented some kind of branding exercise gone mad.

Seeing as the monster wasn't near enough to grab us, Lupin and I joined the scattered mall-goers in a retreat. I counted the seconds in my head, waiting to hear the sound of our salvation.

"Castitas! Flare! BARRAGE!!!" Inessa shouted, launching right into her biggest attack, before following it up with her standard, "Pure as a flame..." The heat behind us served as a warm confirmation that everything would be okay in the end.

I didn't hear any of the others, but I'd hardly help anyone by being useless and getting in the way. Instead, I focused on staying together with Lupin as we dashed through the mall.

Someone close to us cried out, and I thought for a moment someone had been hit by a stray attack of one sort or another. Instead, a child of perhaps seven or eight, all bundled up in heavy winter clothes, was hiding in a doorway and crying. A glance around at the absence of anyone helping confirmed they'd gotten separated from their parents in the attack and finally fallen and screamed in panic.

Lupin gave me a silent nod, and we moved toward the kid.

Gently, I knelt next to them, helping them to their feet as I offered my best comforting noises and tried to pull them along with us. He—he seemed to be a he—was too panicked to cooperate, swiping at me as I approached.

"Shhh, shh... Calm down and don't hurt yourself. It'll be okay," my voice cracked, "Just let us help and we'll find your parents, okay?"

For a moment, we made eye contact. His cries petered out. Then Lupin's arms came from behind and lifted the boy up into a princess carry. A second later she was moving ahead, easily sprinting despite her burden resuming its attempts at flailing.

"Very motherly of you, but help now, talk later!" she called back to me.

We rounded a corner and dashed through the maze-like floor of a Nordstrom's, made all the more challenging by displays that had been shoved over in the panic. But the monster was on the other side of the mall, and neither of us could hear the battle getting any closer as we finally burst free into the February air and a milling horde of mall escapees.

That, at least, seemed to help the kid calm down.

I panted, a little annoyed at the way that Lupin hardly seemed to be breathing hard despite having run most of the way with an uncooperative preschooler in her arms. Well, obviously, between us, Lupin would be the one who actually managed to help instead of standing around doing nothing but talking like an idiot.

I shook my head admiringly, and helped Lupin get the child on his feet, kneeling next to him to make eye contact at his level.

"You're okay. We're all safe out here, okay? The monster won’t get us out here."

He trembled, staring back and forth between Lupin and me.

"What's your name?" I asked as gently as I could.

Gradually, he stopped crying. He wiped away his tears with one sleeve before quietly mumbling an answer.

"Okay Jim, can you be a big strong boy for me and tell me if your mommy or your daddy was here with you today?" I tried to sound calmer than I felt.

Lupin groaned audibly from behind me. I did my best to tune her out.

"Dad..." he said at length, still fighting back tears.

"Right, well, you need to be a big strong boy for your dad, okay! What does he look like?" Slowly, I plied the boy for answers.

"I'm going to check inside the mall," Lupin said after she'd heard enough. She was buzzing with a strange impatience. "His dad might be stuck back there looking for him. You stay here with him."

I wanted to tell her not to, that I'd go, but she'd proven the more athletic between us, platform boots and all.

"Just be careful, okay? It'd suck if the day had to end in the hospital."

She grinned, "Don't worry, we both know I'll be fine! We'll finish soon and get back to having fun!"

With a meaningful wink that predictably sailed right over my head, Lupin dashed back into the mall.

I spent a little time looking outside, shouting for Jim's dad before, finally, a panicked man, tears streaming down his face, came out of Macy's. Wordlessly, he ran for Jim, pulling the relieved boy into a deep hug.

Lupin wasn't with him.

"Did a girl find you and tell you Jim was out here?" I interrupted his exhausted attempts at thanks as soon as I could. Honestly, I was almost surprised he cared given that he'd lost his son in the first place and made Lupin run back toward danger to find him.

It took him a few moments to process things, the horror of what had nearly happened, to answer, "Y-yes, she said she was going to look for anyone else who'd gotten lost or stuck inside."

A traitorous little part of me wanted to wait. No one really died in these attacks, and, while they destroyed a lot of property, most of the damage ended up coming up from the human stampedes they could cause. That was mostly over, so Lupin would be safe, and I could just wait things out. Besides, if I caught up with her, it felt a lot more likely than not that I'd end up captured again and wouldn't that just put everyone in more danger?

But I wouldn't be able to forgive myself if I did nothing, and Lupin—the chaotic lonely girl who insisted that burying her friends in kindness was the greediest thing she could do—got hurt.

So, I ignored Jim and his dad and dashed back into the mall. I didn't hear any fighting, even as I crept out of the empty Nordstrom's and back into the mall concourse. Hopefully, things were settled.

For want of a better option, I made my way toward where the fight had been. If Lupin wasn't there, she was probably safe, and if she was caught up in things, I needed to hurry, as useless as I'd probably be.

I let out the breath I'd been holding and slowed to a walk as I neared the place where the fight had been. Castitas was standing there, unharmed of course, along with the unconscious form of a familiar Hot Topic clerk. Lupin stood a few doors down, silently facing Castitas. I couldn't see Lupin's face, but Inessa's brow was furrowed. I guess, even empowered magically, Inessa could hardly deal with Lupin, especially after all she'd been up to today.

Inessa's eyes widened as she saw me. In reaction, Lupin spun and waved cheerfully, "Hiya C!" She wasted no time in bouncing toward me.

And Inessa did something utterly incomprehensible. Slowly, mournfully, she lifted her bow and raised it at us.

"Get away from em!" She shouted, as angry as I'd ever seen her.

"W-what, sorry, I—" I froze. I couldn't understand. All I could feel was a terrible, sinking sensation.

Fire coalesced around the drawn bow, an arrow aimed straight for me. How had it come to this? Was Inessa being mind-controlled again?

"C!" Inessa shouted urgently. "You have to run!"

Lupin bounded to me, impossibly fast, slipping behind me with preternatural grace. "Don't worry, be a good girl and get out of this without any lasting problems," she whispered. Her kind words were at odds with the way her nails dug into my neck.

Then she raised her voice and shouted, her tone familiarly mocking in a way that sent shivers down my spine, "Now now, no arrows today, Inessa."

"What are you doing, Lupin, Castitas?! This isn't the time for jokes." I wanted to laugh it off, to go back to the way things were this morning and pretend that none of this was happening.

"Ey's Avaritia Wolf!" Castitas denied me that.

I froze, "Just because they're both 'greedy' goths who..." I trailed off as, once again, whatever kept my perception separate finally snapped and the connection went from impossible to blindingly obvious.

"Oh," I said, without a clue how to process this.

A dark light pulsed at my—or rather Lupin's—feet before surrounding the both of us. When it cleared, I was unchanged, but the fingers around my neck had been replaced by familiar claws.

"Right! Not a step closer, or your little friend gets it."

Begrudgingly, Castitas lowered her bow, Avaritia took a moment to whisper once more in my ear, "Great, just keep playing along and you'll be fine."

I wanted to do something. I didn't know Lupin half as well as I knew Temperance or Ida, much less Inessa, but I was finally starting to like em as a person and now ey was the person who'd held me captive, who'd kidnapped me, who'd tried to turn me into a monster. Ey owed me an explanation.

"Okay, I won’t fight. Just... don't hurt him," Inessa, on the other hand, had been crushing on Lupin forever. Lupin, obviously, had no way of knowing that, but I couldn't imagine how hurt Inessa must have felt.

"For real? Rad!" Without waiting for confirmation, Avaritia shoved me to the side.

I stumbled awkwardly, failing to catch my balance, and fell to my knees, clearing the stage for the people who actually mattered.

"Why are you doing this?" Castitas asked simply, still pointing her bow at the ground.

Avaritia shrugged. "I'm sure she could tell you."

I had no clue who "she" was. Perhaps Michael. Castitas didn't seem surprised at the mention.

Angelic Saint Castitas shook her head. "I mean, I want to hear it from you. Why are you doing this?"

Avaritia laughed gaily, but eir hands were trembling. "I guess, what it comes down to, is that I'm a greedy greedy wolf and that I'd rather have a world that's okay with that, than one that'll condemn me for existing."

Castitas winced. "Look, we can help you! We know you're not bad deep down! But this isn't going to fix anything; it just hurts people! You could have hurt so many people today. You could have hurt C, like, a dozen times over!"

"Thanks, Castitas," I added sarcastically as I scooted further away. Avaritia turned her smirk on me for a half a second, but Castitas gave no response to the undeserved snip.

"Everyone hurts people," Avaritia's answer took a while, and eir tone was surprisingly serious, "Parents hurt their children to make them act 'right'. Companies deny people lifesaving medicine for no reason and that's just 'normal'. But when a person does something right in front of you and you can't avert your eyes fast enough, suddenly that makes them the devil, even if it helps in the end and no one really gets that hurt!"

"That's ridiculous! You can't really think that!" Inessa cut Lupin off, looking more broken than when Lupin had blown her off this morning.

Avaritia shrugged. "I don't hate you. You're a good person, sure, but, like, actually a good person." The word was an insult in eir mouth. "But most of that's because you've had every opportunity to be good. It's easy to avoid gluttony when you have food you want; to stay hard working when you always get rewarded for working hard; to be purehearted when your family loves you and you're pretty and well-liked."

"That doesn't justify doing evil!" Inessa shouted, "Look, I know what it's like to get pushed around, but that doesn't make it okay to just throw away your morals and do whatever!"

Avaritia glared, flexing eir claws as ey slowly circled away from me. "I'm not throwing away my morals! I'm saying that for some of us, greed’s the only thing keeping us going! When you can't be the perfect little angel everyone just loves, you need wrath to stand up for yourself, envy to let you see how much you need the things you don't get."

Castitas put her hands on her hips and shook her head, "But think about how much you're taking from others! If you're in trouble, we can help! You can lean on us! You don't need to hold on to greed!"

Avaritia snorted, eir face twisting into a mask of resentment I had only seen when Superbia had convinced em I was a pervert.

"Look at C!" ey gestured dramatically, "How long have they been trying to be good, and are they any happier? C's nice, kind, humble and full of patience, and that makes them miserable. They can't even name why they’re so miserable!"

"Thanks, I love being used as a rhetorical point." I shouted back as I struggled to my feet. I should have been terrified, but it was oddly hard to be scared of Lupin, even if ey was Avaritia.

"Shut up C, you know I'm right!" Lupin’s eyes didn't leave Castitas as ey spoke.

"Sure, but we're helping them! We're working through it together!" Inessa offered, establishing clearly that my efforts to seem like nothing at all was going on and I was doing great were maybe less successful than I had thought.

"Thanks for the vote of confidence Castitas..." I sighed.

"Shut up C!" they both yelled; neither facing me.

"You're helping them, what, always get attacked? Stay all repressed and miserable, but maybe someone tells them they’re appreciated every now and then?"

"Could we not use me as a rhetorical point?" I begged. Neither dignified me with a response.

"I'm protecting him! And we're working on his family situation!" Inessa's words sounded defensive, even to me. And throwing my dad out there like he was a problem to be solved and not... whatever he was to me at this point hurt. I didn't want to be treated like some sidequest in the heroes’ paths. Temperance had been a bit different, and Ida had tried to reach out. Even Avaritia had made a pretense of talking to me about helping instead of just trying to fix me, for all eir understanding of agreement might have been a bit lacking and ey hadn’t provided a remotely comprehensible solution.

"And have you ever thought that maybe C doesn't want to be protected? That they only go along with everything because they're too afraid that saying how much they want things to change would make them a 'bad' person? What if they don't want to be a bystander? What if C wants to shine instead of waiting like a good little princess for you to ride to the rescue? That's what virtue does! It tells the people what they're allowed to want! The people who are the good ones, the lucky ones, the ones who want to help everyone be as good as they are, they're only forcing themselves on everyone else!"

"That's ridiculous! And C's been my friend for a lot longer than you've known him! He's basically my brother! And everyone needs to be protected sometimes." Inessa paused and took a deep breath and tried to look at Avaritia without malice in her eyes. "He’s been there when I needed it."

Lupin shook eir head, and really looked at me, for the first time since ey'd started talking with Inessa.

"Is that right C? Are you fine just hiding behind Inessa? Do you think you'll bloom into something beautiful if you just stand in the background of someone else's story like a good little virtuous friend spouting advice whenever she needs it and waiting for someone else to tell you how to want without sin?"

Inessa's gaze followed Lupin's and her eyes met mine. She'd known me longer; we could share almost anything with each other. And yet, she seemed uncertain, as if she was begging me for reassurance.

"Inessa's right," I said, wondering how it was that Avaritia seemed to be able to give voice to half the words in my heart.

"Hmph!" Avaritia's tone was cold, but ey shot me a knowing wink as soon as Castitas wasn't looking. "Anyway, I think that's enough answers for one day! Like I said, I don't hate people who can be happy and virtuous. But some people need more than that! And someone needs to stand up for them!"

Ey posed dramatically, eir ears standing straight up, one claw raised toward the sky.

Then, without waiting for Inessa to reply, ey gave a bow and brought eir claw down, tearing through the world. With a single purposeful step, Avaritia Wolf was gone.

A few seconds later, the portal unraveled, leaving no sign of Lupin's presence.

Both Castitas and I lingered for far longer. She dwelled on the fight before her and the death of her crush. I was consumed with the feeling of the earrings in my pocket poking into my thigh and the strange realization that I'd already decided I would be keeping them. Even though we were together, and thinking about the same things, the space between us somehow felt like an insurmountable gap.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

With Avaritia's identity revealed, Lupin decides to escalate eir attacks. Between Avaritia's schemes during the day, the nameless nocturnal beast at night and a friend's crisis, the Saints struggle to keep up with their foes' machinations. How will the Saints pull through when attacks come without a pause?!

Tune in for...


Episode 21: Curtains for Charlie!? The Beast's Name is...

Inessa did a double-take when she saw me outside her door early in the morning, the day after the mall. She was the one who tended to be up first between us; and she was sensitive enough to the reasons that would drive me out of the comforts of my bed early enough to beat her to it.

"You okay, C?" Something in my face must have clued her in. I did my best to feign a smile.

"Dad was a little upset about missing school, after all."

Inessa winced, her eyes repeating the question her mouth didn't want to.

"Well, I'm just grounded, and he took my phone. It's really not that bad!" I grabbed Inessa's arm and pulled her off the stoop before her parents could notice anything odd and get involved in the inquisition.

"And honestly," I cut in before Inessa could leap to the wrong conclusion, "it's not like he's wrong. Like, he warned me I'd be in trouble if I skipped again anytime soon and, well," The truth was, dad gave a lot of warnings. He rarely remembered them.

Inessa frowned, "C, it's..." she struggled to find a word.

"It's fine. Honestly, it's almost a relief to know he actually cares enough to do that. You know? Like, I guess he does worry after all?" Actually, as he'd explained, some kind soul at the school administration had apparently decided this happened to me enough to page my teacher to see if I was in class and then try to contact my family as soon as the monster attack made the news.

Inessa's arms wrapping around me pulled me from my reverie and informed me that, perhaps, responding that way had been slightly less reassuring than intended.

"It's fine!" I reiterated, pulling away from the hug. "I just might, uh, not be around too much outside school for the next few weeks unless there's something, like, urgent, and you probably won't be able to grab me by phone for a bit."

"C..."

"It is what it is," I waved her off. "But, more importantly than that, how are you doing? Yesterday was," I wasn't sure what adjective could be used to describe a day where your crush reacted to an implied confession by ignoring you and asking a friend to hang out and then revealing emself to be a supervillain.

Inessa's face shifted to a look of personal horror.

"C! It's... it's awful," she said quietly.

I forced down the bile that rose in my throat.

“I... I've been misgendering em this whole time! Ey probably hates me now and even if ey turns good, ey'll never want to date me and..."

She paused, clamping one hand over her mouth, "I-I'm a lesbian; is it transphobic that I have a crush on em?!"

"Inessa," I pinched the bridge of my nose, "you're kinda amazing, you know?"

She stuck her tongue out at me.

"I mean," she said, the panic subsiding, "I think ey's trying to do the right thing in eir own way, so we'll find a way to get through to Lupin one way or another."

I couldn't help but smile at her. That's right. At the end of it all, Inessa Brandt was a hero. She wouldn't let anything get her down for long. And yet, was it really right to dismiss Avaritia's words that completely?

"If anything," Inessa sighed. "It's Temperance I'm really upset at."

I gave Inessa my best 'hmmmm.' In a way, it was a relief that she was bouncing back enough after what had happened that she had the energy to squabble with Temperance. "What happened?" Dad had confiscated my phone and my computer, so I didn't really have a way of staying in the loop for the moment.

"It's just," Inessa sighed, "Okay, she doesn't want to talk about a lot of things with her and Avaritia but, like, she admitted yesterday that she knew and I just..."

Inessa sunk into a sullen silence as I tried futilely to process what she meant.

"She knew?"

"That Avaritia was Lupin!" Inessa groaned, "And she just let me crush on em without saying anything and now she won't even say why she won't talk or when she figured it out or anything that might help us..."

I struggled to pay attention. Temperance had known?! She'd known that Avaritia was reaching out to me, befriending me. That ey'd started that right after ey'd kidnapped me for reasons I could no longer trick myself into thinking were entirely innocuous. And Temperance hadn't done anything to keep us apart or warn me or...

"And," at least Inessa was lost enough in her own train of thought to miss my rising panic, "I know Temperance knows more about Avaritia and, sure she wants to save em more than anyone probably, but, she can trust us, right? We could do so much more to reach em if we'd known that ey was Lupin and now that's gone and..."

"Inessa," I tried to find the words. She turned to me, hope in her eyes, as if I would be able to answer any of that. "W-why did Temperance know Avaritia was Lupin?"

Inessa shrugged. "Well, I guess it's harder to hide if you've known someone that long."

What.

"What?!" my voice cracked, and I wished I could take the words back. There was no way I could be answered that in a way that wouldn’t hurt.

"Because she was Gula," Inessa spoke slowly, as if explaining a very obvious fact to a particularly forgetful person.

"What." I pretended confusion for as long as I could. But I couldn’t escape the suddenly obvious fact that of course Temperance looked and acted almost exactly like Gula Shark had and yes, had appeared around the time Gula Shark vanished and...

"Why?" I managed, trying desperately not to wonder whether Temperance had known more than just Avaritia's identity.

"Err," Inessa looked at me in confusion. "Why what, what's wrong?"

"Why didn't anyone tell me?" It wasn't like I deserved to hold a grudge against Temperance for what she'd done as Gula. She'd saved my life since then; gone out of her way to help me in a number of other monster attacks. She'd been nothing but strangely nice to me in the time after she'd apparently stopped kidnapping me. I couldn't even bring myself to hate Avaritia, who'd done so much worse to me. And Temperance had hidden it.

"Oops," Inessa winced.

And that was it really. "Oops." It just wasn't important enough to make sure I knew that my friend had hurt me in the past and, okay, she'd been Temperance for ages before I officially knew any of the magical girl stuff. But this only served to cut apart that sweet little lie that I would ever be a part of the group.

"I uhhh," she said eventually, "I thought she'd already brought it up."

I nearly tripped, trying to ignore my own heartbeat, trying to ignore the cloying scent of cinnamon that I was sure I couldn't actually smell. Temperance had been Gula; she'd known about Lupin. Had she known about Mr. Noir when he was tearing through my chest to pick apart my heart?

I tried to smile as I took a step ahead. "I think I need to be alone for a bit?"

I picked up the pace, leaving Inessa behind with only a hasty "See you at lunch," to make sure she didn't worry too much.

* * *

Lunch usually offered a welcome ritual, a chance to sit at a familiar table and see familiar faces, to be together and chat about anything and nothing. And yet, for all I was in on the secret now, for all they said I was welcome, it was impossible to feel like I belonged with the knowledge that no one had told me firmly in my head.

February 15's lunch table felt like an alien and unfamiliar landscape. The usual patter of daily give and take had faded to an awkward silence, broken only by the sound of Temperance's fork digging into her salad. Ida and Inessa would look to Temperance, then to each other, even as Temperance pretended to ignore them. No one was willing to say what needed to be said. And...

I looked at Temperance as she ate her lunch in silence. She looked like the same odd girl I'd come to trust and, like all winter; apparently, the same girl who kept getting me caught up in her schemes before that. Did I really know her at all? And Inessa and Ida had known, and no one had said a thing. Did I belong here at all?

"Temperance," I asked eventually, hating myself for being the one to cave first of all of us. And yet, that cloying scent haunted me still. It wouldn't leave me alone until I knew.

She did not answer, but she did place her fork neatly on her tray and met my eyes, waiting. Dreading?

"Did you know Mr. Noir was..." I didn't finish the question.

Inessa and Ida stopped and turned to face Temperance, Inessa's brow crinkling in horrified realization.

"Sorry," she said carefully, "I thought he might be in the school." Her hands were drumming against the table, moving to excise a nervous energy entirely at odds with her normal demeanor.

"I hadn't found him yet," she clarified belatedly, dropping the tension at the table by an order of magnitude.

Could I believe her? Did I trust Gula Shark? I shook my head. I didn't deserve to doubt her. She'd saved my life how many times? Done her best to help me figure myself out and, for all she was constantly making fun of me, always seemed to include me as if I belonged with the group in a way that even Inessa didn't quite manage.

And she'd lied. Was everything she’d said and done just some quiet attempt to make amends? Were we even friends?

"But you knew about Lupin." Ida didn't make eye-contact as she spoke, a little too afraid to sharpen the words into a genuine accusation.

"Yes," Temperance admitted, as if that was all she had to say. As if that was enough.

"We," Inessa's voice shook. "We want to help Avaritia. You can trust us!"

"I do." The words were barely more than a whisper, lifting a silent burden that Temperance did not bother to explain.

"So why didn't you tell us?"

I retreated from the exchange, realizing that I'd started a conversation where I didn't really belong. At least Temperance hadn't known about Mr. Noir. I shouldn't have needed to ask. Of course she wouldn't have hidden him. Of course, Avaritia was different; of course, Temperance had her reasons.

It hurt anyway.

* * *

Friday morning found Inessa waiting at the stairs outside my house. Her face told me that she'd overheard what dad and I'd said over breakfast; we'd been loud. I hadn't had any good dreams in the past few days to lift my mood and Dad was...

"Sorry about that," I managed, forcing a smile. "It's really not as bad as it sounds between us."

Inessa gave me a look.

"He's trying," I said defensively. I was still upset at Inessa for what she hadn't told me. "Since Mom left, it's been... It hasn't been easy for him, you know?"

"C," her voice was strained. "It hasn't been easy for you, and you weren't the one shouting. You can rely on me." She flexed one arm, patting a barely existent bicep. "I'm a hero, you know? It's what I do! Just say the word and we'll get you out."

That should have been reassuring. She was a hero. She was my hero. And yet, I didn't need to run from my non-magical problems, to burden everyone around me with everyday nonsense. No, Inessa couldn't understand that. She'd gotten strong, strong enough to face herself in the mirror, strong enough to look after everyone else, too. She didn't need me anymore, didn't really understand what it was like to look at yourself and find nothing worth keeping, nothing at all except the bitter thorny darkness. Avaritia had put it in terms I could understand, even if she was obviously in the wrong. I loved Inessa like a sister; nothing could change that, but...

"I mean, sneaking out of being grounded probably wouldn't make things better when I went back." I shook my head. She couldn't be offering more than that. I couldn't let her be offering more than that.

Inessa reached an arm out toward me, then froze awkwardly. "That's not what—" slowly the arm fell to her side. "Right. Just, we're here for you, okay?"

I struggled not to bristle.

"You'll never understand Lupin," the words were mumbled quietly enough that Inessa couldn't possibly have heard them, and enough of a non sequitur that she'd never guess. And yet, some wicked little part of me wanted to throw that in her face.

"What?" she asked, confused.

"Sorry," I muttered, "Can we change the topic?"

Inessa looked to her feet as we walked toward school in a sullen silence.

"Have you patched things up with Temperance yet?" I asked eventually. They would. Both of them were good people, bright people, people who deserved to outshine us all. Temperance had to have had her reasons. Any conflict between them was the kind of thing that would just leave them even stronger at the end. I’d naturally forgive Temperance too. It wouldn’t do for such a minor character to get in the way of things too much.

I let Inessa take the opening to complain through the walk to school. At least she was kind enough to accept the invitation.

Inessa was amazing and inspiring and right. She was impossibly good, and I knew, better than anyone, that she hadn't always had that come easily to her. She'd been lost for a while, too. But I didn't think she ever could have understood why Avaritia's promises still sung in the corners of my heart.

Inessa had never really risked disappointing her family until they stopped loving her. She'd never, not really, had to look at herself and know how awful she was; while here, I—Avaritia might stand to lose everything if ey gave up on sin. Inessa had become vibrant and bright and beautiful as soon as she'd decided to blossom; she couldn't understand what it meant to have nothing in your heart that deserved to be spoken in the light of day. And that didn't make it fair or right or okay to do the kinds of things Avaritia did; but it made Inessa's shallow efforts to cross that gap sting. She'd had everything she needed to push her darkness away. How was she to understand those who found some solace in theirs?

I half-expected Lupin to accost us at the gates. If ey had, Inessa would have yelped and hid and shown that, beneath all her purity and courage, so much about her hadn't changed. I think, perhaps, she wanted the same. She certainly looked as disappointed as I did when we passed undisturbed into the school building.

I spent the morning dreading lunch with the certainty that I couldn't do anything to take back the last few days. And yet, I was only half-relieved to find the usual table empty. Temperance missing alone would have set off alarm bells, but there was only one reason why they'd all be gone at once. They’d been needed.

Really, by the time they were done fighting, Inessa and Temperance would have probably cleared the air. That's how it seemed to go. That was good; the status quo would return faster than I’d feared.

I was worried, of course. I always was, but even I knew that was silly. They always won; that's what they did.

The Saints weren't back by the end of the school day. I lingered at the gates despite being under strict orders to march straight home. Dad had confiscated my phone. I wouldn't be able to know they were safe until Monday unless I did something and hoping they returned was the best I'd been able to think of. Dad probably wouldn't even notice I was late.

* * *

He noticed I was late. Or at least, he was home when I arrived, and he'd checked the clock when he heard the door.

He shouted for me from the living room. I debated ignoring him, or just turning around and leaving again. But that'd just make it worse when I came back. So, I dropped my bag by the door, shrugged out of my jacket and trudged over to face the reaper.

"Hey," I offered.

He snorted and struggled to his feet. My dad, large enough that he was used to taking up space, to being imposing in a way that made the world respond to him just so by default, loomed over me with an air of barely restrained anger.

I glanced past him to the uneven row of empty beer cans on the living room table next to a crumpled tie. Work had gotten out early then, and he'd come home and started drinking. It must not have been a good day.

And a bad day meant that the best thing to do was bite my tongue as he spoke about respect and obedience and try my best to listen and apologize where appropriate. Inessa would have tried to save me from this. Avaritia would have told me to gather every scrap of wrath I had and let it out at him.

“I’m sorry.” Instead, I found myself apologizing for what seemed like the dozenth time. "Inessa was missing from the end of school and I was worried, so I stuck around to—" I didn't get a chance to finish. Excuses were bad. His mood was worse. Those trumped his usual feelings about my presumed relationship with Inessa.

And it's not like he could understand that she might really have been in danger. To him, it would seem like silly worrying, wouldn't it? I tried to focus on that and not the echoes of the offer Inessa hadn't dared to clarify that morning. I couldn't do what mom had done to us. I’d drawn a line.

This too should have passed. Aside from the fact that he was already worked up and the earlier parts of the week had left him angrier than usual at me, it was a pretty normal talk for us. At least, it was the kind of normal we'd had for the past few months.

And then I messed it up. Perhaps I was just too tired. Perhaps the week's revelations and betrayals had left me too drained to empathize with him in the little ways I usually did. Maybe I thought, with all his talk of what a man would do, that he'd actually respect it if I stood my ground. Whatever prompted it, I'd have usually known better.

"Okay, I'm sorry." I took a deep breath and tried not to quiver. "I'm still a little worried about Inessa. Could I maybe head over to her parents' for dinner? I'll come right back as soon as we're done." I tried to keep a neutral tone of voice, but something of my anger leaked through. I could see it in the way his lips twisted into a snarl, in the way his fists tightened.

Of course he took it as defiance. Of course he refused. I should have backed down there and left well enough alone.

I shouldn't have doubled down by turning my back on him while he was still talking. I shouldn't have tried to storm out before he'd let me go. I shouldn't have ignored him when he ordered me to turn back. None of that was how you managed him; I knew better. I just couldn’t manage it after Lupin and Temperance and my worries about the Saints.

Something flew past my head, missing me by a few feet and shattering against a wall. I stared at it in confusion, slowly realizing that it was the remnant of a glass. Dumbly, I turned to stare. He'd yelled, he'd knocked things over, but he'd never thrown anything, not quite like that; he wasn’t supposed to be violent.

Maybe if I'd left then, I'd have talked myself out of understanding what had happened. But I turned to look first, and I saw the confusion and horror in his eyes, the lost way he stared at his own hands. And I knew it. He hadn't thrown the bottle to make me turn around.

I stumbled to the door and took one last look back.

"Fine then," he slurred, "be like your mom."

I ran.

* * *

I don't really know how I got to the park, or how long I stayed there, sitting on a bench, staring at an empty playground. At some point, it had gotten dark. I hadn't grabbed my jacket on the way out; I hadn’t cared enough to bother. The icy February night felt almost soothing, a welcome distraction from the hole where my emotions should have been.

It was a little nice to imagine dissolving into the wind, letting it freeze me until I shattered and crumbled to dust. It wouldn’t hurt anyone that way, and I wouldn't have to keep trying to make things work. Or maybe I could just start walking. I'd have to send a few postcards at first, to let them know not to worry. I wouldn't be like mom. But they'd forget me soon enough and then I could just vanish inch by inch and then I wouldn't have to worry about any of it.

Or perhaps I could just go to sleep and skip the part where I woke up. My dreams let me be someone else, someone powerful, someone who could still carve a place for herself even if the world had no use for her. Something about that seemed real enough to jolt me out of the fugue. I couldn't say how I knew, but it was an option that was real in a way those silly other daydreams weren’t.

Inessa wouldn't forgive me.

No, they were good people. All of them, even Avaritia, would blame themselves if I let go. I imagined mom leaving. I'd waited for her to come back at first, even stood up to him over it. I'd imagined something horrible had happened to her and blamed myself for thinking it. Then I'd started to blame myself, dad, her, then blamed myself even more for blaming anyone else but me.

It was agony to have someone vanish. It was a self-indulgent delusion to think that any of these fantasies, however careful, would be any kinder to them.

So, I wiped a few freezing tears out of my eyes and started walking. A boy shouldn't have been crying to start with, of course, but that was his rule, so maybe it didn’t matter anymore.

* * *

The neighborhood felt different at night. Maybe I was different. The quiet and the dark lent it an air of eerie peace that helped me gather myself. I was barely sniffling by the time I reached their doorstep, careful not to so much as look down the street.

Nothing happened the first time I smashed my fist against the door. The second set brought light on in a nearby room, but no one came for what felt like an eternity.

Mrs. Brandt, dressed in a nightgown, cracked open the door, just as I resolved to try one last time. She was already starting to grumble as she looked through, before she saw me in the thin sliver of light and the storm clouds fled from her face, only to return a few seconds later as she started to wonder why I was there in what couldn't have been a good state at what had to be a late hour.

The door swung open, almost hitting me on the way and Mrs. Brandt practically dragged me inside, offering soft comforting little lies all the while. In what felt like an instant, I found myself sitting numbly at the dining room table, nursing an uncomfortably hot mug of cocoa as the sun broke over the horizon and Inessa's parents continued to fuss.

Mrs. Brandt told me—though I didn't think I'd shared anything about what happened—that I wouldn't be going back. Mr. Brandt told me not to think about the future, to rest and heal. He was there to listen. Mrs. Brandt—in contrast—was there to 'sort things out.'

I wondered if this made him right, at the end. I remembered his face in the moment he'd said that and decided that, while it probably wouldn’t last, I didn’t care if he was. I gave the Brandts a list of all the things I thought I wanted: my phone, my laptop, my jacket, a small tin containing a few birthday cards and mementos and, hidden at the bottom, a pair of earrings I hadn't been able to throw away.

At least, I told them that he hadn't actually hit me. I couldn't go back anymore, sure. But it was somehow absolutely important that they knew that there hadn't really been an escalation; that, even by accident, he hadn't actually crossed that line.

Inessa—completely unscathed from her battle—and her dad both offered to talk. Once I'd managed to make it clear that wasn't happening, Inessa and I ended up huddling on her couch, watching torrents of Starlight Princess Orion to distract both of us from our feelings. I didn't say much, but it was almost nice to listen to Inessa slip into the familiar rants about how much better the show would be if only Dark Prince Abyssos was a princess instead.

"You know," she said as the day was saved and everyone drifted into a happy ending once again, "I don't know what happened, but..." she took a deep breath, "I'm glad you found the strength to leave, C."

I wanted to object, to let her know that whatever strength I had had been spent coming back, not leaving. I had almost done what mom had done, one way or another. That wasn’t something to praise. But it wasn't worth it, so I grumbled something indistinct instead and rested my head on her shoulder.

"I mean, you're so strong and I know this is hard. So, umm, just know that we're here to help you make it through this. My folks, Ida, even Temperance and," she took a deep breath, "things will get better. Okay?"

I wondered about that. I couldn't imagine what better would be like, not really. Maybe, in time, things would scar over with dad. It felt wrong to hope for that, but a part of me refused to do otherwise. But what then? Did I have a goal? A passion? Was there anything better than silly little dreams and the selfish fear of hurting others to justify staying?

Inessa wrapped an arm around me and gently stroked my head. On the television, Princess Orion was already getting into another misadventure she'd be able to resolve perfectly within fifteen minutes or so. I wanted to punch the TV.

A part of me wanted to tell Inessa exactly how hollow all her optimism felt. It wasn't worth the energy.

Inessa had to leave in the afternoon; apparently Temperance had run into a lifeguard who had been turned into a Resinner and I could hardly have Inessa skip a fight for my sake. It was just as well. I'd finally grown nearly tired enough to sleep. If anything could help me rebuild my normal persona, it would be that.

* * *

I dreamed of soaring through the sky, of being selfish enough to shout, to drop all my problems at everyone else's feet and lay claim to all the strength and beauty I didn't deserve and wasn't allowed to want. In dreams, the night air was more than a silent offer; it was a constant companion, as reliable as my wolf. In dreams, I was not alone. In dreams, I could abandon past and future and just exist in one moment of adrenaline to the next.

I could steal Inessa's fire and throw it at Temperance for daring to put all these thoughts in my head about what I could never be, and for being all those things the right way.

I could break Ida's balance with jets of water for the affront of continuing to try until she made it. A bit of shattered glass wouldn't have broken her resolve. It wouldn't have happened to her, anyway. She was tough and strong and good, and all of her anxieties rang hollow to my bitter ears. And of course that wasn't true, and of course I wasn't allowed to even think such thoughts. But I was dreaming, and no one could blame you for being petty in a dream.

I could bury Inessa in a wave of disrupted earth for daring to have the courage to face herself; for being beautiful both inside and out when all I could manage, even in a dream, was a pitiful mockery of the latter. I could crush her here for having a family that wouldn't stop caring, that would accept a useless shell of a boy into their home just because he needed warmth.

Mostly, I tried to crush her for managing to be the kind of person who was able to keep loving me when I didn't deserve it.

Of course they fought back; they refused to bow to the dark. No matter how high above them silent wings bore me through the night, they still pulled me tumbling back to earth. The pain helped too.

Tonight, Avaritia didn't fight. Ey knew, though we couldn't talk, that I needed to fight alone, even if it broke me. So, I fought and sang until there was nothing in me left to scream and I pushed them to the brink. Only then did I let them rout me into my partner's comforting arms.

The battle was lost, but the night remained ours. I couldn't understand eir words, but Avaritia's grin as ey lead me through the dark told it had only just begun.

* * *

I woke up on the floor next to Inessa's couch, feeling almost well enough to be okay existing.

It was still dark outside, and not even Mr. Brandt was awake yet. Someone had left a bag of clothing, a laptop case and a smartphone on the couch. The phone was dead of course, and it seemed like he had forgotten to send a charger.

I stood and stifled a grunt of pain. Spending most of an afternoon and all night sleeping on a couch had left me achingly sore.

So, I dragged my body into a steaming hot shower and left feeling like a decent facsimile of a human being.

I hated the silence back home; the fact that it was better than the alternative only reminded me how much had changed. In Inessa's house, the silence felt peaceful, a welcome intermission in the noise of a vibrant everyday life. A house with that kind of silence didn't deserve me.

I looked at my things and thought, once more, of simply walking away. Of course, Inessa and her family might have blamed themselves if I did that. No, whatever little choice had ever been there had vanished the second I knocked on Inessa's door.

I fished out my laptop and spent a few mindless hours browsing the net, reading silly stories that could never be, and wishing the world could just pass me by.

Eventually Mr. Brandt rose to handle breakfast. He was unusually subdued, and I wasn't sure if he was doing his best to tiptoe around me or if the early mornings were simply a quiet time for him to ready himself for the day. Either way, Inessa was up soon after. Even managing to look like she'd lost a duel against Avaritia in her sleep, my childhood friend was hardly as serene a presence as her father.

"W-what happens next?" I asked after Inessa's mom stumbled to the breakfast table and secured her first coffee of the day.

"I mean," I added before anyone could respond. "I'm grateful. This is more than I deserve. But I can't just impose on you forever." Everything ached inside. And he hadn't hit me, and he'd looked sad when he'd realized what he'd done. He wasn't... Maybe something could still be saved there.

Inessa's parents looked at each other. "Charlie," Mrs. Brandt spoke first. "You aren't imposing on us. You're welcome here as long as you want."

I wanted to believe them. But they'd get sick of me sitting around uselessly sooner or later. I'd get sick of taking advantage of them just as quickly. It would be better for all of us if I didn't stay long enough for anything like that to happen.

"As for now," Once more, Inessa's parents looked to each other for confirmation, "You're 18," Mrs. Brandt confirmed. "No one’s going to make you go back."

"It's okay if you don't know what's happening. This would be a lot for anyone to go through," Mr. Brandt smoothly interjected. "Take a few days to settle. We're here whenever you feel ready to talk."

I smiled. If only it could be so easy.

* * *

I would probably have spent the day moping again, but, as many Resinners have discovered, Inessa Brandt is a force of nature. And she was convinced that 'getting some air would be good for us.'

And that meant that we soon ended up sitting in the park nursing paper cups full of hot coffee. The day was cold enough that no one else was there and it lent an air of familiarity to the strange new status quo.

"I came here on Friday, you know?" I laughed a little as we sat down.

"You did?" Inessa asked, confused.

"Before I decided that I would come back after all." Inessa sucked in a breath of air at that, and I winced. I hadn't meant it to carry any emotion at all, much less condemnation at her choice of venue.

"Do you want to go somewhere else?" she asked, fiddling awkwardly with her phone.

"Anywhere's fine," I tried to give her a reassuring smile. It probably didn't work. We huddled together and drank our coffee and said nothing and of everything we could have done, this wasn't so bad.

"C," Inessa asked eventually. "What would you have done if you didn't come to us when... whatever it was happened?"

"I don't know," I lied. "I guess I just couldn't think. I started moving and I couldn't stop and then, well," I glanced around at the park. It was hard to admit that being able to help look after Inessa and Temperance a week ago meant something to me.

Unfortunately, any such musings were cut off by a familiar greeting.

"C." Temperance's voice was unmistakable. I bit my lip. I wanted to be angry at her still, but mostly I simply didn't have the energy to care that she'd lied or to resolve things and make friends again.

I craned my head around to find her advancing on us, Ida steadfastly in tow.

"How are you?" Temperance asked.

I shrugged, "Hanging in there. You?"

Inessa must have set me up. It was just like her to meddle, to think that patching things up with friends would be the boost I needed to make it through the week after everything. I wanted to run; I didn't really have the energy for that either.

"I'm sorry," Temperance said, sounding legitimately apologetic for once in her life. "I," she froze. This was, perhaps, the third time I'd seen her be visibly uncertain of herself. "I couldn't tell you before you knew, and I wanted to help somehow to make amends and..."

I didn't need this. I couldn't handle this.

"It's fine," I said with a smile. "I'm sure you were trying to find the time to talk about being Gula and then one thing led to another and... no one else wanted to say it for you." Perhaps that was true for Temperance. I didn't know, but Inessa had all but admitted to simply forgetting. I didn't want to think about that, to remember everything else that tearing up my life beyond the abusive father.

Temperance sagged in relief. "Sorry," she said again. Then she paused and looked at me. Something like joy flashed across her face.

"I do like the earrings, though." She sounded pleased with that, as if she'd observed some strange fact that made any sense at all.

"Temperance, not today. I'm never going to wear—" I tugged my ears to demonstrate, only to find my fingers brushing against cold metal. "Thanks. I just" had no idea what was happening. "I needed the change." The park was shaking, and I was glad I was sitting or else I might have lost my balance and broken the illusion that I was remotely in control.

Inessa looked at me in confusion. Temperance seemed relieved to hear this, as if getting earrings would somehow change the fact that my dad was abusive after all and not just a drunk, as if that would change the fact that I'd taken the same way out mom had no matter how many times I swore I wouldn't.

No, I refused to feel giddy or excited or terrified or anything at all over sitting in a park wearing what I somehow knew was a pair of green apple studs.

"They're almost as bright as your eyes," Inessa noted, feigning comprehension. I found myself unable to breathe as we looked at each other and slowly realized what that meant. My eyes were not supposed to be green.

"C," Inessa's voice went from fake reassurance to very real worry. I thought of a green-haired girl in all the mirrors in my dreams. I tried not to hope. Even after all this, I wasn't allowed to hope it was real. "Do you have any idea what's going on?"

Lupin had picked out the earrings, specifically for me. Lupin had called me eir partner, eir 'bestie' overnight, right after Avaritia had failed to make me into an ally, right after my dreams had started.

They couldn't be real. They weren't allowed to be real. If they were real, I could be beautiful and strong enough to matter. If they were real, I had hurt my friends again and again because deep down I....

I envied them.

I envied them. And not in the passing way, I'd often admitted. Deeper than admiration or love or friendship, I envied them so much it hurt to be in their presence. We were all flawed, we all had our weaknesses. And yet, they were chosen to take the stage; to stand, to grow, to help others. Why did they get to be the kind of people who were worthy of becoming something more? Why did I have to remain this sad disgusting boy whose own father saw him for a worthless bug?

"I think," I said slowly, dragging out the inevitable. It was my choice. I could sense it now, another of the lies I'd told myself crumbling down around me. The power had always been there, growing, spreading, changing me inch by inch to make me everything I admired.

And yet... It wasn't real, not yet. It was enough to let me act in dreams, to twist my perception enough that I could lie to myself, to let me put up all the walls I needed to draw on its power; but my sin didn't own me. I could feel it inside me, and it was clear. There was no real point to sin if it wasn't something you chose. The little games it had let me play? The teasers, the tastes, they were just appetizers for what could be.

Inessa had called me half-formed. She wasn't wrong.

I could tell them, I realized. That was the right thing to do. I could refuse that dark little emotion at my core and let the saints exorcize me and clear the world of one Beast. I could go back and sleep on Inessa’s couch and burden the Brandts until they got sick of me and then go crawling back to dad. That's what a good person would have done.

And yet, I thought of the dreams, of how free I had felt being someone who wasn’t quite me. I thought about being the kind of thing that didn’t need to care if I didn't belong anywhere. I thought of the last time I'd been in this very park, how much I'd fantasized about the other choice. This was a fair compromise, wasn't it? It was still wrong, but they couldn't blame themselves for this.

All I had to do was avoid naming my sin, avoid claiming it, and it wouldn't be real.

"Oh," I rubbed the back of my head. "Umm," on reflection, telling your friends that you, an ordinary boy, happen to have been the evil monster masquerading as a clone of your lesbian childhood best friend was awkward for more reasons than the whole defying the moral order of the world and betraying everything they stand for part.

"I think I'm that mystery beast," I scratched the back of my head.

Temperance was the fastest to react, slipping back into a wary position, toying with a bracelet on her wrist. No doubt, she was ready to transform.

Ida was only slightly slower, positioning herself in front of the gaunt blue-haired girl, poised to buy time, to take the hits if I decided to, once again, attack the only people who cared about me in the world.

Inessa stepped toward me instead. "Are you sure?" She knew I was hanging by a thread. And yet, she alone didn't even think I might be dangerous.

I stood up and took a few steps away, prompting Ida and Temperance to tense, then spun to face the others.

"I am," I admitted. Now that I knew, I could feel envy on the tip of my tongue. The words were there; I had only to speak them to let the seed bloom.

"We can help you." Inessa didn't ask if I'd been in control, didn't ask if I'd chosen to make monsters, to fight against the Saints. It must have seemed impossible, that poor pathetic little C would do any of those things of his own initiative. In her world, I would always be a victim.

"Let us bring you to Michael. We'll figure it out and keep you safe. I promise, we'll protect you C." I think I might have let her; if she had judged me a little, if she had looked and seen a person who wanted so badly to fall. But no, even now she was only talking to the phantom of a better friend.

Inessa never doubted me, never thought she might need to listen, never saw me as something that might not want to be protected the way I'd once offered to protect her. To her, I would always be nice, safe C: a brother, a font of moral support, a bystander. She couldn't see the part of me that needed those dreams.

"I don't need protection," I said, and in saying so edged ever so much closer to making it true. "I don't deserve compassion, either. Deep down, all I've ever been, all I'll ever be, is the jealous bat watching from the rafters, too scared to step into the light of day.”

My heart threatened to burst in my chest. I could feel something begin to crack inside. Roots spread through my chest, supping on me and offering succor in return.

“But that jealousy is my strength. It gives me something to want, something to need when nothing else would keep me going."

I spun in place, finding myself laughing freely. If only I'd known how good it felt to let go, to name the things you weren't allowed to feel.

Then I took a step toward Inessa and, gently as I could, shoved her away from me. "It's enough to let me pretend to be as strong and as beautiful as any of you."

I smiled at her and took a great weight off my chest. "It calls for me, and I don't want you to save me. You can't save me from my envy, from Invidia."

Something inside me writhed in joy and I found I somehow knew exactly what came next. I raised one hand and dragged it across my face. "Verdant winds of Invidia, change me!"

For one moment, I seemed to stand in a hall of envy's mirrors reflecting every inadequacy: too tall and clumsy, too ugly, too weak, too unlovable, too unmotivated. C couldn't change; couldn't be anything anyone would want to be, anyone anyone would really want to have. But envy would turn each inadequacy into a font of strength.

So what if I was too big and clumsy? I could just imitate Ida's grace. I could borrow Temperance's stature and poise. So what if I was weak? I could mimic Inessa's power and beauty. So what if I was pathetic; I could steal the bearing of a Saint.

Miasma wrapped around me, buffeting me as it scoured away everything unneeded, everything of Charleton, in favor of something softer and smaller and prettier and perfect.

And then it condensed into soft fabric. My hands, stretched toward Inessa in welcome, found themselves covered in long black gloves. A skirt, black with green highlights snaked down my legs, copying the exact style the Saints wore. Envy could do nothing less. I toyed with the bow on my chest and tried not to pay attention to the fact that I actually had a chest and then nearly lost my balance as the last of the dark condensed into a pair of dark wings on my back.

The Saints had little feathery things, more ornament than not. Mine, flared out as the transformation left them, were a thing of another caliber entirely. These were mine. The mark of envy's beast. No matter how much the Saints outshone the sun, I would reflect their light and rule the night.

I smiled at them, tongue flicking across one of my fangs.

"With a jealous scream to shatter the night, Invidia Bat has arrived!" I let my hand fall to my side, dipping low into a curtsy.

"Nice to meet you."

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Invidia Bat has finally revealed herself and Inessa finds herself wavering in her convictions, uncertain how she should handle these shocking revelations about her oldest friend. Unsure how best to help, Ida invites Inessa to visit a local aquarium and distract herself from everything. But, before the Saints can have a heart to heart, a terrifying figure appears in front of everyone!

Tune in for...


Episode 22: Is that a Ghost? The Mystery of the Haunted Aquarium!

For a while, all was still. The Saints stood there, in varying degrees of readiness to fight. I held my pose long enough that it started to feel awkward, then stepped back with one foot and fell into a loose fighting stance, wings flared behind me, claws ready to strike. 

I had wings! I had claws! I was vaguely sure that I could scream and do something vaguely dangerous and probably bat themed! I had boobs! I wasn't quite sure why I'd done that last one to myself, but it felt all nice and thematic to sink into the dark mirror, so I couldn't be too upset about it.

And yet, I wasn't supposed to be happy. Dad was...

I'd betrayed Inessa and company. Minutes ago, I had lingered deep in the kind of chronic misery that casts a gray fog over life and makes feeling anything at all seem so tiresome. And yet, here I was giggling evilly, unable to get over how light my body felt. I was the worst; but that admission did nothing to bring me down. The feeling probably wouldn’t last. 

"Do we have to fight?" Inessa's voice trembled. She needed this to be fake, needed to prop up the good boy image of C she'd built in her head. "Can't we just talk this out? We'll help you C, you don't need this, even if you want to change yourself! Just, let us in?"

"What does changing into a girl have to do with anything?" I asked, then shook my head. Correcting whatever mistaken impressions my former friends had about that aspect of things wasn't important here. "I've told you, Inessa, that dear little C isn't such a nice person. He—I didn't do this because I had a bad dad and no one saved me. I wasn't born in the wrong body or anything sympathetic like that. What I was, was pathetic, too weak to let myself want, too weak to grow or change with those around me and too weak to find peace with my place as a background character."

Inessa reached out wordlessly to take my hand. Reflexively, I batted hers away, leaving a thin line of red on the offending appendage. I forced myself to stare silently for a moment. If I let myself speak, I would probably have apologized, or at least admitted it had been an accident. Instead, I laughed.

"At the end of the day, I'd rather be a villain on stage than a good person in the audience. I mean, look at me! I’m ruining my life right now, burning every bridge I can and I’m happier than I'd have ever been with your help; happier than I'd be if dad was a good person or nothing was wrong with me in the first place. I don't deserve your kindness. I don't want your pity."

Temperance's eyebrow twitched as she stared at me. From the impassive girl, that might as well have been a scream. It wasn't her fault. She'd tried hard to help me; she just had it all wrong from the start. I wasn't the kind of person kindness and sympathy would reach. 

Inessa—Inesa's tears drove a dagger through all this newfound euphoria. I looked instead to Ida. She should have been safer, distant enough to react appropriately. And yet, she too looked more hurt than angry. 

I stood there awkwardly for a few moments, trying to decide how to finish this conversation. The Saints seemed in no rush to attack, and, okay, sure, I'd declared myself their enemy and I was absolutely going to fight them. I could sense my newfound power driving me to charge into the fray. My sprout demanded it be watered in sin and I could sense intuitively how much denying it precious nutrients would hurt me. 

I could and would fight.

The seconds dragged on, an awkward detente waiting for someone to give the signal for them to transform. And yet, there were three of them. And, on review, I barely had any idea how to use my powers. Besides, Inessa mostly just won, and okay, sure I was a new me, but I was still me inside the lies and... Just because I'd decided to betray everything I admired just to shine for a moment didn't mean I had to go full tilt from the get-go. No, I had to ready my heart and rendezvous with my allies. 

The silence dragged and dragged. I... I couldn't just walk away awkwardly after that whole speech and the Saints weren't exactly going to turn around and leave even though none of them seemed to know what to say. Avaritia would have coolly vanished into the void and, okay, I felt like I could probably do that too. But what if I messed it up?! I’d never live that down! 

Finally, when I could take it no more, I jumped with every ounce of power I could muster, and only half-accidentally caught myself on a lamppost overlooking the group. With another shove, I was higher yet. My wings snapped open, and I hung there for a moment before veering toward a storefront across the street from the park. Again, I managed to spin and kick myself up before I hit it face first. Finally, I managed to perch, mostly intentionally, on the store’s roof, looking down at the group.

"T-This time I'll let you go Saints! But next time we meet, I won't be so nice!"

And then I was away, leaping through the air, reveling in how fast and strong this new body was, how the awkwardness of those first jumps gave way to grace as I let Ida’s stolen agility guide my feet. 

I... didn't know where to go. I knew I should probably do something evil or something. I could feel the sin soaking through my bones. I knew, somehow, that I needed to embody my sin and to serve the cause if I wanted to keep these blessings; but I had no idea how that worked, and I couldn't just go to the Forest and ask for help when he was there.

"Oh no," I muttered quietly as I came to a stop in someone's small rooftop garden, "I can't go to school like this!" This was terrible! I'd already missed so much from monsters and then, sure, tomorrow was a holiday, but how was I supposed to be there on Tuesday?! What if my grades dropped? M-maybe no one would notice. No one had noticed Lupin was Avaritia and the giant bat wings could maybe pass as costume accessories if I deluded myself hard enough. Sure, I was a lot shorter and also looked nothing like I had an hour ago, but maybe a big hoodie would work if Inessa didn't just incinerate me the second she saw the wings...

No, I could do this! It would be hellishly awkward to walk back into class after that dramatic exit, but my grades depended on it. I just had to detransform; the knowledge was there as easily as I'd known to blossom into my new self in the first place. I could go back to being that miserable, ugly, useless boy for a bit. Then I could go home and...

But I couldn't really go home, could I? I stumbled on my way to the next ledge—barely avoiding a carefully arrayed trellis—and came to a panting stop instead. Right, dad had done that. I couldn't go back. Inessa's family would... I couldn't go back there either. No, I’d known from the second I made my choice that there would be no going back to school. And yet, I didn’t actually have anything to do instead. 

Surprisingly, turning into a magical bat girl had not actually solved any of my problems.

I sat on the roof’s ledge, slowing my breathing and running a hand across the pleats in my skirt. Something about that soothed.

First things first, it was agony to contemplate, but I could barely think straight with all the power and beauty and sheer freedom of being Invidia. C could walk around town without problems and, hopefully, find actual food and shelter. C could parse all things he'd done to destroy his life without all the everything distracting him too much from that. Everyone else could detransform, so that option had to exist for me too. 

I took a deep breath and set about trying to be C again.

Invidia's seed had taken root inside of me and bore a beautiful fruit. That was me now and if I kept saying it, I might even forget how much of it was just imitation. This was all a mask, and I knew, in the same way I knew how to work my new wings, that I could take it off and bottle up all that miasma inside of me until it was needed. The power responded to my desires, to my vices and my needs. 

I sat on the rooftop, slowing my breathing and focusing. I needed to go back to being that waste of space, to lock all my stolen beauty into the faintest glimmer of a want in the deepest reaches of my heart.

I opened my eyes and surveyed my work. My chest still had an aesthetically pleasing curve. My skirt still swished distractedly when I hopped to my feet. I was still wrapped in a pair of warm wings.

Well, it wasn't like anyone would want to stop being this magnificent and go back to being a... wait. I assumed I was beautiful. I'd copied the Saints, and they were great looking. But what if I was hideous? No, that would defeat the entire point. I just... I wanted to see my face.

"Watcha doing?" a familiar voice called cheerfully to me from behind. 

I jumped and, mostly accidentally, clubbed the interloper with one wing as I spun around to face em. "N-not so loud!"

Avaritia Wolf stood behind me, aggrievedly rubbing eir ear. Ey tilted eir head to the side, appraising. Then ey gave me a thumbs up.

"Looking good, Invidia." The name sounded like welcome on Avaritia's lips.

"I do?" I asked hesitantly.

Ey nodded. "The wings and the ears are a great addition to the look! Way more distinctively you this way."

I blushed, "D-do you have a mirror? I, umm," I couldn't really admit that the need to make sure my face looked sufficiently magical girlish had completely distracted me from all my existential dread, could I? I was a guy! Sure, I was a magical girl right now, but, "I was, uh, trying to change back into my boy mode and I wasn't having much luck, so I was thinking maybe if I could see what I looked like now, that would help me, umm..."

I didn't need to ask how Avaritia had found me. Eir presence, now that I thought to feel for it, practically filled the space next to me. It wasn't a noise, but I couldn't perceive it as anything but a percussive clash of metal on metal, ringing brightly and clearly, spreading and enveloping everything around it. My own sound was a pitiful whistle by comparison.

"Right, you gotta get back to your dad so you have to hide things," for some reason Avaritia didn't sound very happy about that.

"Umm, we, uh, had a little fight on Friday. Anyway, I'm not going back there for a bit, so, uh, mostly I just need to attend classes, you know."

Avaritia, somehow, didn't seem comforted by that fact.

"So, just Inessa and her crowd then," ey noted.

"They, umm, may have seen me turn into this..." I laughed awkwardly, "I, umm, was staying with Inessa so, uh..."

Avaritia grinned, "Wow! Showing off right in front of your natural enemy and her best friends!" She pretended to nod sagely. "Kids these days have a lot of gumption!"

"It's..." I didn't know what to say. Inessa had been everything to me, my only real tie to the world for so long, and now that was... what? Did I resent her? Obviously. She was everything I'd ever wanted to be, an idol I couldn't hope to match. She was simply better than me on every level, and I was... an object in her story, a nice little NPC to hand out advice every now and then with no real chance to even join the party, a useless bystander she could look good saving. Had I really mattered as much to her as she had to me, or was it just pity on a poor pathetic kid with a broken family? 

"Sorry," Avaritia grimaced, "that's probably not a fun thing for you. Annnyyywaaay, we can totally get you a room in the Abyssal Forest! And then we can go shopping and get you all the girl things you haven't been allowed to have to fill it up!"

I shuddered at that. Could I live in a room permeated with the memory of that cinnamon and copper incense? Maybe it would be different. Between the two men, my dad seemed to have turned out worse so far. I’d survived with him my whole life, hadn’t I? 

"Well?"

"Thanks," I said awkwardly as Avaritia's confident smile "But right now I just need to go back to normal. I can't wander around town with bat wings, can I?"

Ey glanced me over. "Right! Mirror. Here, will this work?" I couldn't tell from where, but ey managed to produce an intricately detailed compact.

I held it for a moment, nervous. What if I looked strange? What if I was hideous? I shook my head and popped open the compact. I popped it open and held it out in front of me. The mirror was curved to magnify my features, so it was hard to see, but...

"I'm..." I stared at the girl reflected there deeply. Her hair was tied back into a long ponytail that fell to the small of her back. It, and her eyes, shared a swamp green color that matched the ribbons decorating her top and the trim on her skirt. Inessa's face had always been adorable, with a button nose and wide innocent-looking eyes, but it was so much nicer now that I wore it, for all I seemed to have lost her freckles. A pair of bat ears stuck out the side of her head, but the overall effect was more cute than menacing. She was smiling uncontrollably for some reason, and I could see that she'd gained a pair of adorable little fangs where her canines had once been.

"I look like a real magical girl," I said at last.

"You are a real magical girl," Avaritia corrected, ruffling my hair. I blushed, then blinked back tears. Something about hearing that, as half a truth as it was, hit hard. 

"A-anyway, I need to go back to C mode!" I closed my eyes and tried to focus; but all I saw inside my head was the new me.

"You know," my partner said, adopting a far too casual tone. "It's not like you need to go back to being him. You could just... stay a girl and go human. It's not like you're actually turning back. You're just... hiding in a human shell for a bit. Wouldn't you prefer," Avaritia's voice sounded like temptation itself, "to just stay like this without the wings."

It was almost too easy to picture it; a green-haired girl who could have been Inessa's cuter twin. She was pretty and normal and her parents probably didn't hate her, even if they had thoughts about the hair dye. She didn't hate herself or the world or feel so desperate to reject her whole life that she'd sell her soul. It would be easy, to pull the power in, to let myself be her. Except she wasn't a magical girl; she wasn't the object of my jealousy. It would be pointless to stay a girl without that, wouldn't it?

"There's no real point to it? I need to stay as Charlie to go to class and it’s not like she’d have any identity," I offered lamely.

"Wow, you got that quick," Avaritia responded.

"I what?"

"Going back to a normal person!" Ey clarified brightly, "one second full vampire bat and the next, poof, cute schoolgirl!"

I absently adjusted my sleeves, then did a quick double-take as I realized I had traded in my uniform for a jacket and jeans again, but they were suddenly far too big for me. The sleeve practically covered my hands, and my jacket threatened to slip off one shoulder.

"W-what!?"

"Awwww," Avaritia smiled toothily. "It's not super obvious when you're all batty because the wings really add a lot of size, and you were all smokey and shifty before, so it was hard to tell, but you're tiny!"

Lupin stepped toward me, and I realized ey was right; I was used to people being my size at most or mostly shorter and now ey loomed over me. It was intimidating in an oddly pleasant way. Well, who'd like being so pointlessly big? Tripping over things, taking up space, everyone expecting you to be strong and tough because you're tall and broad shouldered and why was Avaritia so close!?

I backed away nervously, "A-Ava-Avaritia?"

Ey shook eir head, and gently traced a finger along the line of my jaw, "I mean literally anyone could have seen this coming, but wow you came out adorable."

I couldn't think, couldn't process. I retreated, practically standing at the edge of the building.

"S-shouldn't we be getting to class?" I managed.

Avaritia shook her head. "No, no. Ignoring that it's Sunday and setting aside the fact it's really obvious you can't just walk into school until we get some kind of new identity set up, your line isn't that; it's 'my what big teeth you have'!"

I hesitated. Of course I was being dumb. I couldn't just walk into school as a girl no matter how that would feel, and I couldn't go back there as C either. My problems hadn't gone away. They were worse. I was a monster, and I should have been angry and dead inside. I'd been all those things an hour ago.

Avaritia allowed eir tongue to trace a circle around eir lips, eir tail swishing furiously. Ey presented a lot more masculine as Avaritia than Lupin. The chaos and whimsy and aggressive energy didn't change, but ey traded in the skirts and tight shirts for an outfit that mixed frills with more casual boyish elements; shorts instead of a skirt. Avaritia was gorgeous either way, of course. But this amplified eir impishness and...

"My," I started, stammering furiously as I tried to get the line out. Ey was cool and powerful and dangerous and, while I still didn't know much about the deal I could feel I'd accepted, ey truly seemed to believe in the cause and somehow, ey wanted me, of all people, to stand at eir side.

"What big..." I trailed off suggestively, or did my best attempt to do so. Why me? I was, well, I was pretty good looking now too, for once in my life. So it made sense. Who wouldn't like the face I'd stolen from Inessa? I guess it made perfect sense from that perspective that Avaritia would start flirting with me. Ey and Castitas definitely had a whole tension thing going and...

I reached out toward Lupin and flicked em on the nose, "a big bad dog! Down!"

Ey stared at me, looking a little chagrined but mostly baffled for several long seconds before ey started to giggle. The laughter overtook them and ey doubled over, hands pressed against eir knees to keep eir balance. 

"Sorry," ey managed, struggling to catch eir breath. "I shouldn't have come on so strong so fast when you're still all euphoric and confused and everything, you were just even more adorable this way and the look on your face when I started messing with you and...." whatever else ey said was garbled by another wave of laughter.

I tried to resist but found myself joining in after a few seconds. We probably would have stayed there for a long time drunk on the moment, but the sound of loud footsteps and someone tinkering with the rooftop door drove Avaritia to cut a panicked gap into the void and drag me through that terrifying non-space.

Except, even that wasn't so bad anymore. Perhaps I wasn't as miserable going in, or something about me had changed in ways that let me resist the nothingness of it all. Either way, I barely felt dizzy when we landed in the baroque halls of the Abyss.

And the pillars and dark light didn't feel the least bit intimidating, either. If anything, it felt as welcoming and warm like the cocoa Mr. Brandt had made for me on Tuesday morning.

Avaritia glanced at me, biting eir lower lip to hold back laughter. I looked back, holding eir gaze as best I could before we both dissolved into helpless giggles again.

"So," I wiped a tear out of my eye as the storm abated, "what have I actually signed up for, anyway? I was... I couldn't really process much before, like I thought all of the Invidia stuff was just a strange dream I kept having and... Why do you just hand out power like this to..."

I needed this power, to be someone, to lash out at the world.

"People need it," Avaritia said, trading humor for an undercurrent of passion, "the light, living a good modest hard-working life where you never get angry, never depend so much on pride to keep you going that you abandon everything else isn't wrong? It's like I said at the mall, I don't hate the Saints, but it's not wrong to feel something. Murder, sure, that's bad. Theft, okay, I'm for it, but that's fine to judge. But, feelings? Rejecting them just lets them eat away at you until there’s nothing left."

Lupin began walking, gesturing for me to follow. "Like, take you. You tried hard to be a good boy, but that obviously wasn't going to work for you. Envy was the mirror you needed to be yourself and like, I've only been around you for a few minutes and you're actually smiling now instead of making those sad little fake smiles, so people think you're okay and that’s despite having what sounds like an objectively horrific weekend."

I hesitated. I didn't think I'd done anything noble or valuable honestly. A better person would have kept living their life. Instead, I'd betrayed everyone for my own selfish need to be special. But, well, it was tempting to find deeper meaning in the decision I'd made. Even so, I should have gone back. I should have let Inessa and the others help me, and it was only a fit of pique that had stopped me.

"It's less the philosophical defense of sin and more the whole, umm, turning people into monsters and making them rampage thing. That still seems bad." I clarified.

Lupin nodded. "Right, people are repressed. They hold themselves back, bundling everything in deeper and deeper and live like zombies. The powerful do whatever they want and call it justice, while normal people fear doing something 'immoral' and breaking the dumb rules someone in charge set up to try and make people think like him."

Ey shook eir head, as if to reject the world they described. 

"The Abyssal Seeds feed on these buried emotions and let people face the things they're hiding, and feeding sin like that can make it stronger and we can do it better and better and then we can grab enough power to build a world beyond all that hypocrisy, topple every moralistic authority figure that wants to control things and build a world where people can finally claim the tools to help themselves without any of those walls in the way."

I hesitated. There was something tempting about Avaritia's words, but it was hard to see eir revolution coming from eir actions. It was harder still to see myself playing any part in such a grand endeavor at all. I'd envied the beautiful guardians of justice for their agency, their ability to simply be and do everything and stand for justice in high heels and skirts without any need for shame or fear. It was hard to find much moral in such naked desire for power that I'd literally stolen Inessa's face.

Avaritia pushed away from the pillar and approached me. "You get it, right partner?"

It was hard to meet eir gaze. "I-I guess, I just don't want anyone to get hurt."

Ey smiled, "Well! That's where you come in, right?"

"I, what?" I responded intelligently.

"Well," ey offered, "if you're there fighting, you can help make sure civilians don't get hurt and if we start winning more, we can harvest more energy and finish revolutionizing both our worlds even faster!"

"I guess...." in a way ey was very much Inessa's mirror, someone with enough faith and beauty to assert eir truths against the world. It was enough to make me faintly jealous, but that was something of the point of me, wasn’t it? 

"I'm selfish," Avaritia added sadly. "I'm pretty awesome I mean, but, well, at the end of the day, party line aside, I'm not doing this for the world. I'm doing it because I think there are people like you, like Gula, like me who need it right now and, like, ultimately, I'd let the world burn if my important people get to be happy."

"I, uh, yours?"

"Well, obviously. I mean, the seduction is a work in progress, but you're adorable and we'll get there." I wasn’t sure how to parse that humor. Was that just how people talked to cute girls? Coming from Lupin, it wasn’t unwelcome, but I wasn’t sure I could handle the teasing. "The point being I need you. You're the type to think about people around you, just like Gula was. I'm jumpy and fast and have all the great instincts to win, but I'm not a detail kind of wolf! You're just what I need; a partner who can handle the small things because she's a genuinely caring girl who really wants to do the right thing."

And it was true. Avaritia wanted me. It was hard to believe, but I could feel eir sin, the absolute magnetic pull of eir greed, wrapping around me and sinking in its teeth in without any intention of ever letting go. It was impossible to deny ey meant some of what ey were saying.

"That's not fair," I muttered. How could I say no to being needed? Not as some vague presence or moral support or advice that never really amounted to much, but as a partner in crime?

"Of course not, I'm a greedy greedy wolf. So, now that you've bloomed for real, partners?"

I shouldn't have; I really shouldn't. But being valued for my power, even if it was just a twisted stolen reflection of Inessa's light, was more than I could take.

"Okay, partner," the words burned in my mouth with an almost chemical acidic sweetness. They were a poison I’d devour gladly every time. 

Ey pulled me into a tight hug, then hopped away and spun dramatically, dipping into a bow at the end.

"Well partner, I'm Avaritia Wolf, any pronouns still, but I am liking the Spivak thing more and more. Nice to meet you."

I grinned stupidly and offered a curtsy in return, "Invidia Bat and, umm, he/him, I guess. It's not like I have a choice about it though."

Avaritia stared at me in stunned silence for several seconds before slowly burying their face in eir hands. When ey spoke, ey sounded as if I had punched em in the nose. "What?"

I shrugged. "Well, you know, I look like this, but that's just because I'm copying Inessa and the others. I wouldn't want to, I dunno, appropriate transgender identity or anything."

"That's... no, no, let's just..." Avaritia stared at me intensely for what felt like hours. "Okay, Invidia! You copied Inessa's face, right?"

I nodded; where were ey going with this?

"So, obviously, well, being a beacon of envy, it's only right to steal her pronouns too! It's a way of feeding your sin, right?"

“That makes sense," I admitted, tempted. "But I wouldn't want to pretend to be something I'm not.” That wasn’t true. My entire existence was one game of pretend. And yet, somehow, claiming those words felt like a step past what I was allowed. 

"Well," Avaritia continued, gaining confidence, "if you look like that and go by he/him, people will think you're a trans guy and we can all agree that that's never going to be an appropriate label for you. So really, you'd only be appropriating a trans identity if you tried that."

"I guess," I said reluctantly, "I can use she/her for the moment."

"You're as bad at this as Superbia," ey said with a feeling of fond exasperation. 

I froze at that name. Avaritia flinched at my reaction.

"What do we do about him?" I couldn't face him, to face someone who was so much like dad in so many little ways aside from the ones where they'd both messed me up. I had nowhere else to go. I had no one else who could take me in as Invidia besides Avaritia. And what if I left? Would he blame em for failing to recruit me?

I looked into Avaritia's nervous eyes and imitated every bit of the confidence that had suddenly deserted me. "I guess we need to talk to him, then?"

Grinning, Avaritia took my hand and dragged me toward the throne room I'd visited last time. I would have wondered if he would even be there, being as there would be little reason to pose dramatically in a throne room with no one around, but I could sense Superbia inside, it was impossible to escape his presence entirely of course, a single bright clear note of incredible domineering authority that easily drowned mine and Avaritia's sounds.

Without waiting or giving me a week or two to prepare for this reunion, Avaritia boldly kicked open the doors and dragged me inside.

"Hiya boss," ey said with a confidence I couldn't understand. Superbia demanded respect and would crush us for failing to deliver. He was sitting in his chair talking quietly to a reedy figure in a gray robe that left literally everything about its occupant to the imagination.

"What is the meaning of this interruption?" Superbia demanded, even as his eyes focused on me despite my efforts to hide behind Avaritia. He snorted.

"Ah," the robed figure said. "So, the fourth has finally awoken. With your leave, we can discuss the fruit later." Their voice had a lyrical tilt to it, and a strange indescribable quality that felt oddly familiar. Where Superbia made a constant show of authority, the cloaked person managed to sound like they were above everything despite miming deference.

Superbia waved a hand and, without a word to either Avaritia or me, the cloak collapsed in on itself, vanishing like it had never been there.

Avaritia wasted no time in dropping to one knee. Awkwardly, I followed. His scent was in the air. His voice was here and somehow all the worse for existing outside my memories. And yet, his raw presence dwarfed even that in a way that made me marvel at how blind I'd been to think I could ever escape him.

It was easier to kneel. It was easier to avoid looking at him, to avoid letting him see my expression. I knew that if I let myself growl or lunge at him or run or faint or anything I would rather do than have this conversation that I, and probably Avaritia, would die.

So I waited in silence as Superbia examined me.

"This," he said at length with the air of a manager trying to figure out how exactly his employees had done something profoundly incomprehensible, "Is not at all what I was expecting. Explain yourself Avaritia."

"Her sin," Avaritia grinned, "Is envy. She envies the Saints so much for their might, their heroism, their everything, that her power turned her into their mirror when she awoke. She's been changing for weeks now as she's been half-formed, and her awakening catalyzed the transformation."

"I... see," Superbia said, in the tone of someone who was pretending to understand the plot. "So, this is Charleton after all. Not quite the protegee I was anticipating."

"My name," I found myself saying, wondering why I had to say it when the words might mean my end, or at least all sorts of agony, "Is Invidia Bat."

Neither spoke for a moment, and I worried that even the oblique defiance would be too much for Superbia to tolerate.

Finally, he chuckled, "Perhaps it has some potential after all. Well, Invidia, can you speak for yourself, or are you going to cower behind my wolf all day?"

"I..." I didn't know what to say. I had to humor him; I would never tell him about that strange fluttering joy that his manipulations had ultimately led me to; he didn't get to own any of that. Instead, I kept my tone level and my words bland. "I am just glad for the opportunity to embrace my sins." 

Superbia nodded. "Avaritia will answer your questions about the Forest. Leave us for now." There was a hint of annoyance in his tone as he waved me away so that he could speak more with Avaritia. I bristled, but left as quickly as propriety would allow. After all, the disgust was mutual

* * *

My feet dragged me through the labyrinth that was the Abyssal Forest. The way Superbia called me an “it” had sent me spiraling down to earth. What was I doing? Why on Earth had I thought that this was a possibility at all? Was this what I'd betrayed Inessa for, why I'd stolen her face and pretended that I could almost believe it was mine?

I was wrong and sick and broken. I'd traded my soul for what? A chance to get the monster of the week plot from the other side of things before Inessa burned me to ash like I deserved?

Somehow, I found myself standing in front of an open door. The nearly empty room inside was familiar; with a four-poster bed and not much else. This was where I'd been held the last time I'd been kidnapped, the time when my friends—my former friends—had risked their lives to save me so I could do what? Give in and come back on my own.

At least now they wouldn't waste the effort. And sure, this way I wouldn't be a strain on Inessa's family, I wouldn't contaminate them this way. But how would they react? They'd taken me in when I had nowhere else to go but there or...

They'd done that and I'd run away like this. Inessa could hardly tell them I was evil now, so they'd be sick with worry. I'd done that to them. I'd burned every bridge except for the lonely wolf desperate enough to settle for me as eir partner and I'd probably ruin that too in this whole whatever it was.

I laughed once. At least, I wouldn't have to worry about messing things up with Superbia. There was one bridge I wouldn't regret burning. "It" he'd called me. That's what I was now. A monster wearing a thin Inessa-shaped mask. Invidia’s seed hadn't changed me, not for real. Envy would never change me, lest the face in the mirror become something other than a symbol of the things I would never truly own. 

Avaritia found me pressed up into a corner of the room, hugging a pillow to death. I glanced up as ey sat down on the floor a few feet away from me and proceeded to file eir nails.

"Hey," ey said. "Sorry about Superbia. Want to," ey hesitated momentarily. "If you need to leave or go, that's..."

"I think I've thrown every other option away," I admitted at length between the sniffling.

Some of the tension fled Avaritia's spine. But eir voice stayed just as worried. "You shouldn't stay just for that."

I hesitated. Every instinct screamed at me to say something nice about why I was really here or find something to reassure em. Ey’d chosen me after everything. That deserved more than admitting I had no other options left. And yet, dad had still done what he’d done. I'd still stabbed Inessa, Temperance and Ida in the back. I didn’t have many choices left. 

"I don't know if I believe in any of this." I said eventually, "I just had to embrace sin; not for any big good reason; I just needed to pretend I could change or I’d have just fallen apart and drifted away. And I can't go back, so..."

And there it was. The truth, the simple fact that I wasn't a good person; I wasn't here to do the right thing. I’d set one foot in front of the other and this ended up happening. And now Avaritia could acknowledge that I would never be the partner ey needed, and I could end up as alone as I deserved.

"Invidia," Avaritia said seriously, "can I hug you?"

I muttered something confused and almost wordlike that somehow managed to sound enough like a yes that Avaritia scooched over and gently wrapped an arm around me, pushing my head onto eir shoulder. I didn't protest.

"It doesn't matter, you know? There's no point in making a space for sin if we're only making a space for people who want to stand for it. You're here because you needed your vices, because no amount of trying to be the right kind of person would break you out of that cage they'd stuck you in. Something had to give, and that's why you belong here, partner."

Ey froze for a moment and eir voice was much less soothing as they hastily tried to clarify. "Umm, not that... If you're having second thoughts about the way we've been teaming up and all, that's okay. I know you're close to them and I don't want to force you to fight anyone or anything, but just, umm, you're my partner like in a more abstract way that's umm, well not like that, either, but..."

Despite myself, I giggled.

"If," I hesitated. My sin wanted me to fight the Saints. Avaritia's kindness was far too heavy to go without giving something back. "If you can make sure I don't have to work with Superbia too much." 

Once again, I'd been given some chance to walk it a little back, to go tell the Saints that actually the whole transformation and big speech had totally been brainwashing and I was fixed now so could they help me get rid of the amazing wings and the vastly improved face. 

"I'm in."

* * *

Avaritia brought me a new phone and a new laptop that evening, along with some of the worst takeout pizza I'd ever had. Ey was gentle, careful not to push, to let me get my feet under me and all too happy to run interference between me and Superbia, for all ey seemed oddly defensive of the horrible old man. 

And there wasn’t anything much to do besides adjusting to my powers and exploring the strange foreboding place in which I now seemed to live. The castle was empty save for Avaritia, me, and Superbia Dragon. Even the cloaked figure that had been with Superbia when we first arrived was nowhere to be seen. It was a strange liminal place, a hodgepodge of cultural artifacts that somehow got cell phone reception despite being in another dimension. Finding your way around was more an art than a science and my initial wanderings frequently ended in Avaritia escorting me back to my room once ey got worried at how long I'd been missing.

Besides wandering through my new home, the next few days dissolved into anxious waiting. Avaritia took the initiative to talk to Superbia on my behalf, and while I hated the loss of agency, it wasn't hard to see that neither of us wanted to have anything to do with the other. Besides, Superbia wasn't a big 'taking suggestions' or 'listening to other people' type of leader either as far as I could tell. So, I doubt I really missed much hiding in my room.

Not, of course, that I wasn't busy. Avaritia suspected others with the potential to become Abyssal Beasts might lurk in our school, so, while Mr. Noir had abandoned the location after finding me, ey wanted me to infiltrate. And that meant, Avaritia informed me, I would need to pass as a normal girl. And that meant practice. 

And that brought us to the present moment: the first of what Avaritia insisted was going to be a series of shopping trips to help me rebuild an appropriate wardrobe for a girl my age. I couldn't pretend to be a real girl if I couldn't look the part and obviously, I needed practice at pretending to be her in public. The mall had reopened, and Avaritia had insisted we return. 

That should have been fine, except practicing being a girl meant going out in public as a girl. And, much like my animal inspiration, I really had no business whatsoever being around people or loud noises or out in daylight where anyone could see the fake and realize what a fraud she was and then they could...

"It'll be fine," Avaritia said with a confidence I couldn’t force myself to trust. 

"I'm not," I muttered, trying to compact my body as much as possible in the vain hope of reducing my visibility.

"Anyway," ey ignored my panic, "Before we get going, you really should pick a new name."

"Invidia!" I snapped back easily. I'd thrown away everything for that title. I could think of nothing else.

Avaritia sighed, then shook eir head. "No, no, like, of course, your real identity is Invidia. But if you're going to sneak into school and 'pretend' to be a girl, you can't exactly go around telling the Saints who you are, can you?"

Ey had a point; that would be ruinously awkward among other things. "Just pick something; whatever works," I shrugged. It wouldn't be my name.

Avaritia gave me a look. "Nope! You have to do it. It's your name, after all."

Actually, it was a fake name. But Avaritia was immovable on the oddest issues. I tried to imagine her; the girl I'd pretend to be. She was cute, of course. I'd stolen Inessa's face and people had to like her for that. But she couldn't talk about her family; she couldn't know much about girly things or anything like that. She was a little shy, a little nervous around people. She liked bats, I decided somewhat arbitrarily. That was only reasonable. Bats, as a dozen odd YouTube videos had shown me, were clever and awesome and adorable. They were basically nocturnal sky puppies.

"Umm," I knew what name I wanted, but I couldn't say it.

"Oh come on, out with it!" Avaritia grinned as ey pulled me toward the mall. "I named myself Lupin. You can hardly do worse than that."

That was fair—not that Lupin wasn't a great name—but even I could admit it was almost as on the nose as Temperance. On the other hand, matching wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

I stuttered the first few times I tried to say it, an endeavor made not at all easier by the fact that Avaritia had spun around and was practically panting with anticipation as ey waited for the reveal.

"C-Chiroptera!" I finally managed to squeak out.

"Chiroptera," Avaritia muttered to emself, drawing out the last sound like the name was a chew toy, "Chiroptera, Chiroptera, Chiro, Chiro!"

"W-why are you doing that?!" I managed, blushing brightly. We were standing just inside the mall's main entrance, where anyone could see.

"You make the cutest little squeaking sounds every time you hear your name, and that just makes me want to say it more, Miss Chiroptera!"

"S-stop that!" I yelped, stamping my foot on the ground. "Besides my name," I dropped my voice to a whisper, "is Invidia. Chiro's just an identity we’re making up. She doesn’t actually exist."

Something about the name sounded like a wish. Chiro was a nice girl, a good girl, an earnest girl who had a nice normal family and who was capable of managing the day-to-days of life. She would help others where she could because Chiro was a good girl. And she'd be happy doing the right thing; not so desperate to matter that she let her envy hollow her out. It wasn't my name, it wouldn't ever be my name, but the way Avaritia said it with such enthusiasm made me love it all the same.

"Right," Avaritia sighed, "though honestly I have no idea how anyone was supposed to think you were at all a boy in the first place."

"You thought I was an incel when we met," I riposted triumphantly.

"Aww, are you still holding that against me, partner?" The line was delivered with mock sarcasm, but I could feel the lingering guilt buried in eir voice.

"No," I admitted despite myself.

"Then it doesn't count! Even I make mistakes on rare occasions. Anyway, you don't need to be nervous. Just have fun with it! Even if you can't believe you're a beautiful girl just yet; you know the face you're wearing, right? Trust in the power that gave you that body. And, if you legitimately can't take it, just say the word and we'll leave."

Right, no matter how much some part of me expected my first outing in public to end up with everyone staring and laughing at the weird boy in the dress; my body right now was one I'd stolen from, mostly, Inessa. And that meant my body was beautiful right now. My sin had granted me that much.

"Besides," Avaritia flexed eir biceps, "I'm right here; your big bad wolf ready to tear up anyone that looks at his cute little bat the wrong way."

I couldn't help it; I reached out and patted Avaritia on the head. "Good dog," I muttered much more quietly than intended. Still, I barely stumbled over the words, and I could count that as a win for my self-confidence.

Ey didn't react. Lupin just stood there in stunned silence, slowly turning bright red.

"Such a good guard dog," I cooed again with something almost resembling confidence.

"T-that's not fair!" ey managed at last, "when I'm not even allowed to do anything that serious back or anything!"

I giggled. Despite our exchanges, we'd attracted no unusual attention. Why would we? We were just a pair of high schoolers goofing off on a weekend afternoon. I could almost believe that enough to bury the anxiety.

"Thanks," I whispered.

"T-that's cheating!" Avaritia responded, "G-going from that to this kind of sincerity like that; what kind of monstrous partner am I raising here?"

I grinned back. "A terrifying bat that's almost brave enough to actually go look at clothes."

Avaritia grabbed me by the hand and dragged me toward the mall. "That's the spirit! But you're doing a lot more than looking after that trick, Ms. Chiroptera."

"Hah ha, very funny," I grinned. Avaritia returned the gesture, but eir smile was practically bloodthirsty.

"Please say it's a joke?" I repeated, suddenly right back where we'd started. "You're joking! Look, browsing is one thing and buying is maybe a yes, but my heart isn't ready for that kind of ordeal!"

* * *

I stared at the thing in Lupin's hands. It was a single piece of purple and green plaid fabric; it had pleats.

"Lupin," I said with all the force I could muster, "I can't. N-not that! That's, like, people will think I'm some weirdo with a schoolgirl thing! It's lewd! It's inappropriate! It's too far!"

Lupin stared at me with cold uncompromising eyes. "Chiro," ey said with all the finality of Saint Peter announcing someone's fate, "it's a midi. It’s longer than your uniform."

"I," I said, retreating to the perfect defense, "have no clue what a midi is."

"Chiro, you are so dumb sometimes," Lupin said with a deep-seated affection. "The store's practically empty. No one's using the changing rooms and even if they were; you're a cute girl. No one's going to judge you or stare at you for any reason besides that. It's okay Chiro, you got this, girl." Ey shoved the skirt into my hands and gave me a gentle shove on the back.

"I-it's not fair when you just use that name like that!" I whispered angrily as I marched to the changing room in defeat.

The skirt, despite destroying me, seemed cute. And it spun with me when I twirled; but Lupin wouldn't let me get it even after ey forced me to parade around in the thing. Instead, I was coerced into trying on a dozen different offerings across half as many stores. Through it all, Lupin watched and cheered a nodded to emself again and again.

Finally, whatever fragile string had held my psyche together for the duration of our trip started to fray.

"No more, please."

Ey surveyed me up and down. I was wearing a frilly green blouse with all sorts of ribbons built into it and a pair of black leggings.

"You can steal things from people! Like appearances and magic," Lupin said thoughtfully, "So just copy my confidence in my looks for a bit and we can go on for a little more!"

"I what?!" I offered in rebuttal.

"Come on, you're envious of it a little, right?" Lupin grinned at me toothily.

"M-maybe, but..." I couldn't believe ey was seriously suggesting this.

"But what?" Lupin asked, somehow genuinely curious.

"I'm not going to do that. It's," I hesitated, unable to voice how off that felt and suddenly gripped by a feeling of intense unease, as if the winds that kept my fragile soul inflated were about to scour away this new face. Something tightened around my heart, vines registering an objection through the only language they had. "I need to sit down."

"It's okay," Lupin pulled me to one of many chairs in the changing room, "you shouldn't go against your sin like that, you know, but it'll pass soon."

"So," I managed, struggling to distract myself from the horrible scouring sensation, "because I felt envy of you, but I wasn't willing to let it reign and imitate..."

I'd known, intellectually, that it could happen, but there was horror in seeing how easy it would be to lose everything I'd traded my life for.

"Probably," Lupin admitted awkwardly, "Sorry about that."

Ey wasn't transformed, so eir tail was only metaphorically between eir legs.

"It's fine," I managed eventually, "it's probably better to feel that now than in battle or sometime important or something."

Lupin gave me a thumbs up. "Thatta girl! It can be helpful too sometimes; I'm not just saying that to get out of responsibility! The better we understand how we relate to our sins, the more we can draw on them."

I wondered about that. What was envy really? I admired Inessa, Ida and Temperance; and Lupin. That went without saying. But admiration wasn't a sin. Or at least, it didn't feel especially sinful. Envy's power was imitation, well and inexplicably, bat wings and, I somehow knew, sonic blasts; but mostly imitation. So, what was the difference between aspiring to be like someone and envying them?

"It's okay if you don't know; better actually," Lupin's momentary guilt had immediately given way to suave confidence. "Sit with it for a while, let it come to you and see what your sin likes and what it doesn't. You'll figure out more, eventually."

I nodded. "Lupin?" I asked carefully.

"Yeah, partner?" ey grinned.

"Can you tell me more about, well, us? I know you've said why you want to work with me, why we're doing what we do; but where does this power come from? What are we and how are we doing this?"

Ey grimaced. "I guess you'll need to know. But, it's kind of a long story. How about we grab lunch to go? Then we can talk back at the Forest?"

I nodded, "that sounds good."

Carefully I stood, surprised to find the pain of defying my sin had faded nearly as fast as it had come. Slowly I marched to the changing room and, with only momentary regret, abandoned fancy ribbons in favor of the simple t-shirt I'd arrived in. It had threatened to give me a heart attack every moment and for all I'd probably need to go hide under my blankets for a day or two to recuperate, it had still been an outing I wouldn't soon forget.

* * *

We sat on my bed poking at our takeout lo mein with apprehension. I wasn't a big fan of eating on the bed, but my room at the Forest had no furnishings beyond the bed, a threadbare carpet, and a vanity Lupin had somehow added as a housewarming gift the day after I'd arrived.

"So," ey said, surprisingly hesitant, "I guess I should start at the beginning. How much do you know about the Saints?"

"Not much," I admitted. "They were opening up a little bit, but I don't think they wanted me too involved in things even at the end and, well, I got the whole making Resinners thing, but I don't quite get why or what it's supposed to do."

Avaritia took a moment to gather emself.

"Okay," ey hesitated. "So, this is what they told me growing up, you know, and I don't trust it anymore, not all of it, but..."

Ey set down eir chopsticks and sighed and, after gathering emself for a few more moments, began to speak.

"Long ago, people were weak and powerless, and the forest in which we all lived was dark and scary and full of monsters. Our ancestors, the Children of the Forest, hid and ran and tried to survive and eventually they found themselves seeking shelter under a tall ancient tree."

"The First Tree?" I asked, wondering where ey could have possibly heard what sounded like a story you might tell a child.

Avaritia nodded. "The First Tree was kind and wise and decided to shelter the fragile Children of the Forest who knew nothing. And the Children grew safe and venerated the First Tree in return. But," Avaritia shrugged, "you can't really live just around a single tree. The children grew curious about the forest around them, so the First Tree sent a messenger to give them a single fruit, which contained all its knowledge, to help them understand the forest, to let them find the power in themselves to stand in the darkness and thrive."

Ey hesitated, "The rest is a bit different from what they made you learn in school, but Superbia says he was there for a lot of it, so I trust his version."

I made a note to inquire about the version Avaritia had learned first some other time; it sounded like it was probably more credible.

"But only a few people could use the fruit, those who were willing to dive into their own desires, who were willing to try to grow and change and be more, to become beasts that could survive in the forest."

"The fruit is where those seeds we used came from?" I wondered out loud.

Avaritia poked me in the ribs. "Yes, but don't interrupt. Anyway, the other Children of the Forest were worried about those who started to explore. They decided that it was bad to use the Tree's gifts, that the Beasts were monsters who needed to be stopped, that the First Tree was wrong to let them become Beasts in the first place; so they stole a branch from the First Tree and carved it into weapons that they could use to get rid of the Beasts."

Avaritia paused dramatically and looked to me, expectations clear in eir eyes.

"The Saints' powers?" I asked obligingly.

Ey nodded, then poked me again. "Yes, but I said no interrupting!"

I debated fighting them over the obvious provocation, but settled for sullenly eating my noodles as I waited for em to finish.

"And well, both sides agree that the Beasts lost. The Saints back then won and banished sin from the heart of the Forest and started to teach everyone to be virtuous and good and..." ey glowered.

"It'd have killed Gula," ey said at last. "It was killing her to be the kind of boy they'd do anything to force her to be, because virtue is just something you use to hurt people until they learn to pass it on."

Lupin grinned, "Sure, virtue sounds nice. Let's make everyone be good and all. Except, well, if you're someone who wants things or needs things or doesn't quite fit in the right way; people can be 'generous' with correcting your behavior; they can tell you how kind they’re being when they teach you humility, you know. And even if you're someone who can make it through all that, it still breaks you a little inside, right? We need to want, to crave, to rage!"

"Oh," I wondered idly, what I would choose if I could have opted to have all my envy and its attendant wants stolen from me entirely. It seemed instinctively better than just living with it unsatisfied. It wasn't any less horrifying than the way I'd dealt with my sins, not really. And yet, would anything have been left of me if I lost it? 

"Any questions?" Avaritia asked after ey'd settled down and resumed messily getting eir lo mein all over my bedspread.

"So, you're," I hesitated. It didn't really change anything, but it was strange to realize how foreign Avaritia really was. "You're one of the Children of the Forest?"

Ey shook eir head. "Nope! Avaritia Wolf is a Beast of the Abyssal Forest. But," ey gave up trying to force a grin, "yeah, that's what we used to be."

"And Superbia?" I pushed aside the familiar sensations his name caused.

Lupin shrugged, "The same. Gula decided to run and, well, I couldn't let her do that alone, could I? And, you know, recent choices aside, she's basically always right when she actually makes up her mind. It could have gone badly, felt like it was at first." Ey shuddered, and I wondered how old they had been when they decided it was better to risk a Forest only Beasts could survive than stay in their hometown.

"But we found Superbia sealed away in the Forest from all the way back when that first war happened, and we let him out and he gave the seeds that let us turn into Beasts so we could join him against the tyranny of virtue."

That put a spin on Superbia's power. How much longer had he been doing this than any of us?

"And Michael and that gray robe with Superbia?" I asked. Lupin already knew Inessa was Castitas somehow or other. So, naming the Saints' mascot seemed like it was only a small betrayal on top of everything else.

"No clue who Michael is and," Avaritia frowned, "No real clue who Gray Robe is either to be honest."

There were so many questions I wanted to ask. Nothing about this idea that the Forest had a civilization or people just living there matched with any of what little exposition I'd managed to wrangle from Michael or the Saints. And, I couldn't believe that Inessa of all people was the vanguard of some kind of dystopian society.

"Okay, so why are you here?"

"I'm getting to it, okay? This isn't easy to talk about!" Lupin glared at me.

"Sorry, sorry," I took a large bite of lo mein and waited for Lupin to get back to eir story.

"Superbia knew we'd lose if we fought, and he found a way to a world outside the Forest entirely. So, we figured we could come here and empower our seeds and recruit new allies like you! People that need their darker emotions; that crave something more than they can have, being all nice and kind and doing what society wants them to do."

I wasn't sure how to square my own envy with that; but any way to pretend that I wasn't a monster who'd sold myself out to team evil just so I could stand on the stage instead of just being a powerless bystander posed obvious temptations.

"And making Resinners?"

"The more monsters we make, the more power of sin we spread, the stronger we can get. And then we can go back and show everyone they were wrong. Superbia has it all figured out."

And that was the problem. I trusted Lupin; despite every sane part of me telling me I probably shouldn't. I couldn't bring myself to think anything but the worst of our former guidance counselor. Even aside from the way I couldn’t see him without smelling cinnamon, he was too much like dad in too many little ways.

The next morning, Lupin brought me bags upon bags of clothing from the mall.

* * *

So, I found myself modeling an ever-growing wardrobe. Lupin, I was sure, could have, and—if I was watching enough to guilt em into it—did pay for things. But as the beast of greed, ey never seemed to get caught, no matter how brazen eir thefts should have been. I didn't have any money, and it seemed silly to sell my soul to an evil empire and draw the line at shoplifting.

Which brought us to our current predicament.

"I think," I said bitterly as I stared at my face in the mirror, "that this is an instrument of torture sent from the heavens to punish us."

Seeing myself in this body, embarrassingly, still sent a tiny jolt of electricity coursing down my back, as if I needed the constant reminder that this was me now, someone powerful and magical in her own right. That did not actually make my current task any easier.

"Ah," Lupin—who was in eir human form today—quirked an eyebrow at me, "Inessa does this every day, you know."

It didn't matter that Avaritia's ploy was agonizingly transparent.

"Then," I sighed theatrically, "As the better twin, I suppose there is no choice if I am to be a worthy partner."

"I'm glad you understand, partner; now get back to practicing your eyeliner. Virtue may be able to show up to school in a sweatshirt she bought at Old Navy, but sin has standards."

I giggled and accidentally traced a line diagonally across the entirety of my eyelid. The panicked attempt to get the eyeliner away from my eye before it did any more damage somehow ended up with smudges on my nose... and my cheek... and a mark on my hand that ended up mostly ending up on my neck in short order.

I cursed as Avaritia plucked the dangerous implement from my hands and replaced it with a makeup wipe. I should have let that get me down, a failure to acclimate, proof I'd never infiltrate successfully. Instead, something about seeing Avaritia failing to suppress a smirk just made me giggle instead.

"Don't worry, everyone does, well, something almost like that, more or less." ey said confidently, "No one's born knowing how to draw a perfect wingtip."

I sighed. "You're saying I'm basically like a twelve-year-old girl."

Avaritia gave me a thumbs up. "Well, I have seen your taste in TV, you know."

"Hey!" I stomped my foot and pouted at her, probably proving her point more than anything else I'd done. Then I sighed and asked the question again. "You're sure we don't have to hurt them?"

Avaritia shook eir head. "Our world will be better for them than this. We don’t need to eradicate virtue, just build a place for sin."

Ey gently tapped the side of the pen against my eyelid, expertly tracing thin lines above each eye. "Hold still now and let me show you how it's done."

I did my best to listen, but I couldn't really see em work. Still, I couldn't help but enjoy something about the moment.

"Sure, they'll get a little roughed up, for as long as they position themselves as the guardians of the status quo, but they're tough and, in the end, they'll see we're right."

I stared at myself in the mirror, admiring the perfect cat's eyes Lupin had given me. "If you say so," I hesitated for a moment, "I guess I should get going."

Lupin grinned, "You'll be fine, Chiro. I have faith in you, and I want to hear all about it when you get back!"

I transformed, drawing out a tiny cloud from the miasma sealed inside my heart. Then I inhaled deeply and screamed, shattering the world in front of me like a pane of glass. This was it. My first day in school as Chiro. Despite all my desensitization training at the mall; I remained inexplicably terrified.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Inessa takes advantage of the odd break from monster attacks to work through her feelings on Invidia. Meanwhile, a mysterious new girl transfers into school. Michael detects something odd about her, but, before the girls can investigate, Invidia and Avaritia turn the chemistry teacher into a Resinner and set him running amok around the school.

Tune in for...


Episode 23: The Fourth Saint?! A Mysterious Transfer Student Arrives!

I slipped out of the void a good distance from school. Avaritia had the experience to move between worlds with shocking precision. I counted myself lucky to get from the Abyssal Forest back to Earth in one piece.

This time, however, a morning trip across town seemed like exactly what I needed. Intellectually, I was, if anything, uncomfortably familiar with the magic hiding everyone's identities. But it was one thing to know that, without strong clues, no one would be able to connect my magical identity to my mundane ones. It was another entirely to trust it all to work. It was all too easy to imagine everyone recognizing me, turning to laugh or stare or attack on sight.

And even if I did trust it, I still looked almost exactly like Inessa. Were the girls going to buy a strange transfer student who looked like green Inessa when they already had literally seen me transform into this body right in front of them?

That went doubly so, as Lupin had sent me to school in full makeup, green leggings under a knee length pleated black skirt and a t-shirt stenciled with green bats. I also wore the green apple earrings she’d given me. Lupin's enthusiasm and spontaneity had talked me into an outfit that was the kind of ever so slightly too dramatic thing she could pull off. But actually, existing while actually wearing those clothes for more than the three illicit minutes it had taken to try them on and steal glances of myself in a mirror? I couldn't imagine what Inessa or Ida might say if they realized it was me dressed like this.

So, a glide across the roofs, accompanied by a late winter chill and the quiet sounds of a town waking up, were exactly what I needed to calm myself. And really, Avaritia had likely anticipated my inadequacy to the task. Why else would she have me start again on a Friday where I'd only have to make it through one day before taking a rest?

I disliked how obviously I was being managed. At the same time, the knowledge that it was only the one day was exactly what I needed calm myself in the end. I just had to remember that I wasn't C anymore. I was Invidia, and Invidia could copy anything she needed from anyone without having to justify herself. Invidia could enjoy going to school while pretending to be a normal girl named Chiroptera because Invidia had copied the best girls and that meant she didn't have anything to be worried about. Even if they did find her, Invidia had no reason to feel awkward about being seen in public in a skirt. She could laugh and gloat and fight and leave everyone worried about why she'd snuck back into the school in the first place. And Chiro, of course, was supposed to dress like this.

By the time I landed in an empty alley near my destination and transformed back, I’d nearly talked myself into actually believing it would work. At least, it was enough to let me restrain myself from constantly tugging at my skirt as I walked.

B-besides, it wasn't like I was going to run into anyone. I just had to keep my head low, look for potential beasts, and avoid attracting attention. I could just be a quiet little bat. The senior class was big enough to avoid Inessa, Ida and Temperance without difficulty.

* * *

Temperance, it turned out, had first period honors European history. Chiroptera Dunne had also been signed up for honors European history under the logic that I wouldn't be taking any of Charlie's classes and the grades didn't count so there was no reason to kill myself with my courseload.

The wonderful, extremely nice, thoughtful teacher even had me take the empty seat immediately next to Temperance Atwater and instructed us to share a book until Chiro could get her own.

Temperance, for her part, spent an agonizing several seconds examining me while I tried not to have a heart attack or retreat into the void. Then she gave a noncommittal hmm and scooched her desk over to mine so we could share the textbook.

"Hi, nice to meet you," I said quietly. I was pretending to be Chiro. Chiro was a nice normal girl who did nice normal girl things. Temperance had no reason to have problems with Chiro.

She nodded her head in return. "Nice earrings," she said emotionlessly.

"T-thanks," I tried not to swallow. This was normal. Girls gave each other compliments over things all the time in ways that would have been weird and uncomfortable for boys. I was allowed—required even—to do that too now. "I like your top," I offered back weakly. The words still felt awkward and creepy on my tongue, for all I knew intellectually that this was perfectly normal talk.

The teacher coughed, and we both stopped talking and paid attention to her lecture. At least, I tried to pay attention while shooting anxiety-driven glances at my neighbor. Temperance mostly seemed to just zone out in class, though you'd never know that looking at her grades.

A few times she noticed me staring and gazed back, the faintest hint of a smirk appearing on her face, threatening me with a heart attack every time.

Eventually, the bell rang. I gathered my things and moved to dash out of the room, only to find Temperance's fingers wound tightly against my wrist.

"You do look better in a skirt," she said, rising to her own feet. I froze, unable to pry off her hand. I hadn't even lasted one hour. How had she even noticed? It didn't matter; she had, and that meant I'd failed. Now I would have to leave, abandon Chiro entirely and tell Avaritia I'd failed her. Superbia would be upset and—

"They might recognize you from your earrings," Temperance said as she let me go and sauntered out of the classroom with a casual wave.

I watched her go, afraid to move until she was gone and the thundering in my chest had calmed to something resembling a normal pace. Even then, I gave it another minute, in case whatever insanity had made her show clemency to someone like me left her. Perhaps it had been some strange trick to see if I'd react.

Only once I was sure she was long gone did I tear off the treacherous little green apple earring and bury them carefully in my backpack. My breaths were fast and shallow, and I'd broken out in goosebumps. They were supposed to have given me confidence, a little token that mattered to me despite themselves. The traitors.

I wanted to run back to the Forest and never come out again except to fight. Bats had no business being out during the day in the first place! That was just common sense.

And yet, instead of jumping out the nearest window and never coming back, I smoothed my skirt and made my way to second period. While Temperance remained a clear danger, she had had no reason to let on how she'd spotted me. That meant she was probably safe for the moment, at least. Besides, what would happen if they did find me? The Saints couldn't start a fight in the school. I wasn't going anywhere they could follow and, terror of being seen aside, I had next to nothing worth hiding. At worst, I'd just have to see how disgusted they were with what I'd become before I ran away again.

No, I'd resolved myself not to be useless or incompetent. I couldn't disappoint Avaritia, especially if ey insisted on being the one reporting my failure to our great leader. I couldn't cope with the thought that Avaritia might ever look at me the way he had looked at me at the end, or that eir relationship with him would go as badly as mine had with my father. I'd ignore my own panic and stay as long as I could.

* * *

As it turned out, I had Ida and Inessa in second period English lit. Aside from a few curious looks, they didn't say much during class. But, being Ida and Inessa, and thus annoyingly nice and outgoing people, they did approach the new girl after.

"Hi!" Inessa waved brightly, ever the talker between the two. "Chiro, right?"

"R-right," they were going to notice. Any second they were going to notice and judge me and realize that Charlie was sneaking into school pretending to be a girl and that would be more than I could take. It was a silly fear. Even if they'd notice, they'd already seen me as Invidia. The damage was already done, and I had signed up to fight them. There was zero chance I could avoid those eyes forever, but...

"Yep! Chiro! That's definitely my name! And you are?" They hadn't noticed. They weren't like Temperance and, if anything, getting introduced now would make it harder to slip up later.

"I'm Inessa! Tall, dark, and dashing over here is Ida." Trust Inessa to break the ice. Ida blushed lightly and thwapped Inessa on the back of her head.

"Nice to meet you," I offered awkwardly, managing not to sound like I was struggling to breathe. This was fine. I just had to keep playing it cool.

"So," Ida asked conversationally as I put my books in my bag and focused on not trembling, "how's your first day going? Any trouble finding things?"

"I'm finding my way around so far, and everyone's been quite nice." Right, nothing to worry about. Chiro was a big girl who could find my own way around school; with echolocation and everything. She was a predator, not some poor lost sheep in need of my former friends' chronic tendency to help everyone around them.

"Great!" Inessa responded. I relaxed fractionally. "Where are you off to now?"

"AP Chemistry with a, umm, Mr. Brown?" The room wasn't far, otherwise I'd have had a great excuse to run.

Ida grinned. "Oh nice, I'm in the same class, so I can show you where it is."

I mustn't run away, I thought to myself on repeat as I said my goodbyes to Inessa and allowed Ida to drag me to our next class.

"So, what do you do in your free time, Chiro?" Ida asked.

That was a tough one. I obviously couldn't talk about my taste in media; it was mostly osmosed from Inessa, and Ida would absolutely push us closer together if she saw a chance. Besides, it was embarrassing! What I hadn’t gotten from Inessa, a set of decidedly odd online fiction and art, was even more out of bounds. No one would ever be allowed to know my browser history even if it came down to that or outing myself.

"I, umm, I've gotten really into bats lately," I said, gesturing awkwardly at my top.

"Bats, huh?" Ida's voice carried a hint of something. How stupid could I be. Not only was that a deeply weird interest, but of course she'd associate bats with Invidia.

"T-they're good pollinators for a lot of plants and they control bug populations, and they can fly really fast and everything! Like, the Brazilian free-tailed bat can fly at 100 miles per hour! And echolocation is just cool." I flapped my arms awkwardly. "I like birds and stuff too, I guess. You know, just being able to fly away from everything just sounds so nice."

It was distinctly possible that I had acquired a small encyclopedia of bat facts in the time I'd spent avoiding Superbia. This was a completely reasonable thing to have done; Nocturnal sky dogs were amazing. Honestly, I didn't even really deserve to be one.

Ida hesitated for a moment, "I guess bats aren't so bad," she said in the tone of someone pretending to talk about bats while actually ruminating over a gross ex-friend who turned into an evil bat-girl and betrayed her kindness for no good reason besides that they had secretly always been a horrible jealous monster deep down.

We lapsed into awkward silence until we found ourselves entering the chemistry classroom. I once again made my introductions to the teacher, then the class, and then took a seat near Ida. Because, all of a sudden, I had a very good reason to stay closer to her.

Sure, it left me on a knife's edge of tension that left me barely able to focus on getting caught up with all my missed classwork, but it helped distract me from the other problem.

Mr. Brown, our balding, pudgy, middle-aged chemistry teacher, had always had a bit of a reputation as a fun and easy-going. I'd never had a class with him, but even a few minutes were enough to see that it was well-deserved. My new senses, though, told me how much more was going on beneath the surface. His sin wasn't anywhere near as visceral as mine or Avaritia's. But it spread throughout the room, an echoing tinny need that he barely seemed to notice.

I wanted to recoil. An instinctual part of me—the part that was truly primally Invidia, that had no detritus of Charlie or Chiro or anyone else—had very different instincts. I craved to reach out, to offer him release from all those restrained desires. Except, turning our teacher into a monster could not, in any possible universe, end well, so I did my best to ignore them despite the slow-growing irritation from my seed.

I'm not sure if my envy would have let me resist its pull, if Ida wasn't right there being a constant threat. Besides, as far as I must have fallen in all of their eyes, how much worse would it be if they actually saw me take a nice person and turn him into a monster?

I didn't get much note taking done, and practically had to force myself to sprint out the door instead of doing something to our poor teacher.

Ida, naturally, came after me, "Everything okay?" she asked because of course that is exactly what Ida would do when a new person panicked and ran away.

I scratched the back of my head, "I'm fine, just... lots of new people and the pressure can kinda build a bit."

Ida hesitated, clearly not quite getting it. For all her sympathy, the school star could not possibly understand how much being the object of attention could exhaust people like me. "Are you sure you're okay?"

"Just.... People can be a lot sometimes," mostly the person in front of me at that, and the one my every instinct ached to set free. But, well, it was also true that I'd spent much of the last few days in a silent palace filled with cyclopean pillars and empty spaces large enough to get lost in, and school was anything but cavernous and empty.

Ida nodded sympathetically. "I guess a new school must be a lot and Mr. Brown does have a kind of..." her tone grew worried when it came to the teacher. How odd.

I nodded. "He seems nice, but it's like... there's something just beneath the surface and it's the kind of feeling that makes you want to reach out and help him, but you'd just ruin everything if you tried."

"Yeah," Ida said sadly, then her eyes narrowed imperceptibly, "but what gave you that impression?"

My breath caught in my throat; it was way too easy to let my guard down around all of them, to slip into familiar patterns where I felt like I could talk about—almost—anything with them. But that wasn't true anymore.

"Just a feeling," I managed at last, "you know, feminine intuition and all that. A lot of people get that, right?" Perhaps phrasing my excuse as a question had not been the most competent lie.

Nonetheless, Ida nodded thoughtfully. "That makes sense. He does have a bit of an off feeling," she added reassuringly. I wondered if the Saints had senses like mine. I couldn't sense them the way I could sense Avaritia, not even Temperance.

Okay, she'd bought it. I was in the clear for now, but I needed to shape up and start keeping my distance.

"You should join us for lunch," Ida said suddenly, as if something had just occurred to her, "err, I mean, I'm sure Inessa would like to check in, and me and Temperance—you'll like her—can keep anyone away who tries to talk to the new girl."

I wanted to object. I really did. But I looked at Ida's extra-earnest face. Enemies or not, resenting them or not, a part of me ached to sneak back into those friendships without any of the baggage. Besides, I could hardly turn down the girl who was helping poor, innocent Chiro.

Thankfully, fourth period came between that conversation and lunch, and I got only the normal amount of new girl stares there. That hardly made it relaxing, but, by comparison to my morning, it was practically as good as being alone. I quietly firmed my resolve to attend all future classes in the baggiest of hoodies and jeans, no matter how seriously Lupin took eir claims about evil having a dress code.

On the other hand, well, it wasn't C they were staring at. It was Chiro. And the looks felt different. Like, obviously, if they'd known who Chiro really was, they would have stared with horror or scorn. But Charleton was essentially unmemorable. If he got attention from anyone, it usually meant they were secretly working for the Abyssal Forest or that I’d done something stupid and stood out.

And, no matter what my instincts said, they wouldn't be staring at Chiro that way. She was an adorable girl who got to wear cute skirts and, okay, had definitely rubbed her eyes too much for a girl wearing makeup, but was otherwise an exemplary girl. At least, that's what I told myself after I managed to triage my eyeliner as best I could in the bathroom mirror. I would have to fix the habit even if it gave me a little excuse to be late to lunch.

But delays could only run the clock so far. Excuses exhausted, I slowly made my way to that familiar table. For some reason, despite damaging Lupin's masterwork and the fact that I was heading toward a meeting with my nemeses, I couldn't quite keep the smile off my face.

"You look happier," Ida said, slipping behind me with near preternatural grace. To my great credit, I managed not to jump and almost avoided squeaking too.

"Sorry," Ida said, holding a hand over her mouth to hide an obvious smirk. "Let me show you to our table."

"T-thanks," I said, as if Ida wasn't offering to deliver me into the lions' den.

"No worries!" Ida, being Ida and therefore taller than many of the boys and the kind of person everyone just noticed in general, had no problem pushing her way through the lunchtime crowds to Inessa's familiar table. I gamely followed, as if I didn't know exactly where we were going.

"Here's the new girl!" Ida said, as if presenting a trophy. Inessa grinned and waved. Temperance stared at me expressionlessly. I could feel the judgment radiating from her placid countenance. Then she crossed her arms on the table in front of her and rested her head as if taking a nap.

"T-Temperance! You can't be mean like that to a new friend," Inessa said, dipping her head in apology to me.

"I-it's fine actually, we met in first period already!" The less reason I gave Temperance to react to this obviously terrible no good idea, the higher my chances of surviving the day.

Inessa hmphed and, by the sound of it, kicked Temperance in the shin under the table. Temperance ignored her it and pretended to sleep.

"So, umm, thanks for before; I'm not the best with noisy crowds, and, umm, I guess a new school is really awkward, but you seem like such nice people."

Obviously, they were nice people. They were heroes. They had all the tools they needed to be nice to people, to stand out and deserve every bit of acclaim they got, to do the right thing and win and look gorgeous doing it. They were the ones who'd been chosen, who got to matter.

"You need to buy lunch?" The ever pragmatic Ida distracted me from stumbling back into darkness.

"No," I shook my head, "Avar-A very good friend insisted on making lunch for my first day." I distracted myself from the sudden spike in anxiety by producing the bagged lunch Lupin had generously provided.

Temperance lifted her head long enough to give me a baleful stare, then resumed ignoring this entire conversation.

Inessa, by contrast, sparkled, "A very good friend; is that all he is?"

"Ey is nonbinary," I corrected absently, "And, umm, that's, yeah, ey might be interested but, umm, it seems like we're both not really in a great place for anything to come of that and I'm probably just reading way too much into things, anyway." I blushed awkwardly. Why was I doing this? Sure, Avaritia had been oddly close since I'd finally come out as Invidia, but that hardly meant anything.

A strange sound, like rocks grinding against each other, seemed to emanate from Temperance's general location. I winced, uncertain what I’d done to provoke her, then resolved to ignore Temperance until I couldn’t.

Inessa, on the other hand, practically sparkled as she stared at me. "Aww, that's so sweet," she said.

Ida, bored with Inessa's monofocus on romance, poked Temperance in the ribs.

"Not yet," I managed, "I dunno, I think, if anything, ey might like someone else, she definitely likes em and she's a lot, umm, well, she's just better than I am really!" I was, at the end of the day, the knockoff. Inessa owned this face, not I. She had genuine passion to match Avaritia's. She actually helped people, even when we didn't deserve it. And someday those similarities would probably bridge the impossible gap between her perspective and Avaritia’s.

Inessa nodded sympathetically. "I get that. It's really really hard to do anything with romance! People are just so hard to read on these things."

Ida bit her lip, but stayed silent. It was easy to understand her urge to comment. Avaritia turning out to be the big bad wolf was honestly above average as a resolution to one of Inessa’s crushes. The girl was amazing, but she was among the worst on the planet when it came to love advice.

Of course, right now, Inessa's comment was actually spot on. Stopped clock and all. It was all but impossible to determine how sincere any of Avaritia's flirting really was.

"So," Ida quickly changed the subject, "how long have you been intuitive like you were talking about earlier?"

"Intuitive?" What had, oh right, I'd slipped that I'd reacted to Mr. Brown's sin. "I guess I've always just gotten hunches. Girl power, you know?" I fibbed awkwardly. Well, being a beast did give me senses and it couldn't be that odd to mention that kind of thing, could it?

Ida nodded seriously, and Inessa’s face straightened as she changed gears from starry-eyed gossip to serious heroine in the space of a moment.

I must have said something that set them on guard, "I try to reach out when I can, offer a kind word, listen to people's problems and do what little I can to support them..."

There, Charlie had been painfully withdrawn, and Invidia was obviously supposed to be evil now, so if Chiro was the kind of person to offer an attentive ear, the odds that anyone would connect us went down dramatically. And if there was anything Chiroptera would be good at it would be listening, wouldn't it?

"That's very noble of you," Ida said, and I bit back a hint of nausea. Well, I was Invidia now, and envy was entitled to drown in its stolen valor.

"Yeah," Inessa said, "it reminds me a lot of a good friend. He was the kind of person who was always there to help, always willing to listen and help you talk through all your problems without ever getting impatient or anything. He acted all quiet and reserved a lot of the time, but really he was so nice, you worried he was going to get in trouble someday."

"Oh," I said awkwardly. I was pretty sure I knew all of Inessa's friends and she'd never mentioned anyone like that. "Who's that? He sounds worth meeting."

Inessa sighed. "He... had some personal issues and is taking a break from school for now, but he'll be back! They just need someone to talk to them, I think. I'm sure they can get through this."

I tried to process. Inessa was talking about me; she had to be. Except none of that made sense. I'd hurt her, hurt all of them. They couldn't ignore that; they couldn’t write me off finally making my entrance on stage as if it was just one more thing to rescue me from. No, I refused to accept that they’d still think about me like this.

"I'm going to the bathroom." Temperance rose and practically dashed away from the group. Okay, maybe she was an exception, but I'd never had a clue what drove Temperance's actions, especially toward me. I knew Inessa like the back of my hand.

"What was his name?" I asked. I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to confirm it. I was powerless to resist the need.

"He went by C." The fondness in Inessa's voice was unmistakable.

It wasn't fair. I wanted to shout, to let loose a power I'd barely tested right there and then. I'd betrayed them, betrayed everything they'd stood for. They weren’t allowed to act like I was still some innocent victim.

But no, I was nice safe C. Obviously I couldn't possibly do anything on my own, couldn't even have the agency to fall from grace. I'd told them I was a monster. I was mean and petty and dark and yet here we were sitting at the same table again and acting like nothing had changed.

C would scream or run or panic or simply turn inside himself and pretend to engage while running from the world. Invidia had better options. She understood how not to give her enemies that advantage. I buried that emotion deep down. Invidia was a careful spy who wouldn’t betray anything. My seed pulsed within me; but I kept it under my skin instead of letting it cloak me in its power. No matter how much I craved release, I did not reveal myself to my former friends in a whirlwind of miasma. This, at least, envy allowed. No matter how much it and I both ached to do otherwise, this was not the time.

I quietly packed the remains of my lunch. "Well, he sounds lovely. I'm sure things will get better for him soon enough. But I really need to be going if I'm going to find my next class."

And yet, no matter how competent and cool Invidia was supposed to be, I still had my limits. Listening to Inessa reminisce about me like I was a stranger went well beyond them.

I could have gone to my next class. But that wasn't what I needed now. No, whatever doubts or hesitations I still felt, I needed to act. I'd show them that I was well aware of everything I was doing, and I'd show them that Avaritia was right, that people like me needed our vices to sustain ourselves, that I wasn’t someone they could just decide to rescue.

Mr. Brown wasn't hard to find. It was lunch. He was in his classroom, grading at his desk as he ate a sad looking ham and cheese sandwich and drank what was probably his fourth coffee of the day. I did not knock. I might have if I was enacting Chiroptera; but now was the time to let Invidia run free. And, a Beast of the Abyssal Forest requires a more dramatic entrance.

He started to say something, but I did not pay it any mind. Avaritia had been very clear that they wouldn't remember this part. Instead, I flared my wings to intimidate him into silence and turned my ears toward his sin, silently begging for release.

I let myself drink it in; Wallace Brown's worries about his pending retirement, his feelings of being trapped in this job year after year after year, while the children around him got to constantly move and grow. He envied that, deep down. He wanted to help them, of course, and took pride in the adolescents that passed through his classroom. And that just made the quicksand all the more inescapable. He was trapped, and he envied those who still had the freedom to grow and evolve.

"Oh Wallace, you poor shackled creature," I could not help but sympathize. Gently, I lifted my thumb to my mouth and pierced it with a single fang. A single drop of sap was enough to water the sprout in his heart, to give him the push he needed to let those desires run rampant.

"Let slip your bindings and embrace yourself. Let them feel the envy that animates Beaker Breaker!" I wasn't quite sure where the words came from or how I knew what the monster's name would be. Perhaps power simply demanded due gravitas.

Wallace did not react, but the fog in his eyes cleared and I sensed the sin in his soul begin to grow, drinking deeply from the Forest's power. I offered a beatific smile and hid my wings. No one was around to see as Chiro made her quiet exit into the hallway.

It would take some time to incubate, but soon he would be free to voice all those things in his heart. Soon they'd realize that I wasn't joking or deceived.

* * *

Beaker Breaker was obliging enough to wait until the final school bell to do anything. I appreciated that; I really couldn't afford to miss any more of the semester if I wanted a prayer of keeping Chiro's grades out of the red. Her schedule was nothing like mine and, while easier, I hadn't had all of these classes before. Keeping up with things would be a struggle.

Besides, as much as I ached for Beaker Breaker's moment of catharsis, he wouldn’t want to hurt the objects of his jealousy, not really. The fewer bystanders, the better.

So I lingered quietly around the school, transformed and hiding up in the gym’s ceiling. It wasn't hard to wrap my knees over a rafter. And there was something soothing about hanging in the shadows, staring down at the world below me as if I wasn’t a part of it.

Finally, I felt the world tremble as the sin in the distance reached its crescendo. I pulled myself upright and slipped out a window. The school itself was a long corridor wrapped in a C shape, with a central hallway and classrooms to either side. Orienting myself from the outside would have been tricky, but I only had to fly toward the palpable source of sin to find myself outside the right third-floor window.

I glanced in for a moment, then immediately dropped lower and plastered myself to the wall. Ida was there. She was talking with Mr. Brown, probably pushed by our conversation to see if he was okay and to see if she could be an obnoxious do-gooder about his feelings and that had probably been enough to trigger the emotions I'd enflamed.

I would have found that timing incredibly unlucky if the exact thing hadn't already happened to me at least twice when I was still that useless boy.

As it was, I knew I had only to wait for a moment and hope that Ida did not transform and instantly defeat my first monster. There was a shout. Ida's voice, desperately trying to soothe the newborn Resinner. Then a muffled explosion blew out the window directly above me.

I gulped, glad that my head had been a little bit below that, and plucked a few stray pieces of glass from my hair. At least my skin was durable enough that I wasn’t harmed. Allowing myself a moment to prepare mentally, I raised my head and looked into the window once more.

I expected to see Ida fighting my monster. I definitely did not expect to see my Resinner exiting the room while Ida lay crumpled against a far wall.

She was breathing. Still, that wasn't how this was supposed to go at all! The Saints didn't lose! They definitely didn't lose to a monster of the week before they even managed to transform!

I shifted Ida into a more comfortable position and followed my creation into the hall. At least the fight wouldn't be happening over her body.

Already the Resinner was terrifying a few nearby students, fragmentary shouts of its name and its desires sending them running for the stairs. I should have let it rampage. That was my job here.

But I'd been the powerless student in front of an oncoming monster too many times to let that happen. Besides, Beaker Breaker might not forgive himself later if he really hurt a student and the Saints weren't around yet to save them because someone had gotten herself knocked out like an idiot.

I glided effortlessly past my Resinner, batting away a lobbed vial of some unspeakable substance and plucked two students from its path. It wasn't hard to shove the poor things stumbling into a nearby stairwell. "Run," I said with a grin.

I flashed my fangs at both inexplicably blushing boys and struck one lightly with a wing when they still didn't retreat after all that. Honestly, they had a lot to learn about proper victim survival skills.

Finally, they seemed to get the idea and then began to run, nearly stumbling over each other as they tried to head down the stairs and practically running into an inbound Castitas. Of course, She had no trouble pivoting around them, bouncing off the stairwell wall and landing defiantly in front of the monster.

She took one look around, saw me, then broke into a large smile.

"I knew it!" she said triumphantly. "You helped them! I knew you couldn't really be evil, C!"

I bit back a curse. That was absolutely nonsense. Sure, I could turn people into monsters in peace, but do one slightly sympathetic thing to people that wouldn’t need help if it wasn’t for me in the first place and somehow that was the only part Inessa perceived.

I growled at her. "I literally made the monster in the first place!" No, no, I couldn't get sucked back into Inessa's pace. I was a Beast now; I didn’t need to engage in any kind of petty argument. Taking a moment to breathe, I launched my best attempt at an evil laugh.

"As if! No Castitas, I simply didn't want to give you any excuses about protecting civilians when I crush you like the bug you are! Today you shall understand the true horror of Invidia Bat!"

I paused for effect for a moment, and to let Beaker Breaker catch up with me. "Now go, Beaker Breaker! Unleash yourself on these so-called heroes who dare sit in judgment over you while knowing nothing of what drives you!"

The monster roared and threw a handful of test-tubes filled with a strange blue liquid toward Castitas. She slipped through the barrage with practiced ease, allowing them to crash uselessly into the ground behind her. She flexed her wrist and a bow materialized in her hands in a swirl of crimson flame.

"C," she said, lingering over the letter, unsure of how to continue.

I growled at her. "My name is Invidia! Not C, not Charlie, not Charleton! Invidia Bat!" I punctuated the speech by sending a wave of copied flames her way.

"Fine, Invidia, do we have to do this?" Castitas slammed one foot against the concrete, sending a wall of flame in front of her that served as a makeshift firebreak. At the same time, she aimed her bow and shot, loosing a barrage of arrows against Beaker Breaker with pinpoint accuracy.

I opened my mouth to say something.

"Also, what are your pronouns now?" Inessa followed up, as if that was ever a thing you could just ask someone!

"She's using she and her!" A surprising, if not unwelcome, voice responded as Avaritia seemed to materialize in the shadows from behind Beaker Breaker, swinging both claws at Castitas.

I had no clue how Lupin had gotten behind us, but it wasn't hard to guess that ey must have been hovering near the school and sensed the budding Resinner.

"Great! I'm really glad for you!" she said, looking back at me despite the angry wolf trying to claw her eyes out.

“To be clear, Castitas, it's because in the depths of my envy I have copied your pronouns as well as your face! It’s not, like, something or anything!"

To reinforce the point that it was just my extreme envy for everything Castitas had and not anything deeper than that, I opened my mouth and screamed, letting loose a targeted sonic wave at Inessa. Unprepared, she stumbled backwards, nearly losing her balance as Beaker Breaker lifted a hand to throw another set of chemical-filled vials in Inessa's direction.

"Calm as still water." The Resinner didn't have the chance as a pressurized jet of water knocked the bottles back toward my monster. It reeled from the resulting explosion, char marks visible around its head.

"Biding until Invidia is too much to bear," Temperantia finished her catchphrase and stepped out of the staircase.

"Isn’t she?" Avaritia sighed, betraying me without a moment's hesitation.

"Hey, what about me is unbearable? Besides how unbearably dangerous and threatening I am!" I glared at the pair of them.

Angelic Saint Temperantia ignored me. Instead, she pointed at Lupin accusingly. "Your fault," she pronounced.

"Like you did any better! We're working on it!" Avaritia abandoned the embattled Castitas and charged straight for Temperantia instead.

Seeing no opportunity to avoid melee combat for once, Temperantia stretched out an arm, summoning her weapon, a long and slender halberd, to attempt to keep Avaritia away.

"Working up to what?" I asked.

"Go talk things out with Castitas," Temperance said. For once in her life, she actually sounded almost irritated.

"Go beat up Castitas! You've got this!" Avaritia said at the exact same time. Somehow her cheer was exactly as much of a dismissal as Temperance's remark.

Then ey grinned. "Temperantia here's just jealous that I've got a new better partner."

Temperantia glanced at me, then at Avaritia; she shrugged.

"I have two hands," she said, following a moment's thought.

Avaritia started to respond, but I cut her off with a stomp of my foot. "You shouldn't underestimate me like that!" As if she could fight the both of us at the same time.

Avaritia’s mouth closed, and she rubbed a palm against her forehead.

"Go fight Castitas!"

Seeing as I clearly wasn't wanted, I turned back to Inessa. It wasn’t fair. This was my big debut and they’d gone and completely ruined the mood. They would never respect me on my own terms. No! I shook my head furiously. I could still salvage this! With Ida out of the fight, I could still safely gang up against Castitas.

"Ohohohoho! Get her, Beaker Breaker!"

As I spoke, I mimicked Temperantia, sending a whip of pressurized water at Inessa. She leaped away, springing off a nearby wall to elegantly dodge both my and Beaker Breaker's attacks while increasing the distance between us. Another wave of arrows made their way toward my poor Resinner.

I couldn't claim to really understand the Saints' actual strengths and weaknesses that well. My dreams had been too floaty and, while fleeing for my life from monsters had exposed me to all their tactics, I’d mostly been consumed with not dying over following their exact tactics. But Inessa's weapon was ranged; it was obvious that she preferred to fight at a distance. I had to deny her that if I didn't want to be here exchanging barbs forever.

"Run away all you like, Castitas! You'll never defeat me!"

With a flap of my wings, I took to the air, chasing after Inessa, only to quickly drop into a frantic roll as it turned out that spreading my wings to fly down a narrow hallway toward the archer actually made it very easy to accidentally throw yourself into arrows that weren't even aimed at you.

"H-hey! You could hurt someone with those!" I shouted uncomfortably at Castitas as I picked myself off the ground, everything save dignity intact.

"It's not too late, C!" Castitas said. "We can fix this!"

"I chose this, Inessa," I shouted back. "This is what I am deep down, what I want to be, a monster. I’m a jealous bat and I'm never going back to the way things were!"

I screamed, shattering windows down the hall and knocking the girl back. Now was my chance.

"Beaker Breaker! Cover me!" I shouted as I once more flew toward Inessa. I would reach her; I would show her that even if I needed to steal and copy and become anyone else besides me, I could be involved. I didn't need her to choose for me.

"BEAKER!" The Resinner shouted enthusiastically and moved to follow my command. At which point it was once again smashed to the ground, this time by a boulder impacting the side of its face.

"STEADFAST AS THE EARTH!" Diligentia shouted, exiting the classroom where she had been safely unconscious.

"OH, COME ON!" I responded.

"Persevering forward one step at a time, Angelic Saint Diligentia won't go down that easily!" She caught a beaker on her shield as she dashed into melee range of the monster, leaving me without backup to close the distance with Castitas.

"Charlie!" she shouted, unwilling to attack.

"That's not my name; it's never going to be my name again! I won't go back! Give up on me already!" I sent another sonic scream toward Inessa; but, with the distance between us and no distractions, she had no trouble ducking into a nearby classroom for cover, poking her head out only to keep me from advancing.

We continued for a few moments, and I began to worry that I would need Avaritia or Beaker Breaker to come break the stalemate. It was simply impossible to advance down a narrow straight hallway without giving Castitas space to retreat or to turn me into a pincushion.

Except, I didn't have to stick to the hallway, did I? No, I had better options available. I turned and dashed at Diligentia, using a sonic blast to force her to block and give me the opening I needed to get past her and back into Mr. Brown’s classroom. There was nothing to stop me from leaping out through the broken window.

The chill evening breeze helped center me. I was made to swoop and dive, to soar through the skies on false wings, not to fight in what was essentially a shooting gallery.

I waited for a few moments, watching the pair attack my monster, hoping it would be enough time that they’d lose sight of me, before crashing through the window nearest Inessa's cover.

She had just enough time to face me before my foot impacted her bow, sending the weapon flying away as my full bodyweight crashed into her and we went tumbling together to the ground.

I managed to land straddling her, one leg pinning her left arm to the ground. "Finally," I said, "I've reached you."

Inessa tried to say something, but the time for words was over. I placed a claw against her throat and began to press.

And, for the first time, I saw genuine horror take shape in her eyes. She tried to buck and roll; her free hand did everything it could to pry my fingers from her throat. "I guess you have, Invidia." Her voice was hoarse as she fought for air. There were tears in her eyes.

Finally! I'd left her no choice but to acknowledge me, no choice but to face what I'd become and accept the hard truth. I'd won; I'd beaten her in a way I hadn't really believed was possible. And yet, I wasn't sure what to do. Victory had stripped the moment of its heat, and suddenly I didn't know how to end any of this. Was I supposed to keep pressing?

"GET OFF HER!" Ida's voice—carrying a heat I'd never heard from the stoic Saint—saved me from myself. I jumped, fluttering to land on the windowsill as Ida's thrown shield tore through the space very recently occupied by my head; Ida not far behind.

She positioned herself defensively over Inessa. I could not hear anything that sounded like Beaker Breaker or Avaritia fighting. Inessa, for her part, simply lay there, sobbing quietly. I took one last look at the scene, watching Ida kneel over her friend. Then I was gone.

I allowed myself to fall up into the sky. I'd done it. I'd beaten Inessa. I'd proven that even I could matter if I had the chance; that I could be as good as any of them, no matter how fake I felt. So why wouldn't my hands stop shaking?
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I flew. Avaritia's sins rose to a triumphant howl, then cut to an abrupt silence behind me, letting me know ey'd retreated to the Forest. I should have done the same. Instead, I flew until the sky grew dark enough to let me feel like I could lose myself in the night. Only then was I calm enough to tear a hole in the fabric of the world and follow Avaritia back to the Forest.

Avaritia was waiting in my room, sitting on my bed. Eir eyes lit up when I entered and ey tried not to look worried.

"Chiro!" ey greeted me. "You're okay? Nothing bad happened back there?"

I could feel the warmth of Inessa’s neck against my hand. 

"I'm fine," I said instead. My tone didn't quite manage to reach reassuring.

"I," Avaritia hesitated, eir tail between eir legs. "I got us a cake. To celebrate your first fight. Wanna chat about how things went?"

I wondered about that. What would my partner think of me if ey knew how close I'd come? I hadn't wanted to hurt Inessa; however much she irritated me, however impossible it would be to go back, however much I wished I could take everything she had and make it mine. She was too wonderful and amazing to hate. I envied her; I couldn’t want her gone. 

And yet, I wasn't sure what would have happened if Ida hadn't intervened at the end. Would I have stopped? Would I have been too caught up in that need to finally see myself reflected in her eyes?

"I beat Inessa," I admitted. "I had her on the ground. Then Ida intervened, so I ran."

Avaritia bobbed eir head up and down agreeably. But eir brow was still creased in worry. "That's great!" ey said, forcing a smile. "Let's see if they underestimate you now!"

"I almost hurt her," I tried to match eir false cheer, anything to soften the words.

"But you didn't, right?" Avaritia said, as if it mattered.

"Like I said, Ida stopped me." I shrugged. I'd been glad, in the moment, to be freed from the impossible situation. Now, though, I wouldn’t be able to know what would have happened if she hadn't been there. Would I have pulled myself back from that ledge?

"The Saints are tough," Avaritia said. "They wouldn't have stuck around this long if they broke that easily."

I wondered if that was comfort or irony in eir voice. I wasn’t sure how to respond to either.

Ey stretched, then stood. "I'm proud of you, partner."

Avaritia stepped toward me, looming over me in a way that usually would have made me shiver. 

"You proved that my jealous bat is strong and brave and beautiful now, that you're more than just a victim. You showed you can do this!"

Ey reached out for a hug. I froze for a moment and before I could return the gesture, Avaritia had smoothly stepped past me toward the door.

"I guess you need a bit, huh?" Ey laughed in a way that was almost natural. "I get it. It's scary to realize what you could do. It's okay to give yourself some time to get used to it. Don’t pressure yourself to be okay if you need the rest, partner."

There was a hint of tremble in Avaritia's voice, the 'partner' more question than statement.

I shook my head clear. "Thanks," I said. "I think I just need a little time to think through things."

"If you're feeling up to it, we can go celebrate tomorrow," Avaritia said, sounding almost reassured.

I did better at faking a reassuring smile this time. My partner deserved none of my anxieties.

"Thanks, partner."

The tension fled from eir shoulders, and Avaritia made eir exit with an almost suave line about bats and belfries. 

I spent much of the night wondering how the girl whose face I'd stolen was handling my actions.

* * *

I would have slept in if I had the option. That wasn't my habit, but for all Superbia haunted the Abyssal Forest the same way that man had so often haunted my home, the Forest still felt safer and more welcoming.

Unfortunately, Avaritia Wolf had very little respect for existential horror induced sleep deprivation. At least, not when ey didn't know about it.

The knocks started at 8am. I checked my phone's clock, rolled over and ignored them until they stopped. At 8:30am, the knocks returned. Again at 8:45. At 8:50, too busy anticipating the next knock to fall back asleep, I gave up on spending the day sulking in bed, dressed myself and cracked the door open.

Avaritia slipped in a few minutes later.

"Morning Chiro!" ey greeted me with far too much confidence for someone who'd spent the past hour knocking on my door every few minutes.

I tried to imitate eir mood without much success. "Morning."

"Rough night?"

I shrugged.

"I had a lot to think about. I guess sleeping helped." At least the feeling of Inessa's throat under my claws felt a tiny bit less real. I wouldn't have done it. That had to be true. And now, at least, Inessa would never forgive me and wasn't that exactly what I'd wanted? What I deserved?

Avaritia sighed, "You sure?" ey said as if something about my answer had conveyed anything less than absolute serenity.

I hesitated. C would have withdrawn, hidden his feelings and spent the day ignoring everything around him or hiding in his room, alternatively picking at scabs and drowning himself in distractions to avoid any risk of introspection.

But I was Invidia now, and I'd stolen Inessa's face. She would have shared her problems, talked them out and probably come out the other side a better person in about half an hour. Maybe that's what really drove my envy deep down, more than her looks, her loving family, her power or her ability to connect to people like she'd stopped being a hollow shell of a human being or...

Okay, I had a lot of reasons to envy Inessa, but that was at least one of them.

"Chiro?" Avaritia was looking at me, at Inessa's stolen face. I shook the cobwebs out of my head and smiled at em. Avaritia, of all people, would never deny the severity of my sins.

"I'm scared," I admitted. I wasn't like Inessa. For me, honesty felt like tearing off my skin and shoving my bleeding insides into of everyone's faces. But envy demanded imitation, and here that seed of sin could give me the little push I needed to do the impossible.

"That you hurt them?"

"That I might have hurt her. That I can't go back—not that I want to—but I can't go forward either, because I finally stopped running from all these negative feelings and what I became was so violent and I almost..." I took a deep breath.

"You didn't." Avaritia interjected, the substance of what I had or hadn't done to Inessa going unsaid. "Did you?"

I didn't have anything to say to that.

"You got a little caught up in the fight," she said, as if that legitimized what I’d done when my frustration had gotten to me, "and you lost track of what you were doing. Besides, they're enemies! I get that you don't hate them; I don't hate them. But they're trying to stop us from doing the right thing. If they really don't want to fight, they can just stop."

I couldn't imagine Inessa—or any of them—stopping just like that. They stood up for what they believed was right no matter what. Avaritia was the same; eir faith in eir cause was almost existential.

Something in my face made em tense, and Lupin deflated a little. "But you still aren't really sold on sin, are you?"

"I don't know," I admitted. "I guess, it's just... It felt like I was someone else. Like, I've spent so long avoiding my feelings, avoiding jealousy and anger and wanting things at all and now that I know they're there I can't stop and they're so everything from moment to moment. I was feeling good, earlier in the day I mean, and then she said something, and I couldn't resist the urge to just lash out. I don't know if it's the seed pushing me to do all that, to choke Inessa, or if some part of me resents her that much."

"Okay, we can work with this!" Avaritia sagged in relief. "You just need to get a better handle on your envy. Figure out what it is your seed wants and how you can direct it better. That way, you'll be in a better space next time you encounter her."

I wondered about that. Would knowing that the envy howling inside my chest had nothing at all to do with what I'd almost done free me? Or was I better off sinking back into denial?

"How?" I asked despite myself.

Avaritia's only answer was a grin.

* * *

The cold winter sun refracted off the last bits of compacted snow struggling to endure early March. It made being outside that much more unbearable.

"Why?" I asked, staring at Avaritia with all the overacted frustration I could muster.

Why, when faced with existential crises, was eir only answer shopping? At least, we hadn't gone back to the mall, again. The area was at least a little better, one of the closest things our town had to a main street, filled with shops, cafes and other miscellany.

Avaritia grinned and gestured at the street around us.

"You see, young Chiro," eir tone was insufferably smug, "you're worried about your sin, what the seed wants from you. Or rather, what you really feel."

I wondered if that was true. Was the seed simply a reflection of my own envies? Its influence felt more like an intruder at times. But I also hadn't realized how much Inessa's simple existence made me burn until so recently.

"And?" I asked, curious despite myself.

"Look around you! What do you see?"

I looked down the street, heavy with foot traffic.

"An unpleasantly sunny day?"

"And?"

I was a bat! I was supposed to be nocturnal! There wasn't supposed to be an "and" after that! I sighed.

"Shops?"

"And?"

"People?"

Lupin pumped eir fist. "Exactly! People, full of wants, of virtues. Of sin."

There was no denying that. The street was a mess of little songs. Envy tangled up with a kaleidoscope of other sins I was far less attuned to hear. None called me the way Mr. Brown had called to me. None sang so loudly or so enthrallingly that I could not but gravitate to them.

Lupin’s expression was positively smug as ey saw my attention wander. "Take it in. Let their cries flow through you and figure out what matches your own. Use them as a mirror to see what you really need."

Was that okay? It was different when Mr. Brown's envy had been so loud that I could barely hear anything else. But this was spying, spying on the parts of strangers that they wanted more than anything to hide, even from themselves. Who was I to pry into at all of that for my own gain?

The thought of anyone else doing that to me made me sick to my stomach. And yet, wasn't it just because of Avaritia’s actions that I'd made it here? I wasn't sure if that was the right thing yet. I couldn't believe in this the way ey did, no matter how much I wished I could.

"It's fine," Lupin whispered in my ear. "You're not hurting anyone. You're not outing their secrets to the whole world or turning anyone into a Resinner, even. And, look." Ey took a deep breath. "It's obvious you're broken up about the fight. And the only way you're going to move forward, partner, is to figure out what envy means to you. The better you understand yourself, the better you'll understand how to shape that envy of yours into what you need it to be."

"Isn't envy, well, envy?"

Avaritia bopped me lightly on the head. That was fair. It was a stupid question. Mr. Brown's envy was a composition as different from my own howling emptiness as night was from day. Such questions would not distract Avaritia from setting me this task.

"How?" I asked, accepting once more that I would put my own interests over the right thing to do.

"Just pick someone with enough of your sin to get a feel for, and, you know..." ey waved eir hand ambiguously.

"What?"

"I have faith in you, partner!" Avaritia gave me a cheerful thumbs up.

"You," thinking of it, Avaritia had talked a lot about how little human contact ey'd had until recently. "You're just making this up, aren't you?"

Ey had the nerve to whistle innocently. "Well, I mostly came to Greed in a big empty castle, but it definitely seems like a good idea!”

I stared down the street.

"Is this an excuse to go shopping together?" I felt bad for saying it. I didn't think Avaritia would really take advantage of my malaise like that. Sure, ey'd manipulate me if ey thought it would help; ey'd shove a supernatural seed into me without asking first, if ey thought it was in my best interests. But for all eir impulsiveness, ey cared in a way that seemed almost impossible to explain. It was just easy to fall into the habit of teasing em, to let that mask slip and poke em the way I'd only ever really needled Inessa and...

"It's youth! Youth!" Avaritia said, cutting through my circling thoughts with mock outrage.

"But seriously, I think... Well, we couldn't really do much of this kind of thing back in the Forest. Just going around school it's wild how different everyone's greed feels. I'm not that good at sensing things. But, feeling all the different ways it can express itself, all the emotions that are greed-like but don't quite have that sinniness to them, it seemed like it would have helped a lot if I wasn't amazing and had anything to learn about myself or my sin."

I sighed. It was invasive; it was wrong. But I'd already done so much worse. And I... I'd almost gone too far. I didn't want that. Even if I did, I couldn’t act like that again.

Letting Avaritia take my hand to ensure I wouldn’t wander off, I took a deep breath and listened.

Songs surrounded me, quiet and desperate and beautiful in their own ways. I let them sweep me away as I looked for any that might spark something.

A hollow, thumping beat caught my attention. The silences between sounds seemed to beg anything around it to fill those holes, or it would have, were it not so poorly nurtured. That was fixable. With the right nutrients, it could—

Avaritia tugged on my arm and, embarrassed, I withdrew my thumb from my mouth and wiped the drop of blood off against my skirt, eliciting a wince from the wolf next to me. Right, I was listening, not making monsters.

"Well, what'd you find that made you react like that?" ey asked, glaring at my skirt as if there was anything noticeable there!

"It's hollow," I admitted as I actually looked at the source of that beautiful little percussion. She was smiling as she window shopped with her friends.

"That’s the way I tend to think of my own envy, too. There’s something similar there."

They were laughing and chatting, and I had almost turned their day out into the subject of horror. And yet, the envy was there, thumping quietly under every gesture, as steady as her heartbeat. A part of me ached to release it still, to make her face herself and stop lying about that dark little emotion.

"Tell me more," Avaritia's voice helped ground me.

"It pulls everything in," I answered. "Or, perhaps it makes everything into more of itself, harmonizing, trying to pull everything into its rhythm"

I looked more closely. They were staring at a display of jewelry, one of her friends talking. Wondering if she should buy it, perhaps? The tiny song in her heart grew ever so slightly louder.

"She's jealous," I said, then blushed. Obviously, she was jealous. I wouldn't have noticed her if she wasn't.

"Money, I think," I said at last. I wasn't sure what prompted the realization, but it felt right, or at least close enough. "She has a lot less than her friends; it makes her feel bad and a part of her wants to drag them down to her level."

Understanding came as soon as I started to put into words. She hated that they had more, and yet, her envy didn't drive her to grow or copy or become, or perhaps it did. Perhaps the little ways it tunneled into their songs weren't just to drag everyone down but to puff herself up in comparison? She had good friends, so obviously she could be worth something. And yet, it also wanted to tear everything away from them, to expose them for the privileged fools they were and drag them down to the world of have-nots.

"It's complicated," I said at last. Was that bad? Hating the well-off, just a little? I liked to think that society probably should be more equal, and yet, that didn't seem like a productive step toward getting there.

Well, Avaritia would say that obviously sin wasn't bad, that virtue just maintained a restrictive status quo that only served those on top. But it was hard to imagine how that kind of quagmire of a vice could really change anything or save anyone. And yet, I still ached to make her take that little brooding song and make her sing at the top of her lungs.

"Want to share more?" Avaritia asked, squeezing my hand gently to help pull me away.

"It's all messy," I said, watching the woman smile and joke. Who was I to judge? Her envy hadn't supped on her veins and replaced her face with a mask. She was probably nice and kind and happy, and her envy was a tiny thing, not like mine.

"Most people are," Avaritia said cheerfully. "It's a reason why people who are all about virtue are wrong. It's normal, you know, to want in the wrong ways? Anyway," she said, turning from eir imminent campaign speech to the immediate topic, "how do you think it compares to your envy?"

I wondered about that. We were both hollow. We both saw ourselves as failures compared to our friends. And yet, this stranger wanted to ruin her friends, to pull them down. What did I want? I had literally stolen Inessa's face, but I hardly thought I deserved to ruin Inessa Brandt. We were both empty and yet our emptiness was so profoundly different as to be incomprehensible to each other.

"I'm not sure," I admitted.

Avaritia nodded companionably. "Plenty of fish in the sea Chiro, you'll figure yourself out sooner or later."

And so it went. We walked down the street and pretended to window shop and talked and I spied on any stranger who crossed my eyes. At the very least, it got a little easier to hold back that urge to set free every petty desire I found.

That particular urge, even Avaritia agreed, was mostly shaped by my seed. And yet, refusing it earned no punishments. It wasn't like I couldn't sympathize with that little bit of primal sin inside. I ached to tell people that those things they buried were fine or good, that they could face them and be richer for it. My envy had grown in the shadows of my heart until I couldn't control it anymore, until it was all I had left. No one I found was as far gone as I. They wouldn’t need to eradicate themselves to change.

And yet... I caught my face—Inessa's face—in a window and sighed. Had accepting that twisted desire fixed anything? Envy had given me everything I'd never been allowed to want; but that same envy would never let me confuse myself into thinking it was something that could really be mine. I was happier, I thought, as a Beast wearing a heroine’s face. But I wasn't fixed. My envy would give me any facade I needed, but it couldn’t let me change. It would let me pass on its gifts or not, take the stage or not, so long as I didn't forget that all voicing my emptiness had given me were beautiful masks.

Something deep inside my chest pulsed comfortingly, offering a silent affirmation. So long as I embraced that truth, the seed would shelter me. 

"It's strange," I said to Avaritia, watching a manager who'd just gotten promoted and begun to resent his subordinates for 'having it easy'.

Ey looked at me curiously, urging me to continue.

"Just, for so many, envy isn't about wanting to change themselves or their situations. It's hating what they don't have, but a lot of them just want to pull everyone down with them."

"And that's not how you feel about the Saints?" Avaritia was rapidly developing a habit of rhetorical questions.

"Inessa's..." the words to express the complexity of feelings I felt about Inessa had not been invented. "She's a person I could never be. She has things I'll never have, but she's good and right and I don't..."

I didn't want to hurt her, did I? It would explain why I'd been so eager, why I'd needed to escalate this conflict at every turn.

"I don't know."

I'd like to say that I just wished I could become like her. But even I couldn't delude myself into mistaking that kind of admiration or aspiration for a sin. Sins were bitter and dark and twisted.

"Let's take a break!" Avaritia's words cut off my musings.

I blushed. Even now, ey were taking care of me, watching and looking and knowing me better than I knew myself. In others, I'd hated that pushy, halfhearted kindness, but Lupin seemed to get it in a way that they didn't. Perhaps it was the casual assertiveness of it all, the way ey just made those big decisive gestures. 

"And do what?" I asked, sticking my tongue out at em.

"Well," ey tapped eir finger against eir chin, pretending to think, "I am a greedy greedy wolf of course, and I just so happen to have a cute girl out with me, and, well, we both know my hobbies. It would simply be outside my nature not to get her a thing or two on such a fine day."

I blushed at that and stammered agreement, letting Avaritia lead me down the street with a great deal more purposiveness than we’d been walking. And there it was. For all it hurt to see Inessa looking back at me in the mirror, for all the people I pretended to be could never replace Charlie deep down, the pretense alone was light and joy and laughter in a way I wouldn't have gotten otherwise.

I giggled to myself and looked at my feet to avoid letting Lupin see exactly how widely I was smiling and nearly bumped into a passerby.

He was a large man, and he smelled ever so faintly of alcohol.

"S-sorry," I muttered. Then our eyes met, and he really looked at me and I knew that face. 

I wilted under that scrutiny, waiting to be named, to be seen, and to be dragged back where I really belonged.

There was nothing resembling recognition in his eyes.

The moment passed and the man walked past, muttering something rude under his breath.

Avaritia said something; I didn't hear it. Something pulled on my arm, and I allowed myself to be dragged down an alley, through a tear in the world, and back into the comforting emptiness of the Abyssal Forest. Somewhere in that process, I managed to tell Lupin I was okay, that it wasn’t a big deal. I wasn't sure if that did anything to assuage em.

It took till I was in my room hugging a pillow before I could manage to give word to thought.

"I bumped into that man and," I took a deep breath. "I thought it was him for a moment. Dad, that is."

Lupin didn’t seem to quite what to say to that.

"I don't think it was." I admitted, then laughed. I hadn't seen him in, what, two weeks? And I couldn't even tell him apart from some stranger who bore a passing resemblance.

"But, I just... I expected him to see me and know because, well, even if I've changed, I'm still me and no matter what he thinks of me, he's still my dad. I was terrified and, even then, I still wanted him to say something. Some little part of me wanted him to see me, even if he called me something horrible or tried to hit me or anything.”

Avaritia—eir sin was too thick in em and the fury in eir eyes was too far from human to think of em by any name but a Beast’s—nodded.

“It's hard,” ey agreed. “There were good times too and they're never completely bad and you want to just cling to those, and you wish that others could see that little bit of it instead of just lashing out or telling you what's good for you. He," I wondered if it was my father ey was talking about or someone else. Either way, the words soothed. "He hurts you sometimes and does bad things and that's not okay but that doesn't mean he doesn't also do nice things or that he's not suffering too in his own ways and you want to change things and make them work, even when you know that no matter how hard you try to greedily hold on to every tie you can, something's going to break."

Avaritia stopped abruptly, clamping down on something ey hadn't meant to share.

"Yeah," I said, wondering if I had another grudge to tally against Mr. Noir. "And yet, eventually you have to go, and then you can't let yourself go back, can you?"

Ey didn't answer that. In its own way, the silence and the commiseration helped to soothe more than any advice would have.

And then evening came and Avaritia went to answer Superbia's call, to face eir monstrous savior alone to avoid any hurt to eir precious partner. When ey returned, eir hands were behind eir back, clutching something I couldn't see.

"Hey," ey said, radiating a casual confidence even more brittle than eir usual.

"Hey," I answered back.

Avaritia gave me a confirming nod. We lapsed into an uncertain silence.

"Thanks for earlier," I added, eventually.

"I got you something," ey said mischievously, as if ey hadn't taken every opportunity since the mall to shower me with gifts. "I was going to wait for a happier time to give it to you, but, well, you seemed like you might need it now."

I blinked at that as Avaritia shoved something soft with a pleasant furry texture into my hands. I squished it experimentally. The plushie flopped. I looked at it and fell in love.

It was pillow sized, and dark purple, with large floppy wings protruding from the sides. It—he—had a tailored waistcoat around his round body and long fangs protruding from his mouth.

"I'll name him Count Fruitula," the ears were short, and the face had that youthful energy associated with fruit bats, or at least as associated with fruit bats as a slightly anthropomorphic plushie could be. Besides, he was clearly too nice to be a vampire.

Lupin's mouth curled into a smirk, and I felt my cheeks heat up.

"Thanks," I said at last.

"So, partner," ey said more seriously. "Superbia has a plan and, well, if it works, we could all get a lot stronger, but it’s going to be a little bit tricky. I'll be fine because I'm kind of amazing, but, well, I need to think about this a little before I commit and I wanted to see if you thought you'd be okay on your own tomorrow after, well, everything?"

I mock-glared at em. "Of course I'll be fine!" I said at last, "Honestly, I'm not sure what I want to do or what my sin means, but I'm strong, you know." Or at least I could fake it now. "I'll be fine on my own."

Ey grinned and thanked me with a quick, eep-eliciting hug, and then ey were gone.

Ey hadn’t told me anything about the plan. That wasn’t an accident. Avaritia, who declared eir greed was keeping others close and giving them the world, locked me out the second ey faced eir own worries; that wasn't fair at all. But I couldn’t pull eir heart apart the way ey kept trying to do with mine. And platitudes didn't feel like the right response. I had too much experience to think that would do anything but make em wall emself off, desperate not to seem like eir continued worries were my failure.

Sunday passed in quiet contemplation. I might have been quite so embarrassed to spend so much of the day hugging a plushie and watching bat videos if I was spending the day with Avaritia. But it was what I needed.

And, when Monday finally arrived, I felt almost whole enough to look my former friends in the eye after everything I'd done. At least I could mimic Inessa's confidence and pretend it was so.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

In order to help Inessa cheer up despite her ongoing difficulties, Ida takes her and their new friend Chiro for a girl's day out. Unfortunately for the girls, this puts them right in the path of Invidia's latest Resinner. Will Inessa be able to reawaken the flames of purity in time to help Ida defeat the monster!?

Tune in for...


Episode 25: A Close Shave!! The Root of Inessa's Worries

Despite the fact that I should have literally been able to teleport out of my room, my attempts to sneak out early Monday morning nevertheless ended in failure. Accordingly, I was coerced against my will into abandoning the giant hoodie aimed at hiding poor Chiros away from the onslaughts of their justifiably angry ex-friends. At least, the dress code mandated skirt and blouse Lupin forced on me looked cute and my earrings weren't going to accidentally inform anyone who I was this time around.

That said, school remained an agonizing exercise in visibility. I could look into a mirror all I wanted, but no matter how cute I looked, it still felt like everyone was inches away from figuring out what I really was.

Of course, even that stopped mattering as I neared the school grounds well before the first bell. Temperance was waiting just outside the gates.

I slowed to a stop as I approached, unwilling or unable to fully cross the final few feet between us. Right, there were bigger problems facing me than my gender anxiety. We stood, facing each other, slightly too distant to talk comfortably, neither of us able to bridge the gap.

Temperance didn't speak; she didn't threaten. She didn't need to. I knew what she was considering. If anything, I should have been surprised she hadn't brought a posse of Saints with her. It made sense that it was over. I'd failed to hide from her and that meant getting caught, especially now that I'd shown I was committed to Sin.

I'd only had Chiro's role for a single school day, and even then, the realization that I was about to lose it was agony.

"Please don't," I found myself nearly begging.

"Why not?" she asked after watching me coldly for what felt like hours.

It was a fair question. Why not? The fear of failing Lupin's expectations was an obvious reason. I didn't want to mess up a mission, to leave em making excuses to Superbia, to leave em any reason to interact with Superbia at all. That was the big thing. I might be a silly little bat, powerless to change anything, but I had to do everything I could to protect my partner, nonetheless. Except, did I really care about any of that? 

Was some of it because I wanted to keep being Chiro? There was a part of me that liked playing dress-up with Lupin and pretending to be a normal girl, even if actually appearing in public like this left me a constant blushing mess. Chiro was supposed to be a character I played. Those feelings shouldn't have mattered; they did anyway.

Perhaps I was afraid of hurting them yet again. That need to make Inessa look at me had driven me to violence, and yet now I was terrified of being seen. I had no right to worry about hurting any of them anymore. Even so, the thought of not just fighting them, but betraying them again, felt like more than I could take.

"Lupin could get in trouble if I fail," I said at last. It was a low, if honest, blow. I didn't want to think of what Superbia might do to em for my failures.

Temperance pondered this for a few moments.

"Let's walk," she said and began to march away from school. 

I wanted to complain. Chiro was new! I didn't want to get a reputation for playing hooky on my second day!!! And; it wasn’t like her grades could afford it.

Temperance's lip twitched despite herself as I resisted the inevitable. Finally, I nodded my agreement and allowed her to lead me away from campus.

* * *

We sat in the park, empty at that frigid hour of the morning. Once more, Temperance looked at me in silence.

For a while, we lingered there in silence, neither knowing what to say to change the inevitable.

"How is ey doing?"

"What?" I wasn't sure how we'd gone from discussing my misdeeds to Avaritia's well-being.

"Avaritia seemed off when ey attacked us yesterday," Temperance said.

I didn't answer immediately. I hadn't heard whatever plans Superbia and Avaritia were working on, but even then, I knew better than to leak anything to Temperance. And it wasn't like Lupin had told me anything in the morning either. If anything, ey'd been distracting emself via treating me like eir dress-up doll.

"Ey were stressed about something," I said at last. "But Lupin didn't talk about it."

Temperance cast her gaze out across the playground and sighed in a way that spoke of long suffering familiarity.

"Ey really is greedy," she said, with something that could almost be mistaken for indulgence.

"Are ey?" I wondered at that. It went without saying that I’d learned the song of Avaritia's greed by heart. It was impossible to be near Lupin and not notice it. And yet, whatever eir misdeeds or eir impulsiveness, Avaritia had practically devoted emself to saving me. Even eir attitude toward greed seemed to express something I struggled to interpret as sin.

Temperance, for her part, considered her words carefully. I wondered what she was about to say. Was she going to say I was enabling Avaritia? Demand I come back to the light?

"Has Avaritia told you about how we got here?" she asked at last, choosing some incomprehensible third option.

I nodded, wondering if Temperance was simply taking advantage of her leverage to get a free status update on the partner she'd abandoned before allowing the blade of Damocles to fall. 

"I was going to be Ira," Temperance non-sequitured instead.

"What?" I asked. I didn't know why Temperance had decided to share, but it was simply too distracting a revelation to bypass, whatever the rhetorical ploy. Temperance, as long as I’d known her, had been calm before she had been anything else. 

Temperance nodded exactly once, as if I had been asking her to confirm that wasn't a joke instead of to explain, then allowed the silence to take us once more. 

"We'd just run away. I was...," she smiled ruefully, or at least she tried. Any expression at all still looked forced on her face. "Back then, all I wanted was to destroy everything. Avaritia was scared it would consume me. So ey swapped the seeds. For all ey talks about sin..."

She shrugged. "Avaritia always says that ey ran away for me, but it was crushing em too. Ey'll betray you in every way that counts if ey thinks it will help, even if ey think you'll never talk to em again. But Avaritia won't ever admit ey needs things too. Ey wants to help everyone ey likes, but ey won't let anyone help em."

This was also, very obviously, true. Lupin was lonely, sure, and desperate enough for a friend that ey'd recruited me, of all people. But ey had also been barely able to open up enough to push me to go with em to the mall.

Superbia had come up with some strange plan which made em anxious and ey'd run out and gotten into a fight instead of telling me anything. And yet, ey always forced emself into my heart. Lupin's way was to hold eir friends close, live for them and help them, and refuse to let them do the same.

"Ey really is greedy," I agreed at last, wondering how I felt about that.

There was jealousy at how much better Temperance knew my partner than I did. After all, I was just the cheap copy, the second-rate replacement Lupin had picked up by the side of the road with looks stolen from Inessa and enough overcomplicated issues with my self-image that ey could probably confuse my plot arc for Temperance’s' if ey squinted. I'd never have the kind of bond the two had shared before Temperance left.

"Was that why you quit?" I asked, a bit too afraid of what Temperance could do to Chiro to be as catty as my instincts craved. The lingering fear in the back of my throat helped recenter me. We were dancing around the issue, talking about Avaritia instead of Chiro. I couldn't claim to know what Temperance was trying with this conversation, but I didn’t have it in me to accelerate the inevitable.

"Avaritia was right to trick me into taking Gluttony," Temperance conceded. I wondered how long that realization had taken her. "Wrath suited me too well. Indulging was different. Even then, it didn't help in the end. It was something new and exciting until it got bitter. And then, I couldn't say no to Inessa when she told me to change. I thought Avaritia would follow again."

"Why would you believe ey could?" Temperance's words baffled me there. If there was one thing Lupin believed in, it was eir cause.

"Ey want to keep eir people happy and close. A Beast shouldn't choose what it thinks is right over what satisfies its sins."

Again, Temperance understood Avaritia more cleanly than I did. There was a cold logic to that manipulation. It should have worked, except... My seed sent a brief flare of pain down my spine as I realized that I knew something about Lupin that Temperance didn't. 

Despite all the reasons it shouldn't be so, ey still cared about Superbia.

"Is that all you wanted to talk about?" I asked, burying the truth deep down. If Temperance didn't get it, it wasn't my place to share that kind of twisted emotion.

She shook her head.

"It's not too late to change again. Even Lupin couldn’t commit to sin, no matter what ey says. It can't save you."

And there it went. This was all some sort of youth pastor attempt to build sympathy so she could talk me around.

I bit back laughter. As if I didn't know already that no matter its gifts, sin would never set me free. As if my envy would leave me any room to imagine salvation from its stolen beauty. Worst, all of that was still better than going back and playing house with Inessa again. 

"Are you going to tell them or not?" I wasn't sure just when the power dynamic in the conversation had changed. And yet, Temperance seemed so uncannily open and vulnerable for once. I knew I could abuse that vulnerability. One more small betrayal for the pile. 

"No," she admitted. "But, Chiro," the emotion seemed to drain from her face as she spoke, until her tone was the kind of arctic that made me see a glimmer of the wrath that could have been. "We all want to help. But if you use this to hurt Inessa again, I will end you."

I shuddered despite myself. And yet, something about the naked threat soothed in a way that vapid invites to redemption never would.

"That's fair," I conceded. It was more than I deserved. “I won’t use Chiro’s face to hurt Inessa.” 

We walked in silence for a few minutes. There was nothing left for us at the moment but to return to school.

"Mr. Brown's recovering," Temperance said at last. "He seemed a lot less stressed, after."

"That's good, he deserves it," I said, as if I was really the kind of person good enough to actually care that my actions were theoretically meant to help him.

"Inessa's fine, physically," Temperance added as we finally reached the school building. 

My muttered thanks would have been too quiet for her to hear, and yet, something about the way she walked grew qualitatively more smug until we split up to make it to our respective classes.

* * *

"Hiya Chiro!" Inessa greeted me in second period, faking a smile in a way that twisted the knife.

"Hi," I replied, somehow ignoring the contradictory urges to scream, attack her, run and break down begging for forgiveness. I didn't manage to say anything else. At least I could take solace in knowing that she would finally see me for the monster I was from now on. It had been a kindness to crush the illusions she had held onto over a boy who'd never been real.

It also helped that Ida seemed as pained by Inessa's pretenses as I was. Inessa's malaise lingered past her physical presence, haunting us all through third period chemistry. Ida and I barely managed to exchange any words.

At least fourth period left me to wallow in peace. When the bell rang, I managed to pick out the sound of Ida's approaching footsteps and hide. And that meant that she didn't get to commit the literal war crime of dragging me to the Saints' table again. And sure, that meant sneaking into an empty classroom for lunch, but I was evil now! That meant I could do illicit things like have lunch outside the cafeteria!

Okay, so I still felt a little guilty about breaking the rules, but it was still a lot better than getting forced to sit with both Inessa and Temperance. Inessa's fake smiles were an old friend from back before she'd suddenly found herself. Seeing her return to anything resembling that bitter state when she was supposed to be so much better than me now felt fundamentally wrong.

But I didn't deserve to comfort her. And really, had I even been that in the wrong? Maybe I'd taken things a bit too far, but she was the one who showed up to my monster attack and started shooting at me! She was the one who refused to acknowledge my own agency, to accept that I wasn't just that pathetic boy in need of saving anymore. No, the more I thought about it, the more I was okay with what I'd done. I was evil now and the sooner my former friends understood that, the less they'd suffer as I proved, again and again, how far I was willing to fall to join them on stage.

* * *

I ducked out of school immediately after classes ended and hurried back as fast as I could to the Abyssal Forest.

"Avaritia~!" I called, feigning a good deal more enthusiasm than I felt as I pushed open the unlatched door into my room. "Your adorable partner's home, so let's go do some plotting or something!"

"Ah, Invidia," his voice was as shrill as ever and it still felt like fear, "I see you have been adapting."

It seemed that it was not, this time, Avaritia who had left my door open as ey sat awkwardly on my bed, waiting for my return. Mr. Noir did not often wander the Forest beyond his throne room; at least, that's what Avaritia had insisted. Today seemed to be an exception. 

Maybe, I imagined, I could just close the door and leave.

"Mr. Noir." I gave him a shallow curtsy instead. Avaritia had cautioned me to avoid our boss but had told me exactly how to behave if that proved impossible: demonstrate obedience, accept what he said and go to em if there were any larger problems. Above all, I was had to avoid starting a confrontation. It wasn't hard to remember; I was used to following rules like that with adults.

"Superbia," he said with disdain, "as I've told you, Invidia, there is a power in names."

I lowered my head, acknowledging the reprimand. I couldn't start a fight, couldn't argue. Somehow, I could still smell that incense; cinnamon and copper. There was nothing that resembled it in the room. A Beast would not be so easily swayed as a stupid little boy. The scent lingered anyway.

In the same fashion, it would always have been Mr. Noir who pretended to be my confidant, had twisted me around his fingers for his own ends. He would always be Mr. Noir to me. 

He eyed me silently for a few moments. "I must say, I did not expect this degree of aberration, boy."

For once, he wasn't twisting things around. My sin had transformed me in strange ways. And yet, it still inspired a spike of icy rage that threatened to overcome my instinctive fear at his presence.

He surveyed me for a few moments, those horrible eyes meeting my own until I could no longer meet his gaze. Then he shrugged, "perhaps you are not quite of the caliber I initially thought, but it is clear you embody Invidia well. I am glad to see that you have not entirely failed to reach the potential I saw in you."

"Thank you," I said, trying desperately to say it in a way that didn't sound like I wanted to claw his eyes out.

Superbia's stare told me exactly how successful I'd been. He paused for a moment and his presence grew far louder, a sound so sharp and bright it could cut. His sin was light itself, monotone, glorious, and capable of pressing itself over any other lesser noise. It brooked no defiance, no stain on his glory. The raw power of his presence was overwhelmingly greater than Avaritia's or mine. It drove me to my knees, struggling to breathe, to perceive anything besides that terrible might.

Then the noise eased. Superbia looked at me as he might consider a bug, "It is your nature to have jealousy for your betters. So long as you remember your place, these expressions of your sin are tolerable."

I wanted to laugh; I couldn't imagine what would happen if I did. Superbia thought I was jealous of him? Of everyone involved in this entire play, Superbia was the one person who had nothing I wanted to imitate. No matter how strong or how sure of himself he was, I wanted nothing of his brittle pride or his casual cruelty.

That alone, Pride could never be allowed to know. I could see that, seeing the feel of him. Pride saw envy as its natural consequence. To resent him, to want to steal his power and his status, was only natural in Superbia's view. To look upon him and despise him instead? This, I knew instinctively, was a blasphemy of the highest order.

"Thank you, sir," I let fear dampen my voice. He would appreciate that.

"Good," he said stiffly. "I have a mission for you."

"What about Avaritia? I understood my missions would come from em." again I did not have to feign the slight tremor in my voice. He wouldn't destroy his most useful lieutenant; but I had no illusions that Superbia wouldn't punish em in all sorts of ways if he felt it necessary to spare his vanity.

"She," he practically spat the word. Avaritia must not have been high in his esteem at the moment, "has been reminded that her other duties warrant a great deal more haste than she was inclined to give. I believe it necessary to inform you of this plan personally, and to assure you that if either of your incompetence ruins my work, there will be consequences."

I gulped, but nodded and held my hands together to avoid clutching my fists until something cracked.

"I am glad you understand. This weekend, it shall prove necessary to distract the Saints to ensure that there is no possibility they interfere with the crucial parts of Avaritia’s task. There can be no allowance for errors."

I should have asked for details, should have pressed to know more about Avaritia’s issues. But I did not want to hear a single word out of his mouth beyond the minimum. And there was nothing to it, and I'd already committed to fighting the Angelic Saints. Whatever lingering stage-fright I still felt over taking the place that I'd sacrificed so much to claim, Avaritia would be depending on me. 

"As you command." The poison fruit was far more bitter than usual.

* * *

My first battle had been a heat of the moment thing. I had been angry and stupid and had someone there that stimulated all of my bestial instincts. Mr. Brown had been the kind of person Avaritia spoke of, someone whose sin needed an outlet, who palpably felt better in some way in the days after the attack. Preparing to just unleash a monster somewhere where the Saints could find it was far more anxiety-inducing.

The fact that I hadn't seen Avaritia in the Forest at all since Superbia's comments about assigning em to other tasks did not help my mental well-being. I should have at least been able to play school a bit more casually without em looking over my shoulder. But, having let Avaritia dress me up twice, Chiro’s character had become established and it would have obviously been suspicious if I stopped now. So, despite the absence of the wardrobe police, I had literally no other choice than to keep dressing up in cute outfits and doing my makeup every morning.

Worse, while Temperance had decided to ignore my existence completely and Inessa remained In A Mood; Ida was inexplicably worse than either. For whatever reason, she seemed to have fixated on Chiro: accosting me in hallways, forcing me to eat lunch with the group despite my presence worsening the tensions already tearing things apart, and otherwise trying to befriend me at every opportunity.

Fortunately, Ida's schedule remained an exercise in self-flagellation. She had relatively little free time to divide between breathing, sleeping, or stalking new friends. It was only during classes and lunch that she proved inescapable.

Or it should have been like that. Except, during lunch on Thursday, she'd openly defied the mood to gloat about a once in a millennium free Saturday and invited everyone to join her on an outing to a new salon a cousin of hers had opened recently.

And it wasn't like I could refuse the offer. It wasn't that I wanted to try going to a salon, or that it was obviously meant to cheer up Inessa!

No, it was simply that Chiro—the fundamentally good girl I was pretending to be—was supposed to be a caring and surprisingly intuitive person who went out of her way to try and support those around her. And, well, if I just had to distract the Saints, maybe making sure the spa day proved distracting would work better than trying to hurt them again.

Ida was clearly counting on us to help cheer Inessa up and turning her down would have made Chiro seem like a monster. And obviously, that would break my cover. So, I had no choice but to agree to attend. It was simply outside my control.

Temperance had looked at me with something between profound exasperation and lingering resentment, then announced she had a prior commitment, and I felt a flash of guilt. Obviously, she knew this whole thing with Inessa was my fault and that I was low-key a terrible person for just pretending to be their friend like this. Obviously, she didn't want to be around me at all and obviously, seeing me play nice with everyone while hiding that I was the reason for Inessa’s current struggles had to hurt Temperance.

But I definitely couldn't back out after making Temperance give up her spot for me.

* * *

"We'll be there soon! It's just another block or two. My cousin's great! I don't really go for all that girly stuff personally, but it's nice to find an excuse to visit her every now and then." Ida beamed at us, as if we were doing her a favor by being here. How desperate was she to boost Inessa’s mood? I wondered what responsibility she'd pushed aside to make time for this.

"Sounds great," Inessa said, as if the world was ending. 

"I've never really done the whole spa day thing. It's a little bit scary, to be honest..." I blushed and looked away.

Well, mostly I was afraid of what Superbia might do to us if I messed up his plans, or what I might have to do if the Saints decided they suddenly had to run out for some unspecified emergency. But Chiro wouldn't have any reason to worry about that, so she was allowed to be nervous visiting a fancy girly place like this.

"Never?" Ida asked, surprised.

Oh right, a real girl would probably have been to places like this all the time.

"Well, dad never approved of this kind of thing so, like, mostly I just got a friend to help style my hair and I haven't really gotten any other stuff done," I didn't actually know what other stuff entailed, but I was sure it was strange and girly and vaguely illicit. Besides, that was a passable excuse that was almost tailor made to achieve another goal as well.

Indeed, light flickered momentarily in Inessa's eyes, the chance for gossip luring her out of the depths of her fugue.

"A friend, you say? What kind of 'friend'?" I could hear the invisible quotations Inessa put around the word 'friend'.

I blushed, because obviously this would embarrass Chiro. Invidia—the very serious, scary, evil bat—had abandoned mundane emotions like shame, so I would never actually be awkward or shy about this. I just had to keep up appearances.

"I don't know," I admitted. "Ey’s really nice to me, but it's, well, a little complicated." Besides, any interest Avaritia had feigned in me could easily be attributed to the fact that I'd stolen Inessa's body, or that she was treating me like a replacement Temperance. Either of them was quite the catch.

Inessa ooohed. Her heart wasn't in it, but this was still the best I'd seen her since my most recent betrayal.

"Well then," she pulled me closer and stage-whispered, "we'll just have to make sure you come out of this so cute your friend won't have any choice but to confess."

"Please," I said, method acting as the kind of person who found the idea of being desirable to her partner agonizingly wonderful, even if it was obvious that there was no way anything could really come of it.

Ida shook her head sadly at us, "Honestly, you're both... You can just try it and see if they're interested! This isn't rocket science!"

"Oh Miss, I have no free time? What would you know about dating?" Inessa was too far from any of her crushes to collapse into a black hole of shyness, so she had no problem retaliating against Ida's comments. I wasn't quite sure what to feel about this working. I didn't want Inessa to suffer, not really. But even the writhing sin inside of me wasn't sure if it wanted her to recover this easily when it was her turn to feel bad.

Ida smiled imperiously, "I've had lots of boyfriends!" she said, her voice thick with hubris.

"Wait, what?! Lots?" I had, of course, gotten all this gossip from Inessa before, but Chiro hadn't.

She nodded. "Two in high school so far!"

"And who are you dating now?" Inessa asked rhetorically.

Ida deflated, "no one," she admitted.

"And why is that?" Inessa ruthlessly slammed shut the jaws of her trap.

"I don't know! They kept complaining that we never had any time to do things together, but we always did lots of stuff together!"

Inessa tutted, "Ida, Ida Ida..." then she turned to me and explained for my benefit, "she had Javed agree to manage the girls basketball team and then kept having 'study sessions' with him where she actually just studied the whole time."

Ida had the grace to blush. "How was I supposed to know that Javed didn't mean studying when he said I should come over to study! Studying is important and working side by side with your boyfriend just seems like it would be really nice..."

She looked desperately toward Inessa and me, "I-is it too much to want a boy that doesn't mind that I'm as tall as he is, or stronger than him, who won't tell me to act girlier, and who actually cares about improving himself like I do? Is it so bad to want someone who can keep up with you?"

I didn't know a thing about dating boys, and despite being one for most of my life, my own gender seemed an alien species to me half the time. Inessa, likewise, had exactly zero experience dating. But it wasn't a hard question to answer.

We glanced at each other and nodded silently.

"Yes, way too much!" we chorused.

"Ida," Inessa said, not without sympathy.

"You absolutely deserve a boy who accepts you and likes you and supports you as you are; but..." I continued somberly.

"No one can keep up with you!" Inessa announced the final verdict as I nodded along consolingly.

Ida deflated for a moment, then shook her head furiously. “That’s not true at all!” she announced triumphantly. “Inessa keeps up with me just fine!” 

I blinked; Inessa blushed. 

“So, ask her out?” The rejoinder was too obvious. 

Ida looked at Inessa seriously for a long moment, then sighed. “I mean, Inessa’s pretty amazing, but I’m straight. I mean, if she was a boy...” 

We both stared at her. Ida made a fascinating serious of facial expressions before burying her head in her hands. 

"Let's just go inside," she said, mortified. 

Gallantly, she pulled the door open to a small salon, the sign outside drawn in a pink cursive font that bespoke a forbidden territory people like C weren't to enter.

Oh sure, I'd always dragged myself to Supercuts every time dad decided my hair was getting too long, but this was different. This was the real deal, a world I'd never dared venture into for fear of how I'd be seen.

I took a deep breath and.... let it out in a disappointed sigh as it looked pretty similar to the cheap chain stores where I’d always gotten my hair cut: chairs spaced far enough from each other to allow comfortable access from all sides, black plastic sinks with headrests specially designed for washing hair, and a few busy employees. No one was at the register, around which a small set of seats were positioned for waiting. The decor was nicer, but it lacked that air of essential mystery I'd been dreading and anticipating. It was just a place.

"I'll be with you in a second, Ida," the voice came from someone who was obviously Ida's cousin. Just like Ida, she was tall—enough to tower over me now—with a dark complexion. Her hair was tied back, a bundle of prismatic braids stretching down to her neck. Though slimmer and less muscular than our resident sports addict, her eyes carried that same sense of indefatigable purpose.

Ida nodded, then glared at us both. "Not a word to Nia about boyfriends," she whispered urgently, earning silent nods from both Inessa and me.

She looked at us oddly for a moment. "You know, you two really do look alike."

"Do we?"

Inessa glanced at my face, searching curiously for a few moments. I feigned confusion, hoping that my secret was not about to accidentally be revealed in a moment of casual observation.

"Yep, you could practically be... sisters," Ida said, wincing as she reached the end of that sentiment.

The smile fell from Inessa's face. "I don't think I'm feeling so good, after all."

Ida cursed quietly under her breath, then stepped in to hug Inessa.

"What's wrong?" I asked, wishing I could be literally anywhere else.

"Alright," Ida's cousin returned, "I'm still putting out a few fires, but if one of you wants to go with Kelly now, she had a cancellation, and we should be able to get to all of you..." Nia's voice cut off as she saw the situation.

I looked awkwardly between Ida and her cousin.

"You can go," Ida said, looking at me over Inessa's shoulder, "Inessa's going through some things lately. I should stick with her for a sec."

C would have stayed. He was close and awkward, but he'd known Inessa better than anyone; there was no real point to him if he couldn't even help comfort her. But Chiro was an outsider here. 

And that meant I was allowed to go, even if a part of me still managed to feel bad for doing it.

"If you're sure," I pretended to be a little hesitant before leaving at one final nod from Ida. Besides, Inessa needed better support than a jealous bat like me.

"Everything okay there?" Nia asked as she led me toward the back of the salon.

"She's been doing pretty bad all week," I said sadly. "Ida staged this whole thing to help cheer her up, but I'm not sure it'll work too well."

"Well, we'll see about that!" Nia grinned, taking it as something of a challenge. "I can't let that little cousin of mine rely on me for once and not fix things, now can I?"

I giggled, "Well, good luck."

Nia shook her head. "Believe me, a little change to your look can do wonders for your outlook on life. Kelly! This one's for you."

A twenty-something redhead with a nose piercing gave Nia a nod and led me to her chair.

"What can I do for you today?" Kelly asked, and I sensed the faint hollow thump of her envy for her boss. 

"I'm not sure," I said, hesitating. I could imbue her right now, allowing her to sprout in the next few hours and taking care of my obligations to Superbia. But this was Ida's cousin's shop. It could get destroyed. Would this be breaking my deal with Temperance? And... could I really just do that again? Mr. Brown had been one thing. His anger demanded release; but Kelly's sin was smaller for now. I ached to set it free, as I always craved sin's release, but it was harder to justify forcing it.

"Keep it fairly close to what you have now?" she asked.

I hesitated. I was Inessa's mirror, and that included the hairstyle, even if green was a clearly superior color. I remembered the way Lupin had looked at me, had started flirting as soon as I looked like eir old enemy. It was all on purpose of course, little ways of trying to build my confidence. But seeing Inessa could only have made it easier. 

Nia had said, pun aside, that a style change could change your perspective. Inessa had joked about winning over Lupin with a new look. And yet, I had no value of my own. I was an imitation, nothing more. My sin trembled at the idea of breaking that pattern.

"Actually," I said, wincing at a sudden burst of tightness in my chest, "let's change things up a lot. Something shorter? Like a...." My sin writhed in irritation under my skin. Its roots constricted around my heart and rough roots tore at the underside of my skin, peeling away at me as if to say this mask was a gift. If I refused to play my part, it could be torn off of me at any moment. 

Avaritia had said pushing it could be good, to learn more about myself and... I just wanted to sit down and change my look like I was a real girl who could just do that and not look in the mirror and see even her hair tell her how fake she was. It was just my hair. I wouldn’t forget my nature.

The flickers of agony were one thing. Just as fundamental a problem is that I wasn't a real girl. I had not been schooled in the arcane language of describing hair in words that went beyond “short” and “very short.” I fumbled for a word, anything to avoid looking like an imposter. "Maybe a bob?"

Kelly ran a hand through my hair, gently undoing my ponytail and handing me the scrunchy, "Yeah, I think that could work well for you. Let's get you washed up and get to it."

I let out a relieved squeak, satisfied to have passed this test as Kelly escorted me from her chair to one of the sinks and began gently shampooing my hair. It felt relaxing enough that I could almost ignore Invidia's discontent.

Instead, I dipped a metaphorical fang into Kelly's sin. I had to know what made her feel so similar to me to decide whether I would release her. Hers was no great mystery. She saw Nia, who wasn't much older than her, running the entire salon, and she wanted to be someone like that. Alone, that wouldn't have been enough to stimulate my seed. But she buried it down deeper and deeper, acting ever the kind friend and loyal employee, even as she pushed her desires away, letting the pressure build.

I managed to hold it back until she was wrapping up my hair and talking about all the other ways I would get pampered today. But my sin was unhappy with me, and this restraint was one imposition too many. A flicker of weakness was all it took to let Envy's thorns pierce my skin, to let myself push a single drop of sap into her chest. We were close enough that it wasn't hard to hide.

At least this helped calm the writhing envy inside of me. It did not like that I had abandoned, to some extent, my mockery of Inessa. Feeding it another's envy served to soothe and distract and its grip on my heart loosened.

Except, where Resinners usually took hours to blossom, my sin approached hers with startling enthusiasm, practically pouring out of me to give her everything it could in punishment and reward alike. And that meant my Resinner to be had all the sustenance she needed to grow strong far more quickly than I'd been anticipating.

Her transformation was instant. One moment she was standing next to me, the next she was approaching Nia in a daze as her arms deformed and stretched into massive scissor blades, her body stretching and distorting.

Bad Cut mashed its blade-arms together in an effort to separate Nia's head from her body. Fortunately, Nia slipped and fell to the ground in shock, leaving the blades to close over empty air.

Diligentia's familiar “Steadfast as the Earth” followed a few moments later as the Saint of Diligence rammed into Bad Cut with her shield, shoving the Resinner through the salon's doors and into the street.

I winced at the sound of shattering glass. How expensive would the repairs be? Would insurance cover things or had I just destroyed Nia’s store because I couldn't control my sin?

Still, Ida and Inessa would make short work of a single Resinner once they transformed; or so I thought. Instead, Inessa stood there, fingering a bracelet with worried indecision and nearly getting hit by a piece of stray glass.

"Come on!" I shouted, dashing toward her only a little bit faster than Chiro should have been able to move and pulling her toward a back room. Bad Cut faced Diligentia and spread its arms as wide as they could go before beginning to spin like helicopter blades. I shuddered to imagine what that might have done if it was still in the salon.

Inessa barely reacted, but did allow me to pull her through an employees’ only door into a back room. She was shaking.

"What's wrong?" I asked stupidly. Chiro would have no reason to wonder why a friend panicked at the sight of a monster. That was the expected reaction.

"I..." Inessa sagged against a wall, "I can't do anything."

"What do you mean?" I asked, feigning confusion. Chiro wouldn't know how wrong those words were from Inessa's lips.

"I'd decided to just charge at everything straightforwardly, to be pure and just and help people, and..." She was trembling.

Inessa was terrible at keeping a secret identity. Absolutely terrible. I should probably be taking advantage of this, twisting Inessa further until she lost any chance of regaining her power in the short term. A part of me wanted to. A part of me wanted to shove in the knife, to pull her down into the swamp with me. So much of envy was that. And yet, that didn’t feel right. The Inessa I longed to be did not belong with me in the mud. 

"And?"

"I... there was someone close to me I thought I was helping. Things were bad for them and not in the way I could just punch," Inessa said as if she hadn't punched a great many threats to my well-being, "but, I thought that if I just told the right people and faced them honestly, tried my best and gave them a hand when they needed, it would all work out."

"And something went wrong?" I could hear the sounds of the battle in the street.

I'd made a promise to Temperance. And evil or not, I couldn't just abandon that if I wanted to keep being Chiro. My sin, for once, supported this. Everything I was was a pale imitation of Inessa Brandt. A part of me wanted to show her how futile her efforts were, how little she could do, how she would never understand. And yet, Castitas was a perfect hero, beautiful and strong and pure of heart. She wasn't supposed to be so vulnerable.

Inessa sighed. "They hurt me," she admitted. "Things got really bad, but I thought that was finally what they needed, maybe, to really let us make things better for them. I really thought we could take them in and show them how much nicer things could be from now on, to really help them get out of the state they've been in for so long, but..."

"They took advantage of your kindness and betrayed you when it counted the most?" I said, knowing the answer.

"No!" Inessa practically shouted, "They... did lash out, and they did other things." She wasn't in any condition to find a vaguely plausible explanation for me almost strangling her. "But it wasn't that. It was... They said they were jealous of me."

She trailed off into silence.

"They were jealous of me, and I'd never even noticed. I thought I understood everything, thought we knew everything about each other and that I knew how to help and..." she sighed. "They lashed out and, well, I wonder if I was just making things worse. Even when I kept trying to approach them, it didn’t help and now I don’t know what to do."

I wondered about that. What Purity meant to Inessa. The absence of lust was, well, I couldn't see Inessa being Castitas on those grounds. But, that sincerity of emotion, to put her heart in her actions and to genuinely love those around her, to approach every tie with all her heart and find genuine meaning in each of them. Perhaps that was some of it. 

I couldn't believe I was back here. I'd abandoned the role of giver of platitudes and bland moral encouragement to take a place on stage. But I couldn't leave Inessa like this.

"Was that really how they felt?" I asked neutrally, "and, just because they reacted badly, doesn't mean you did anything wrong. Maybe, deep down, they're just not someone that deserved saving; maybe you tried your best, and that's okay. That just means you're a good person and they weren't."

Inessa shook her head furiously, her still-wet hair flopping around her.

"No, they’re not a bad person! But... if trying to help just made things worse, how am I supposed to fix things?"

That I couldn't stand. After all my betrayals, after showing her I could still stand on my own as a magical girl every bit her equal, Inessa Brandt still refused to see that any of it was my choice. To her, I remained an object in her story. Even now, she refused to abandon me, refused to just let me sink into the Abyss. Her doubts weren't over her misjudgment, but the notion that she'd failed to uplift me.

I bit my lip. "Have you even asked?" I snapped.

"What?" she asked, taken off guard by my bitterness.

"Have you actually ever looked her properly in the eye and asked her if she wants you to save her? Does she want to go back to that status quo where she's always waiting on you to save her and can't do anything for herself?" that wasn't fair, Inessa asked how I was doing all the time, "And if you didn't see she was jealous, have you ever really seen her at all?"

Inessa bit her lip. In the silence, I could hear Ida's shouts, followed by the sound of something breaking.

"What do you mean?"

"Maybe she doesn't need saving. Maybe she needs to find a way to stand up on her own and talking about saving her just makes her remember how terrible and worthless she is. Maybe what she needs is someone who will actually respect her enough to let her make her bed and lie in it. If she wants to be your enemy, just accept that she's your enemy and stop ignoring everything she does or giving it a pass when she hurts you, like she's not even responsible for her own actions."

I was hyperventilating.

"N-not that I know anything about the situation, sorry. That's just... I think it would really feel pretty rough to have your friends act like all your problems are their doing." Yes, that was very smooth. Inessa was absolutely about to call my bluff.

Instead, she clenched and unclenched her hands, struggling to parse everything. 

"Then," she asked, with more than a hint of desperation, "what do I do?"

"I don't know! I'm not her!" I wondered if this had cost me my masquerade. "Maybe you just need to accept that you can't go back to whatever status quo they clearly don't want! Maybe you face her on her own terms for once instead of acting like it’s your job to make all the decisions for her!"

Inessa frowned, and she repeated a few words to herself. Then, without any rhyme or reason, she began to laugh. It was an innocent noise, like the first birdsong after a storm. 

"You're right Chiro," she said, pulling me into an uncomfortably warm hug for a moment. "I can't go back and I don't know how to go forward yet," she said, as if that was some kind of revelation. "So, I just need to start over, face her head on and figure out where we should go together." She smashed a fist into her palm for emphasis.

"IT SHOULD BE MINE," a Resinner screamed in the other room, punctuating each word with an audible snip. Inessa started, then she began to laugh guilelessly.

"Right! First that."

Her eyes sparked with fiery determination. Or rather, on closer examination, those were, in fact, actual sparks. A bracelet on her wrist, likewise, had begun to glow red, and I could see what seemed like the outline of a halo behind her head. A pair of fiery wings shimmered onto her back, flickering at the edge of visibility. 

Abstractly, I felt that my words would somehow come back to haunt me. I’d yelled at her and somehow, she’d turned that into the very thing she’d needed to patch herself back together. I should have hated that. Instead, even my sin was pleased. This was an Inessa Brandt worthy of imitation.

The fight didn't last long.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

The Abyssal Forest begins working on a terrifying new plan that threatens the entire city! When the Saints find themselves separated, Ida has to fight this new threat all alone before it can plunge the city into an eternal nightmare! Meanwhile, Inessa comes to a decision!

Tune in for...


Episode 26: Sweet Dreams! The Saints' Counterattack Begins!

I endured a long anxious afternoon hiding in my room in the Forest. We'd been in no mood to continue the outing after Inessa rediscovered her virtue and demolished my monster. Despite my slips, Inessa seemed to have been too caught up in the moment—and in making sure Chiro hadn’t put two and two together about her—to notice anything. Ida had insisted, after the two found 'Chiro' 'hiding' in the staff room, that Nia's insurance would take care of much of the damage to the salon, but she was still quite palpably torn between relieved at Inessa’s return to form and upset at the violation of her relative's salon. At least no one was hurt. 

Of course, Chiro was horrified by all that had happened. Looking lost and scared and confused had done enough to cover up for whatever my little breakdown may have cost me regarding the masquerade. And it might have helped that I did feel at least a little guilty. Yes, I'd helped someone reveal her buried envy, but I’d also caused a lot of damage to Nia’s salon. Avaritia had wanted me to be the one watching for collateral damage, not the one randomly turning everyone I touched into a Resinner.

So, it wasn't at all hard to fake being a little disturbed after the near brush with a monster and make my get-away. Ida was fuming as Inessa tried to offer a sympathetic ear. Neither of them had time or energy to pay much attention to someone who hadn’t really been involved or hurt. 

Superbia had only insisted I distract the Saints for a short time, and our outing and the monster had managed at least the minimum. And yet, there was no sign of Avaritia. I’d have assumed ey’d be on eir way back if this had been the important moment in whatever it was ey was up to. Of course, ey might have been chatting with Superbia already for all I knew. Ey wouldn't want me to see that. With no better options, I retreated to my room, grabbed Count Fruitula and allowed myself to hang from the rafters and wait. 

Waiting can be a kind of hell. It's the kind of hell where you can't distract yourself because someone might be hurting. And if you aren't quite the kind of monster that could just coo at cute bat videos or read your silly stories while all of the worst possibilities are running through your head on a loop, you just end up with nothing to do but imagine, and that just makes it worse. It's the kind of hell where it's easy to let a part of yourself start longing for even bad news, because at least that would be an end to the wait. But, after all the months worrying that Inessa's fights would go badly, at least it was a familiar kind of hell.

And this time around, I was allowed to hug Count Fruitula for comfort. The bat plushie reminded me of em, and the way ey'd smirked as ey practically forced me to take him.

It was definitely a better way to be an anxious mess than a boy was allowed. Well, at least if the boy was terminally afraid of how he might be seen if he got caught doing that or what might happen if his dad was the one who caught him.

And then, after an eternity, someone knocked on my door. There was no one ever around but Avaritia and Mr. Noir, and it was hard to imagine him lowering himself to knock instead of simply barging in. (Granted, Avaritia only really remembered to knock half the time emself.) And that meant I was about to be surprised by someone I very much wanted to see.

Unfortunately, even good surprises still surprise. I may—or may not—have started at the noise and let out some kind of unwholesome sound halfway between squeak and screech in response. I may—or may not—also have tried to cover my mouth in raw embarrassment. In the process of doing that, if I had done that, I hypothetically could have dropped the poor Count. Obviously, that couldn't be allowed, so a hypothetical Invidia Bat pathetic enough to do all of those things might have flailed and stretched to grab him before he fell. And, this hypothetical Invidia, though she shared my wicked grace, may—or may not—have lacked the dexterity to actually catch herself after securing her prize, at least not under such extenuating circumstances.

Fortunately, it was definitely very certainly the case that none of those things happened to me.

Which is to say that Avaritia definitely did not fling wide my door, a triumphant look on eir tired face, just in time to see me fall from the ceiling clutching an innocent plush bat to my chest for dear life.

"Hi," I said from the floor, too relieved to plot where I was going to spend the next decade hiding in embarrassment. "I'm glad you're back!"

Avaritia stared for a moment, then decided not to bother asking and limped into the room. Eir mundane clothes were torn in a dozen small places and covered in dirt. Eir thigh was stained a dark brown that I hoped wasn't dried blood.

But eir face was carved into an unmistakably familiar roguish grin.

"Heya Chiro," Lupin said, as if ey were not very visibly injured, "How's it hanging?"

"Just," I responded, patting the poor count carefully before placing him gently on my bed and spinning to point at Avaritia, "just because you are my partner does not mean I, Invidia Bat, will tolerate this indignity."

Ey laughed, and it felt like things were going to be okay.

"Is your leg..." I wasn't quite sure what to say, but Avaritia shrugged off the concern.

"Gimme a day or two to heal and it'll be good as new. There are... things back home that are a lot scarier than our little Saints."

"Back home?"

"The parts of the Forest closer to the First Tree. Superbia wanted me to go back and acquire something and, well, there's no better thief among the Beasts than Avaritia! So obviously I'd be the one to go get the treasure," there was a wariness Avaritia couldn't quite manage to hide when ey spoke of the deeper parts of the Forest. I wanted to ask more, but ey tapped a finger to my lips, hushing me.

"We can talk about it later, partner," and that was the end of that.

"So, if you were going back, why did I need to distract the Saints?"

Avaritia frowned. "He didn't mention that." It didn't take a genius to understand that the greedy wolf was not pleased that the plan had expanded behind eir back. "But it makes sense, I guess. We don't know if they have any ties to that side of the Forest, and more people throwing virtue around everywhere could have made things bad. So, I guess I have you to thank for keeping me safe!"

Ey reached out and ruffled my hair. "Also, I like the hair. It's very you."

I blushed and glanced away. There was a possessive intensity in the way Avaritia looked at me sometimes that I couldn't bring myself to hate. "You noticed?"

"Chiro," Avaritia sighed, "half your hair is gone."

"Right," I sighed, not quite embarrassed enough to stop luxuriating in the feeling of having my partner back and safe and complimenting me again.

"Anyway," Avaritia sobered up, "Superbia wants to talk to us both. He should be in a good mood. So... just be quiet and nod and nothing will go wrong. He should be happy. I got something amazing, and we're all going to get a lot stronger from this! Wait until the Saints get a taste of the new and improved Invidia and Avaritia duo."

I couldn't bring myself to dampen Avaritia's mood, especially with eir injuries, but something about their words filled me with dread.

* * *

“Welcome, my beasts.” The possessive, coming from those lips, in that voice, directed at me was already enough to set me into a rage. I was not his beast. Avaritia was the one who had seen me, who had given me the tools to face my envy. Whatever my feelings about where I'd chosen to take that, he'd had no hand in my apotheosis.

Beside his throne, a familiar gray robe watched silently. I'd seen them before, when I was reintroduced to Mr. Noir as Invidia, though I still couldn’t tell anything about the person inside. The robe could have been empty for all I could tell.

I schooled my expression and offered a curtsy, letting fear dampen my disgust at his presence. He did me no such favors. If anything, knowing that he couldn't reconcile himself to me existing as a girl felt oddly empowering. He despised everything about me and yet he needed me all the same. Yes, look upon me and realize how small your throne really is; Invidia's imitations are far beyond your feeble comprehension, you vain little snake.

With that oddly cheerful thought, I rose from my curtsy and graced Mr. Noir with a smile. "So, what is going on anyway?"

He looked at me; his obvious disdain and distrust losing to his need to proclaim himself. "I have had Avaritia retrieve this!"

He raised one fist, revealing a large dark purple fruit about the size of a heart. And, like a heart, it seemed to pulse with the power of sin, throbbing to my senses the second it was revealed in a way that made itself known even despite the all-pervading presence of Superbia's own sin. It was horrifying and enthralling at once, eliciting a kaleidoscope of contradictory feelings shoved into the same vessel; pulling in and pushing away, bright and dark, fathomless as the oceans and inconsequential as a pebble all at once. I tore my other senses away after a moment, gasping for breath. At least in part, it called to my sin like a long-lost sister.

How had Avaritia touched that to take it back without falling into a stupor? For eir part, Avaritia seemed to handle the fruit's enthralling presence with far less difficulty. Even Gray Robe looked a little perturbed, but Superbia barely seemed to notice it. 

"What is that?" I managed to keep my voice level, fixing my eyes on Superbia's smug face. Avaritia knew what to expect, so I was the sole audience of his little show and I refused to give him fear or awe or anything like that, not with the way he treated Avaritia, not with the way I could still smell cinnamon and copper. Not with the way he seemed so similar to dad sometimes. I brushed that thought aside and paid attention to the exposition.

"This is the source of everything, a fruit of the First Tree! The seeds from a single one of these fruits has given us our status as Beasts."

"And a second could make us even stronger," Avaritia said with a feral grin. "Not gonna lie, it was pretty risky. The Deep Forest isn't safe and if the Saints had worked with some of its guards..." I wondered if that was a genuine worry, or a detail worked in to make it sound like I'd contributed. I hadn't even distracted the one Saint most likely to have intervened. "But it was just where you said, boss.” 

Ey turned to me, looking every bit the child eager to show off a new toy. “Now that we have this, we can each take another seed to empower our sins even further. The Saints won't stand a chance against us!"

Superbia tutted condescendingly, "That is one use that you might put such a treasure to; but there are far greater purposes in which this fruit can be spent," he grinned at the look of shock on Avaritia's face. "Our confederate," he gestured to Gray Robe, "will modify the seeds and divine a fitting host for each. Even if they are not qualified to become true beasts, they will transform into a beacon for their sin. Each will spread its roots, twisting the very air and amplifying all sins in their vicinity. Feeding that much sin to the First Tree at once will do far more to advance our objectives than merely consuming the seeds for immediate power."

"What, is it going to turn everyone in the city into a Resinner at once?!" I couldn't stop myself from asking. That seemed absurd; the kind of escalation that was surely far beyond what we could or would do. 

Avaritia glanced at me warningly as Superbia snorted, "Only those receptive to the Abyssal Forest's wisdom, but the number will be far more than we need to accomplish our goals."

I opened my mouth, then silently shut it again. This was insane. It was one thing to release one person's sins, to help them bare their hearts to the world. It was another entirely to release thousands of monsters across the city at once. There was no way the Saints could keep up. People, a lot of people, would get hurt.

"Okay," Avaritia said, sounding more than a little bitter at the twist, "if that's what you think is best."

"It is," Superbia said. "I shall give you further instructions when our ally has identified the first target."

I started to speak, to say something about how absurd this was, but the caution in Avaritia's eyes stopped me cold. Even a smug Superbia would not tolerate so direct a challenge. 

"As you wish," I said instead.

* * *

"Is this really okay?" Avaritia and I had returned to eir room in the Forest where we could talk more freely. Or rather, where I could voice my doubts.

Ey shrugged, "He can be like that, but.... He knows what he's doing. If he thinks this will work, it'll work out for the best in the end."

Was that confidence built on years of working together as allies, I wondered, or was ey simply afraid to admit that the person who’d saved em had always been a figment of eir imagination, that whatever love ey had for him would have been better spent elsewhere?

I shook my head. Even if that's what drove Avaritia, I wasn’t qualified to pass judgement. Besides, self-righteously telling em what ey should be doing wouldn't get anywhere. Inessa had let slip her feelings on how to handle my dad enough, and I'd only ever retreated more into my shell. Avaritia defined emself by eir greed, eir need to keep those they valued close. Nothing I could tell em would be something they hadn't already been telling emself. 

"Avaritia?" I tried a different tactic. "When you recruited me, you said you wanted someone to watch your back, to hold things back if the collateral damage got too bad." I laughed a little bitterly, "I've been pretty bad at that, I guess."

Ey stopped and stared at me and I saw the fear eating its way through eir eyes. I didn't need to say more. I did anyway.

"If we go along with this, people are going to die. A lot of people. I know you care about collateral damage. I know you're a good person. You're the one who really believes in what we're doing more than any of us, who wants to do the right thing."

It was true. I could persuade myself to try out the cause of sin, but my desperate, clawing need to stand on the stage was a far more selfish drive than Avaritia's ideological predispositions. I wasn't a true believer in the bigger cause, not yet. I barely understood what we were actually trying to do.

Even my feelings for Envy were complicated. The seed had taken me at the moment when I'd broken and stitched my outsides back together. It had let me imitate, if not become, the kind of being I wanted to be. Envy had scoured away that loathsome face of mine and given me gorgeous masks in its place. It let me play the role of Chiro or Invidia or anyone actually worth existing. And it would never let me forget how pathetic and awful I really was beneath those performances. It was worth it, for me. But it was poisonous, however sweet. 

Strangely, the seed didn’t react at all to my ambivalence. Perhaps wishing I was a good enough person to find another way, while knowing I didn't have it in me to become one, was, itself, an expression of my sin.

"But you asked me to tell you when you were going too far," and now the seed prickled warningly against my bones. This was a step closer to the line.

"This is." Once again, the vines of sin holding my facade together threatened to come undone. Once again, I was subject to agony. I bit back a yelp and looked Avaritia in the eyes.

Ey turned and started to say something. I could feel the wrath lurking beneath the surface, the impotent rage at being told something ey should have known from the start. Or perhaps ey just hated that Superbia put em up to it in the first place, or that I was pushing em to choose between us. 

"Maybe," ey finally admitted.

I could hardly believe ey'd said that out loud, for all that the word was agony.

"M-maybe if this doesn't work, Superbia will use the fruit some way that's... less damaging?" I hated myself for the deflection, for not grabbing em and hugging em and doing every single thing in my power to pull them away from the Forest for good. We didn’t even have to abandon the cause. We could keep making Resinners without him. But Avaritia wouldn't leave, not while he had no one else. He'd also probably just destroy us if we tried.

Avaritia nodded, "Right! He's just... This war's cost him a lot." I hated how familiar Avaritia's excuses sounded. "His pride's the only thing he has to hold on to now," ey said as if Mr. Noir hadn’t had em and Temperance from the moment he was freed. 

"We can help him though! Blunt the bad ideas, lead him to some big victories. Then he'll listen!" I was almost shocked I’d spoken. I shouldn’t have been; it was a tune I'd hummed to myself quite often, even if the lyrics were a little changed. Ey had to know I was wrong. But maybe believing in that impossibility would help em start to move where conflict wouldn’t. 

Ey grinned, almost believing my words. Avaritia had never been the type for sustained brooding.

* * *

The days following the revelation of Superbia's plan passed in surprising peace. Avaritia wasn't willing to discuss breaking away from it in any detail. But I could tell our mission haunted em as much as it haunted me. I had no clue what to do either. So, we fell into an odd rhythm of talking about everything except what was important; yet another dance I'd hoped to avoid repeating. At the same time, Avaritia was more than pleased that I'd followed eir wardrobe commandments in eir absence and was quite happy to praise me for all the little ways I was ‘blossoming’ well instead of actually talking about anything important.

School was likewise in a holding pattern. With Inessa's return to form, Temperance's glares faded to a justified wariness and Ida's near desperate attempts to hunt me down went from horror movie villain to the normal level of over the top intensity Ida applied to everything she did, so I managed to secure a little distance from the group.

A few other girls even started talking to Chiro. That was a weird experience, of course. I wasn't really used to engaging much with people my own age outside of my tiny circle. But Chiro was supposed to be bright and sunny, even if I found the whole thing a little draining. I wasn't going to be at school that much longer, one way or another, but as daydreams went, I didn't mind Chiro. Of course I had to give her my all. 

But avoiding your problems doesn’t actually make them go away. 

It was Thursday, and I was at lunch—chatting with a few girls from class all the way across the cafeteria from my former friends—when the image pushed its way into my head: a boy, perhaps ten to twelve, sitting alone in a playground wearing a bulky pair of old headphones. He radiated sin, a single evenly spaced repeating gong of a vice; the space between each impact and the next just long enough to savor every last lingering bit of its own reverberations before repeating the sound. Such a sound could have been meditative. Instead, it seemed like it was just going through the motions, a robotic kind of noise forcing itself to do the absolute bare minimum to avoid hearing anything outside itself. 

The vision lingered for a moment, practically branding itself into my consciousness.

"The Sprout of Sloth has been discovered. The seed has been prepared. Meet with Avaritia and protect it until it can take root." A voice echoed through my head, alien in a way that felt almost familiar and impossibly ancient. That must have been Gray Robe, communicating with us somehow. This strange boy would host the first of these modified seeds to take root, a tool to awaken Sloth across the city if it could grow enough.

I shook my head and made excuses about visiting the nurse's office as I wondered how we were going to stop this. Maybe one wouldn't be so bad? Superbia's plan had mentioned needing all seven sins spread across the city to work. The Saints would catch on soon enough and they would stop us. Maybe we didn’t actually need to take a stand at all. 

Temperance caught my gaze from across the cafeteria. I returned her stare for one desperate second, then shook the thoughts out of my head and focused my gaze on the doors instead.

I let them close behind me and kept walking, though I wasn't surprised to hear Temperance's voice behind me.

"Where are you going?" she asked. I bit down a surge of undeserved hope as I turned back.

"You know, if you want to follow me, you could just return to the Forest. I'd be more than happy to explain exactly what we’re doing if you came back." I covered my mouth with the back of one hand and laughed.

Temperance stared at me expressionlessly.

"Then it's no business of yours where I go. I'm not using this identity to do anything to Inessa, so you have nothing to fear." I should have said more. I should have told her everything Superbia had planned. I should have begged her to help. Instead, I spun and began walking away. A part of me hoped that this would be enough, hoped that the Saints would follow us and destroy our plans. That was what they did, after all.

And, even if I was too cowardly to tell Temperance what was wrong, I was also cowardly enough to stay as Chiro as I left campus and walked slowly to the playground, studiously refusing to check my back for any possibly spying blue-haired girls. 

Avaritia greeted me in the park, looking as anxious as I felt.

"Where were you?"

"I had to sneak away from the Saints," I responded as I transformed. I wondered if ey saw through the excuse.

Ey looked at me for a second, then shook eir head and produced a seed. It was like the one that had transformed me, the one that sat inside my chest even now. And yet, someone had carved all sorts of strange writings into it, cutting away the seed's ominous black to reveal thin, arcing little lines of yellow underneath.

Ey gently held out eir hand, allowing the seed to float to me. As strange and uncanny as the fruit had felt, the modified seed felt wrong on just as fundamental a level. It infected everything around it with sin, a strange Shepard tone of a vice that seemed to sink endlessly into itself. I pulled myself away from it and entered the playground.

I found him easily, listening to music and dead to the world. The boy had not moved from where I'd seen him in the vision; or perhaps Gray Robe had somehow known where he was going to be. I approached slowly, looking up at him from the base of a slide and resolved to take my time, just in case Temperance was following. 

He looked me over for a second, then closed his eyes, wrapped his hands around his knees, and put his head down. 

"H-hey!" I shouted. "You can’t just ignore a cool, mysterious, evil bat!"

He continued to ignore the cool, mysterious, and very evil bat-girl. Honestly, kids.

One flap of my wings lifted me to his level, allowing me to pluck the headphones from his head. Balefully, he brought his gaze up to match mine. 

"Hello, brat," I said, favoring him with my fangiest glare.

He mmhed quietly, in a voice that would give Temperance a run for her money for how little caring it contained. Well! I would show him! I was practically inured to that kind of treatment these days!

"Why are you all out here alone? You know, bad things happen to little boys who have no one to look out for them."

He seemed to consider it for a moment. "It doesn't really matter," he said.

So that was how I'd have looked if anyone had seen me that night in the cold. I wondered what had driven a child so young to the breaking point.

"Wanna talk about it?"

"Not really."

I toyed with the seed. Perhaps this wasn't all bad after all.

"If everything could just stop for a little bit, could let you have a break just for now and you wouldn't have to think or remember or feel anything at all until you can gather the strength to talk to someone, would you like that?"

He looked at me for a moment, confusion and indecision fighting to break through that shell of bitterness that blotted out everything else. Then he nodded. 

As gently as I could, I held up the seed and blew it toward him. He looked on, half-curious, as it landed in his chest and sunk in. Then, ever so slowly, he closed his eyes and smiled. For a second, he seemed almost at peace. Then his body began to change.

Roots spread out from his feet, digging into the slide and fusing with it, growing and sinking. His eyes closed as a tree began to grow around him, spreading out in all directions, growing up and up until only his face was visible, finally allowed to rest inside the tree of Sloth.

Then the tree screamed.

I flew back despite myself, landing near Avaritia. Normally, creating a Resinner was a fundamentally empathetic experience, bonding through shared sins and shared blood. Here, there was no such connection, no insight into what had hurt this child so that he welcomed this.

I took a few moments to look upon my work, to stare as the tree grew and grew, as its noise filled the space, amplifying that awful gong to a degree I could almost believe bystanders should hear it. Perhaps there wasn't any reason to worry that the Saints wouldn't find us. Instead, I should have worried if this would be too much for even them. 

I alighted on a branch and rubbed my hand against the tree trunk. It would be defeated. Our plans would fail. The Saints would seize victory like always. And maybe they'd be able to help the kid in a way that actually changed something. 

I tried to pull my hand back, but it seemed to have grown stuck. The bark melted around it and pulling it in. Frantically, I tried to pull my hand away; I shouted something, then squeaked as something wrapped around my feet, lifting me up, rough branches snaking around me and pulling me tighter to the tree trunk. The noise was overpowering, an all-consuming soporific, crushing the fragile song of my own sins under its weight. 

"Nononono, you're not supposed to go after me!!!! Avaritia saaaaveeee meeee!" I screamed for help as something broke my skin. Dimly, as the world faded to black, I saw two figures leaping toward the tree, neither bothering with their usual introductions. 

* * *

I sank into the tree. Acedia’s slow lullaby drowned out thought, drowned out feeling. I made a token struggle to keep myself awake, to assert the song of my own hollow need. But sloth was not so alien to me as I might have wished. In no time at all, slumber took me.

I dreamt about a boy.

His mother didn't run out on the family; he didn't get attacked by monsters. His best friend had no amazing epiphany where she found herself, came out and then turned into an amazing woman. Instead, things continued as they always had, an unending cycle of faked smiles, meaningless attempts to comfort Inessa and quiet retreats to the realms of fantasy when her efforts to do the same proved equally shallow.

Perhaps he was supposed to graduate, supposed to go somewhere else, to move on to something else? It was hard to sort that out when it was so easy to stay in the same never-ending circle, letting familiar routines help anesthetize him to the anhedonia of life.

Inessa and I studied together. Mostly, I helped her study. It was a way that I could feel good about myself, a little way to feel better than the only person my own age I really knew. Inessa was a little better. She’d learned how to smile when people were looking. But she didn’t let anyone else get close, either. It was just the two of us, alone in the world. 

It should have been easy to pull myself out of it. All I would have to do was to deny this dream. I could have snapped my fingers and escaped any moment. And sure, I wasn't happy right now. I couldn't see myself as the kind of person that could just be happy for no reason on a day-to-day basis. But, at least, I'd claimed those little moments: the feeling of flying, of freedom, the power to stand opposite my former friends, and the simple pleasures of playing at being Chiro.

My parents fought again. I put on my headphones and pretended not to know my dad was shouting downstairs and pretended not to see any of the strange sparks that shouldn’t have sprouted around Inessa.

And yet....

It was nice to avoid realizing how much I hated everything about my life. It was so easy to live in a world where I could keep pretending that ugly monochrome gray was enough. It was so much easier, without any of the people who could show us how vibrant life could be. 

I pretended to make fun of Inessa and she pretended to get offended. We both acted like the triumphs and failures of everyday life meant anything next to the overwhelming sameness of it all. Sometimes, she started to say something, and, for the briefest instant, I could see the red of her hair burning like fire against the gray world. And then she'd give up and fall back into the same routines.

It was a way of pause: to cease without having to face the finality of ending, without having to admit that you'd like to stop for good, that you’re the kind of person who might be able to do that to the people you loved. I had my envy of course. Even against the gray, the little whistling gusts still accompanied me. And yet, there was no one to admire, no light to draw out the moth. 

And then, she broke the pattern. Inessa turned from me and marched over to a stranger and asked her out right then and there. I couldn’t see what happened, but it looked like she got rejected. Her crush said something awful to her. Inessa's face twisted into a frown, and she sniffled. And then she laughed instead of crying. And then she caught fire. 

And I wasn't the kind of person who could resist that offer. I wasn't the kind of person who could break out of these illusions. 

The world burned away; Inessa became Castitas.

Castitas faced Invidia—me—in what seemed to be an empty void, devoid of illumination save for the soft flames of Castitas' nocked arrow. Glittering bubbles floated around us, merging and splitting and revealing a thousand sad stories. She'd done it. She'd entered my dream, our dream, and she'd found it in herself to break out of that apathy, to burn down the familiar world in a desperate attempt to claim something more for herself. 

"Hey Invidia," she said, strangely subdued despite her escape.

"Hey, " not that I was any less melancholic.

She took a deep breath. The world shook around us.

"This whole Invidia thing; has it helped?" she asked at last.

"Yes," I said, barely lying.

"Oh."

That probably wasn't the answer she wanted.

"Can we talk about it?" she asked mulishly. "I'm sorry I never understood how much you were going through before."

I lunged at her. Her actions had spoken to the difference between us louder than words ever could. “What use would talking do now? What's done is done! I've made my choices!"

Castitas hopped out of range, retaliating with a perfunctory arrow. I deflected it with a copied flame.

"I don't want to fight!" she shouted, almost desperately. Despite that, she remained passive, happy to sit and let me pursue as she peppered me with occasional magic. 

"This isn't about you!"

Even I had to admit that sounded hypocritical while I was wearing her face. And yet, for once, it didn't feel like a lie. I envied Inessa, that was true. I stared at her, and I wanted more than anything to be her in every way. And yet, it wasn't about her, not really. If she were a stranger, wouldn’t I still have felt the same?

I let loose a screech and followed it up by flying in as fast as I could, swaying to the left and right to dodge Inessa's arrows. Frantically, she grabbed her bow with both hands and swung it at me, clubbing me in the side of the face.

I stumbled and nearly fell before I caught myself. "W-what!!! That's not how you're supposed to use that!" It wasn't fair! That wasn't a melee weapon! W-where was the dignity? The grace!? Starlight Princess Orion would never use her wand as some kind of club.

Inessa took a moment to smirk at me. The smile fled from her face as soon as I pushed past the pounding in my head and dove for her again.

"I just want to understand why you have to do this!"

"It's like Avaritia says! Some of us need sin to keep moving, to break out of that endless spiral where we let ourselves die day by day! My envy set me free!" It hadn’t been enough. Not there, not without her to catalyze it. 

Inessa jumped over me, firing an arrow at the back of my head. I pivoted, knocking it out of the air with one wing and righting myself as she once again opened the distance between us.

"Tell me what you envy so much, then!"

I screamed in wordless frustration and dove for Inessa again. If it was that easy to articulate in the first place, I wouldn't have gotten this far.

"EVERYTHING!" I snapped. The void shook again. Or perhaps I was just losing my grip on it.

"What..." Inessa looked at me in complete surprise and barely remembered to dodge my next attack.

"What about me is so great?" she asked, infuriatingly mystified.

I conjured a ball of fire and lobbed it at her.

"You're brave! You're selfless! You're beautiful! You're strong! You can figure out what you want and become a person who can chase it even if you mess up! You help people! You can make friends and do things you enjoy without feeling guilty about it! You care! If we take it all away from you and put you back where we were, you’ll just turn around and grow again!” 

She blushed and froze. I tried to claw out her eyes. 

"I... I'm not that amazing," she said guiltily as she swayed back just out of reach. "A-and even if I was, none of this whole sin thing is helping you be brave or help people or try your best!"

That went without saying. My envy was an unreachable goal, the moon’s reflection captured in a puddle. I'd admitted that to myself over and over again and yet, it ached more to have Inessa say it. 

I stopped. I needed a moment to find the response, to tell Inessa exactly how badly she'd misunderstood me, to convince her that she should just give up on me. 

"I..."

The void crumbled around us, leaving us back in the park.

In the distance, I could see Diligentia holding up a seed, tired and oddly contemplative. Temperantia stood over Avaritia, the wolf's hands raised defensively over eir head. 

Ey took the Saints' momentary distraction at the conflict to kick away from Temperantia and dash for me. One hand wrapped around my waist, the other tore a hole in the world. 

"Invidia!" Inessa shouted as I moved to flee. Why did she sound so self-assured? "I think we should fight!"

Confused and beaten, I followed Avaritia into the portal.

* * *

We'd lost.

I could dress it up however I wanted. I could lie and say that I’d wanted to lose in the first place. But we'd set up a super monster and then I'd immediately gotten captured and had to have Castitas save me. And even then, the Saints had beaten us one on one and recovered the modified seed of sloth. It was hard to know how long we'd been in that dream, but it clearly hadn't been long enough for whatever Superbia had planned.

I'd thought I could stand against Inessa, could rival the protagonist a little. And yet, she barely even seemed to realize we were fighting.

It wasn't fair.

"I am disappointed." Superbia's wrath fell on us like thunder as we entered his throne room. It was all Avaritia and I could do to stand. The cloaked figure once again present, watching with what might have been curiosity or amusement, or perhaps no emotion at all, was seemingly immune.

"Again and again, my plans fail because of you," he growled. "Not only did you fail to guard it properly. The Saints barely took a moment to find the Sprout!"

I saw recognition flash across Avaritia's eyes. Ey knew I'd led Temperance right to the sprout. Lupin must have seen Temperance right there and ey’d remarked on the odd manner of my arrival at the park. 

Ey turned away from me, looking intently at Superbia. That was fair. For all we'd talked about being partners, I'd barely earned the title, then I'd turned around and betrayed eir cause. Superbia’s pride would not allow this failure to go unpunished. There was only one thing to do.

“I—”

"I let Temperantia know where it was.” Avaritia cut me off, lying with a casual confidence that almost made me believe nothing bad would come of this.

Superbia rounded on em, glaring.

"I..." I tried to interrupt, to say something, anything.

"It was all my fault. I thought we could talk her back around into joining us if she saw how big this plan was..." Avaritia's tone was forcefully blase and ey even had the temerity to chuckle. 

Superbia raised a hand. Terrible light descended, hammering Avaritia into the ground with the force of divine wrath.

"You dare!?" He shouted.

I tried to interrupt, but neither seemed to notice my fragile voice. Or perhaps the words had just gotten caught in my throat, buried under an all too familiar self-loathing. Even now, ey deserved better than me. 

"Very well!" He grimaced, desperate to save face. “Failure has consequences!” The light spread, wrapping Avaritia in a cocoon.

I had to do something, anything. I cast about for any kind of solution. Anything to make him stop. I could have attacked, but he was so obviously so much more than either of us. I'd just end up joining Avaritia in that situation.

The cocoon of light rose, smashing itself against a wall, then another. Muffled grunts were the only indication that Avaritia felt every impact. This was all my fault. I'd been the one to tip off the Saints, to fail at every little task, to fail to even organize resisting Superbia's horrible plans enough that this hadn't blindsided Avaritia with no chance for someone actually competent to sort things out.

I had to do something. I'd taken the stage as eir partner and I had to carry it through, however undeserving.

"Wait!" I shouted at last.

Slowly, the cocoon came to a halt in the air. Mr. Noir quirked an eyebrow at me. 

"T-the Saints," I said desperately, a plan coming together. "They're our real problem. They always fight together so of course we're outnumbered, B-but," I took a deep breath.

This was dumb. This was wrong. I should have grabbed Avaritia and run. I'd failed Inessa and her family. I'd failed Temperance and Ida and even dad and now I was failing Avaritia too. I'd barely escaped my own parent, and I'd let em linger in the same toxic place, too useless and too smug about holding it over Temperance to actually even conceive of doing anything to fix things. 

"Castitas is their leader, their moral center. If we can get rid of her, then they'll collapse and everything will work." Superbia didn't care about punishing Avaritia. Not really. He cared about finding a reason that his failures weren't his fault. I understood the impulse; I was no better at wanting to run from my failures. But it was an easy desire to manipulate.

This plan would work. Inessa wanted to fight me for some reason, as if we hadn’t already been fighting. I could lure her out, pull her away and we could settle things, just the two of us. If I won, Superbia would let Avaritia free, and then we could run away together. If I lost, if the worst came to pass, he wouldn't have any other choice but to let em free or dirty his own hands. And I liked to hope Avaritia wouldn't stay around if it went that far. 

"I know how we can capture her." I stared at Superbia, banishing all of my doubts. One way or another, I wouldn't let this stand. For once, I felt almost serene. "But, if I do that, you have to release Avaritia.”

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Gathering her resolve, Inessa prepares for a decisive showdown with her reflection. Meanwhile, Invidia arrives at a conclusion of her own. Finally, the two girls face each other with nothing to get between them beyond words and fists. Will Castitas be able to defeat Invidia? And, even if she can, will she be able to save Chiro?
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Episode 27: Decisive Showdown! Castitas vs. Invidia!

Superbia agreed. He spent some time going over the plan, insisting on shaping it to his desires. But, in the end, he agreed, with a few modifications. He didn't trust me to beat her. Instead, all he wanted me to do was draw Castitas out and grab ahold of her. Superbia claimed he could leave a trace of his power on me that would summon us both back to the Abyssal Forest as soon as I grabbed her. 

Only then, he promised perfunctorily, would he consent to release Avaritia. It was less, I thought, about wanting to force my compliance than if he felt like he did force me, then it would be his doing, his victory. 

I shouldn't have agreed. I shouldn't have offered the plan in the first place. And yet, while I'd taken my place on the stage, I wasn't the hero. I wasn't beautiful and strong and capable of overcoming my limits to save my friends. I was just a jealous bat who couldn't control herself, couldn't save her partner when it mattered, couldn't even do a good job as an evil general. If I was to be a heel, I had to be a heel to the end. 

The plan I was offering was awful. I would never have suggested it if Superbia hadn't taken Avaritia. And yet, a selfish dark part of me needed to settle things with Inessa. I'd beaten her, but then she'd beaten me. My sin couldn't tolerate letting it stand as a draw. No, I'd smile and agree to Superbia's conditions and then face Inessa fair and square with everything I could bring to muster.

And, if I gave it my all, if I copied Castitas' fire and blazed until I burnt to ash, then Superbia would have no other minions to blame if he didn’t release em. Ey'd go free; I'd win.

It was easy to lure her out. She'd said she wanted to fight—finally we actually wanted the same thing—and I knew where she lived. It was easy enough to slide a letter under her door in the middle of the night.

I told her to meet me in the park the next day. I ached to drag it out, steal a full weekend for Chiro. But that wouldn't be fair to Avaritia, and if I did successfully capture Inessa, it was probably better to do it on a Friday, so she wouldn't miss school if she converted or broke out.

Preparations made, the rest was just a matter of waiting for the appointed time. Waiting and knowing that Avaritia was locked up, surrounded by such terrifying light, unable to move. Wondering if that terrible brightness and noise had left em unable to sleep, if he was torturing em constantly or if he’d simply thrown em to the side as soon as his pride was salved. Knowing that I was powerless to do anything about it. Knowing that I was about to betray Inessa yet again, worse this time than any other. Knowing this would be the end.

I'd hoped that one last day at school would help me make my peace with what was about to happen. I'd have one last chance to pretend to be that girl, to chat with her acquaintances, trade awkward looks with Temperance, dodge Ida's awkward attempts to pull me back into the friend group. A characteristically selfish part of me demanded that much before I flipped the table.

To my chagrin, I needn't have bothered. It was impossible to have an ordinary moment knowing what would come next. I couldn't exactly look Ida in the eyes while I was about to do my best to take her best friend from her.

At least, I wouldn't be using Chiro's identity to do it; I had managed to keep my promise with Temperance.

* * *

It was an appropriately gloomy afternoon, the kind with clouds that were just biding time until they became a proper storm.

I'd escaped school as soon as the bell rang, intent on trying to warn or chase everyone I could away before things started. But the weather had done the job for me. Instead, I found myself sitting on a park bench as Chiro, failing once again to steady myself for the upcoming fight.

Perhaps I should have transformed. But I wasn't going to be able to go back after this. One way or another, Chiro's time had come to an end without accomplishing anything of note. Some perverse little part of me wanted to, at least, throw her in Inessa's face. Or perhaps I just needed to lay myself bare.

Inessa was late; it started to drizzle, the kind halfway between bitter cold humidity and proper raindrops. I wondered if she'd missed the letter, if she'd decided to change her mind about wanting to settle things once and for all. Perhaps the Saints were about to launch the easiest ambush in history. 

I hadn't bothered with an umbrella. It had felt like it would be too awkward if Inessa showed up for our big climatic battle and I was trying to figure out where to put an umbrella I didn't need so we could fight. Instead, she found me huddled into a damp ball on a bench, hugging myself for warmth.

"So, it was you," she said, unsurprised to see Chiro waiting for her.

Awkwardly, she sat down on the bench next to me, trying to cover us both with a red umbrella that was nowhere near big enough. I scooted away. 

"Sorry it took so long to get here. I figured that it might help to talk the others into not showing."

I didn't respond. Of course she'd tell them. Of course they'd agree to this. To them, this was probably the place where they saw me turning around. It was a cute story, but I couldn’t handle that kind of part. 

"I figured it was you when I saw your haircut in the fight the other day," she laughed awkwardly. "And I realized that you'd said 'her' in the salon when we were talking things over. I used 'their' and you said her when you talked about yourself."

Again, I had nothing to say to that.

If Inessa was frustrated by my non-responsiveness, she didn't show it, "And then you missed lunch today, so we all put it together and Temperance confirmed it. Which, well, Ida was pretty upset at her for hiding things again, but we can work that out later."

Honestly, was Temperance actually temperate or just indecisive? She knew more than she said, but she never did anything with that knowledge but hoard it until it hurt everyone around her. I shook my head; there was no point thinking about her faults. 

Something about the action made Inessa settle a little more into her skin. She even managed a grin that bore faint echoes of the closeness we'd had for so long.

"I guess a part of you didn't want to stay away, huh."

"Ida kept dragging me back. She just wouldn’t leave Chiro alone." The excuse came easy to me. For all my dad had lectured me about responsibility so many times, dodging it always came so easily to me. I let it go this time. There were some things I couldn't admit, not to her, not even at the finale. 

I wondered if there was a point to talking like this. We'd never managed to say anything important before now; this wouldn't be any different. I glanced at her: fragile and yet oddly defiant, a tiny flicker of flame that refused to bend to the brewing storm.

I could have reached over and hugged her. Superbia would have been able to summon us with that. And yet, I owed her more than that; I needed this to be more than that. On this, my sin agreed.

"You're stalling. We didn't come here to talk, Castitas," I'd wanted the words to cut, but the comment ended up sounding affectionately chiding instead. I admired her; I loved her like family; I resented her with all my heart. And today we would bundle up that web of feelings that lay between us and cast it into the flames.

"Do we have to?" she asked, "Is there no other way?"

I stifled a laugh. If I'd ever been the kind of person who knew what I wanted, we wouldn't have gotten here in the first place. But Inessa wouldn't get the joke, and it wasn't like I was any better at understanding me.

"No, there isn’t," I said instead, rising to my feet and walking away from her.

I transformed between steps, stretching my wings before I spun to face her. Ten paces, the perfect distance to start a duel.

Inessa slapped herself twice on her cheeks, then grabbed that wooden bracelet of hers. In a surge of flame, Castitas stood before me, all the more radiant for the palpable air of tragic determination she carried with her.

"I don't think I really get it," she said at last. "But if this is what it takes to make you talk!"

I lifted off the ground to build a little height, then dove for her. Even now she dared to think we could go back, that we could let all our feelings out, then return to the old status quo, write this all off as another episode in her story.

I expected her to retreat. In both of our previous fights, Castitas had focused primarily on keeping away from me. Instead, Castitas stepped forward to meet me, ducking under my strike before springing back up. Her uppercut rammed into my chin with enough force to send me toppling backwards.

I landed flat on my back and did my best to roll away before she could follow it up. If I were still just a human, that would already have been enough to end me. As it was, I found myself wiping some blood from my mouth as I rose to my feet and tried to open up enough space between us to get my bearings. 

"CASTITAS FLARE BARRAGE!!" Inessa shouted her trademark attack.

Retreating had, obviously, been a mistake. Range was her weapon, not mine. In punishment, I found myself facing down a swarm of fiery arrows. Frantically, I copied her power, matching each arrow to a fiery green bat.

"Why did you have to do this?" she asked, as if asking the same questions over and over would eventually get her an answer she wanted. "Why do you keep saying that I'm amazing or that you envy me?” 

At least she had the decency not to expect an answer, for all her words were punctuated with another trio of fiery arrows. These spun off in circular arcs before reorienting and, impossibly, homing at me from several directions at once.

I knocked a pair aside with my wings and caught a third with one hand, wincing at the heat, only to find that Inessa had used the distraction of the arrows to once again close the distance, striking at me with a flurry of blows.

"I'm a ditz!" she shouted, delivering a waist-high roundhouse kick. "I'm indecisive! I can't do anything alone! I'm a coward when it comes to the people I care about!"

I pinched her leg in between my arm and my gut, holding her just long enough to deliver a sonic screech that sent her stumbling.

"What I'm saying..." Castitas took a moment to catch her breath, wiping the sweat from her eyes. "Is that you're the clever one. You always know what to say to calm people down! You listen and you care! You're a good person, Chiro! So why do you think you need this?"

She stumbled on the name, still trying to reconcile the person I pretended to be with the person I'd thought I was.

"Haven't you been listening to Lupin? We're the good guys!" My response was mocking in a way she didn't deserve. Anything to keep this confrontation as purely physical as it could be.

Thunder sounded in the distance.

She shook her head. "You don't really believe that, do you?"

I wanted to tell her I did, but Superbia's casual cruelty was fresh in my mind. No defense of sin could justify handing Castitas to him. The words died in my throat.

"So why?!"

She charged into the fray again, raining blows on me with all the fury of an oncoming wildfire. I parried and dodged and tried to counter as best I could, letting my wings and my superior mobility do most of the work for me.

In the midst of that, the rain began to fall in earnest.

"You found yourself!" I admitted as I landed a glancing blow on her shoulder, "I got distracted with mom and by the time I had it in me to look at the world again, you'd turned into someone amazing. Someone I could never match, someone who could actually face herself, who could move beyond thinking about how much she'd like to be a good person if she could and just actually help make life better for everyone!"

The plant inside me trembled, vines rubbing against each other in twisted satisfaction.

Inessa blushed, then shook her head. "Like I said, I'm not that amazing at all!" She knocked away a mimicked arrow and parried my follow-up punch with the arm of her bow before delivering a point blank explosion into my chest. Worse, she had the raw audacity to keep talking while she did it.

"But even if you think I am, so what? It's not wrong to admire people! Even if it’s distorted, aspiring to be like someone isn't a sin!"

I coughed and stumbled back, straining to stay on my feet. Castitas seemed disinclined to follow, leaving me the space to answer her words, if not her blows.

"Of course not!" I snapped, "When you're the kind of person who can change, who can become the thing you admire, then aspirations aren't sinful! They help you learn what you want to be! But," something slotted into place. The envy I'd never quite grasped suddenly seemed so obvious to me. "That's the difference between us! I'm not a hero! I'm not someone amazing! I just change into the person I want to be."

I laughed. At the end of the day, envy was that simple. "Envy is wanting when you know it’s impossible, when wanting only hurts more and more and you can’t do anything with it, but you still can’t stop wanting. You can’t just go back!"

Castitas took a moment to gather her thoughts. I'd hoped, when I'd seen the weather report, that the rain would make this a little easier. Instead, she seemed to be burning all the brighter.

"I realize that," she said at last. "At first I hoped I could wake up and realize it had all been a bad dream, that C was still there and that everything would just go on the way it always had been, where I helped him and he knew just what to say to help me and we slowly made things a little better. I wanted the person I admired back to be kind and wise and helpful when it mattered."

Her wings were supposed to be cute accessories, a part of a costume that would have been ridiculous if the Saints weren't so wonderful. Now, they’d caught fire in truth. With every word she said, the fire grew, every passion turned into another burning feather.

"But that wouldn't be fair to you, or to anyone who's gotten hurt, would it?" She shook her head. "That's why we should accept everything and go forward instead!" That was objectively nonsense. It didn't mean anything at all. Wordplay wouldn’t change anything. 

Inessa had the temerity to act like this was some divine revelation anyway. "I'll stop looking up to the image of you I built up in my head all this time, and you can stop doing the same for me and we’ll finally talk to each other and figure out where we can go.” 

Castitas envied me? No, I shook my head. Her soul sang to me, but there was no depth to the sound. There hadn’t been since I’d learned to listen. At most, she aspired to be like the person she'd thought C was. It was a strange revelation, nonetheless.

If I was the person who could get better just from trying more, I wouldn't have ended up where I was in the first place.

“Hi,” she said. “It's nice to meet you. I'm Inessa Brandt," she punctuated her words with another arrow of fire, aimed squarely at my throat.

I batted it aside with a growl. This wasn't fair. She couldn't just force me to go along with this. And yet, when I looked up, she'd dared to extend a hand toward me.

I screamed, sending a blast of rippling pressure straight at her. Inessa didn't even try to dodge. The blow sent her stumbling back but her eyes didn't leave mine, and the smile on her face didn't so much as flicker. Her hand didn't fall.

"What's your name?" she asked, managing not to stumble over her words even though face was contorted in pain.

How was I supposed to answer that? I wasn't C. I would never be him again. But Chiro was a mask and Invidia's everything was built out of lies.

I raised my hands and gathered mimicked flames into a large bat, sending it hurtling toward Inessa.

A single unformed blast of fire drowned out my flames, and the next bat and the next bat, Castitas burning brighter than I could ever hope to copy.

“I don’t have one.” It sounded so melodramatic to finally say it after so many weeks of dancing around the point. "I'm nothing, just masks and characters, stacked on top of itself until I almost look like a real person!"

It was a relief to finally own it. To admit that, no matter my pretensions, I'd known from the start why Inessa would triumph today. To wish and long and know it wasn’t going to fix me because there was nothing left to fix, to dare pretend anyway all for a few fleeting moments of joy, even as the act of pretending murdered me by inches... What else could I call that but sin?

My seed came to life, freshly grown tendrils enveloping my heart in a loving embrace. It adored being named in such lavish detail.

"Is," she did not move, save for the flapping of her wings that kept her floating a few inches above the ground, "that really how you feel?"

I answered her with a wave of green fire. It crashed into her wings and died, forcing me to leap over the incoming flames. Her raw power, the way that even after my epiphany she was still so far above me, gave lie to Inessa's cold comforts.

"Then that means you can become anyone you want to be!" Inessa smiled brightly at me, still refusing to accept the obvious.

I stared at her, genuinely confused. Did she still not get it? Was I simply too pathetic for Inessa to comprehend?

"So, you hate yourself." the words were heavy on her lips. "I know there's more to you than that! You liked being Chiro!"

I dive-bombed her, pulling in and out and striking repeatedly as she blocked and dodged my frantic assault.

"It was an act!" I shouted, "I was trying to get close to you!" Frustration helped give weight to my blows, and I managed to drive my knee into her solar plexus, doubling her over. I followed it up with a hammer of imitation fire to press her deep into the ground.

She laid in the smoking crater for a moment, and I found myself pausing to catch my breath.

"That's not what Temperance said!" Inessa pushed herself to her knees. She was hurt. She had to be hurt. But she wasn’t slowing down at all. "And I saw the way you smiled, when you thought no one was looking, when you got to just be yourself, away from your dad and us and everything!"

I wanted to deny it. If I didn't admit it, it wasn't true. And yet, Inessa was already standing, wiping a hint of blood off her lips. She was still smiling at me.

"She's just a role!" I said instead. "I'm not her. I'm not the kind of person who could be her! I'm just pretending!" I lifted off the ground, rising above Inessa to dive-bomb her.

"So?" she asked. "I'm an idiot, but does it matter if it's fake, if it's what you want?"

"That's not..."

"It's not fair!" Inessa cut me off. "You're so kind to everyone else. Why do you always get to be mean to yourself? If this was anyone else, you'd tell them to try! That even if they couldn't be exactly the person they dreamt of, they could still become someone great!"

I probably would have casually made up some nonsense like that if Inessa had asked. Then again, I didn't hate anyone else the way I loathed myself. Even Superbia and my parents enjoyed a warmer place in my heart. 

I searched for the words that would point out how ridiculous all her platitudes were. But, somewhere in the fight, Inessa's constant overtures had gone from impossible to the kinds of things I needed to reason my way out of. 

"STOP TRYING TO CONVINCE ME AND JUST DIE ALREADY!" I threatened instead, as if there was any world where I could kill her. It was best if she thought I believed otherwise, or she might not do what had to be done.

I ascended, flying up into the rain, ready to dive-bomb her again. 

Inessa raised her bow straight up, her hands trembling with strain, and pulled it back as far as it would go, struggling to hold it steady as an arrow took form. It was massive and made from flames so bright I had to close my eyes. 

"CASTITAS METEOR SHOWER!!!" Inessa shouted as the arrow loosed.

The arrow rose up and up like a second sun, exploding in a massive fireball that scattered the clouds for a moment. And then I saw them, a thousand shooting stars falling straight for us. 

I dove toward Castitas, knowing I wouldn't make it, and then screamed in pain as one, then another tore through my wings. A third smashed hard into my back, sending me crashing to the ground at her feet.

Inessa stepped lightly this way and that, dodging her own attack with instinctual ease as she looked down on me.

"Why can't you try? I'm not saying you have to like yourself, to believe you can wake up tomorrow and feel like you're really that person. But," she offered me a hand up, "Why not let yourself fake it instead of all of this deciding it's impossible? Even if it's impossible for you to believe it, we can believe it together for you!"

It wasn't fair. It would be so much easier if she would just crush me.

"Even if I wanted to try..." the seed stilled inside of me, its mood crashing as the words came to my lips. The mere mention of another path enraged it into sending spikes of white hot agony through my chest, up my neck and all around my skull. "I've gone too far."

I slapped the hand away and pushed myself to stand, wobbling ever so slightly as I resumed a fighting stance. My wings were burnt and broken. There would be no more flying for Invidia Bat in this fight.

"You can still change direction," she said, cheerfully

"I've hurt people!"

"And we can choose to forgive you. We’ll help make amends to anyone we can't tell."

"You can't—" I stumbled and caught myself. Dark spots made their way across my vision. I ached inside and out. And I wasn't sure how much was me and how much was that my sin had grown angry at the fact that I dared let Inessa reach me where it mattered. "You can't just say that."

I wondered what it would have been like. If we'd ever managed to talk like this before now. I might have been lost enough to try. Would I have run away? Would I have been able to become someone a little like Chiro? Probably not. The only thing that made her the least bit convincing as an illusion was my magic. A part of me wanted to believe it could have been possible anyway. 

But Superbia had Avaritia trapped. And the only ways to end that were to capture Inessa here and now or to make sure he couldn't fall back on using me instead of em. In this, Inessa was wrong. It was too late to change. 

I gathered myself and tried to smile at Inessa, baiting her in as I gathered every last bit of energy I had. For a single moment she relaxed, donning an appropriately saintly smile. I tried and failed to smile back, let her approach. 

Then I screamed with everything I had left, a desperate keening blow, as loud and bitter and self-indulgent a sound as any that had come from my mouth. It sent her flying back, crashing through the hard plastic shell of a slide and into a swing set with an agonizing crunch.

“I'm too weak.” It was a struggle to force the air through my aching throat. But it had to be said. She had to know it wasn’t her fault. This was just the way things had to be. 

Inessa rose to her feet, straining to stand despite the damage.

"It would be nice," I admitted. Speaking was hard. My wings had already begun to dissolve into miasma. My seed hated every word. "It would be nice to be that person. To let myself try, let people help, even if I couldn't ever believe I could be what I wanted to be."

"But I'm weak," I glared at her. "And I couldn't just go back to wanting, not if it means pretending it's not impossible, not if it means that I have to face being him again!"

I grit my teeth and forced my legs to move. The result was more stumble than charge. Something inside of me was crumbling; my seed could not survive the longing that Inessa brought: the offer of another road I could still take.

Inessa was on her feet before I got anywhere near her. She didn't look much better than I felt, but unlike my tattered wings, her flames hadn't dimmed. Instead, they grew brighter still, enveloping her in a supportive embrace. 

"CASTITAS!" She raised her bow in front of her, spinning it as if it were a baton. With each rotation, it grew larger and larger, the flames extending the shape of the bow far beyond its limits.

"EMPYREAL," the flames enveloped her, shining a bright red as they transformed Castitas herself into a gargantuan arrow. 

"ARROW!" She fired herself forward, shooting at me with all the light and heat of a newborn star.

I closed my eyes and savored the oncoming warmth. Now, it could end. Inessa would be sorry that she'd had to take it this far, but she was so strong.

Avaritia would know that Superbia had set me on this course and finally break away, and I could finally stop trying to imagine whether something else was possible. It was easier to let it all go, to sink into oblivion clutching at a precious little dream I'd torn to pieces with my own hands.

I expected the flames to hurt. Instead, after the initial harsh impact set me tumbling to the ground, they had an almost gentle warmth. I waited for the end. And yet, the sensation lingered, a crushingly kind human sensation, little different from an embrace.

Slowly, I opened my eyes.

Inessa Brandt had wrapped her arms around me, Castitas' uniform giving way to her mundane clothing.

"Honestly," she said, "Did you think I could live with myself if I did it?"

I’d hoped so, yes.

"Superbia has Avaritia. He's going to hurt em unless I bring you to him," I said, one last futile act of resistance. But I'd already lost. The network of roots inside of me had already begun to decay, rotting as the seed abandoned them to condense everything it could into itself. 

Inessa just hugged me tighter, "then we'll save em together!" she said with a quiet, exhausted confidence. Strange, when it wasn't me she was talking about, that actually made me feel like she could do it.

"Fine," the last of envy's power cracked, my seed burrowed deeper into itself, pulling away with all the strength it had granted me. "You win."

"You promise?" she asked, irritatingly playful.

"Fine."

I could feel myself crumbling as the last of my power pulled away. My beautiful mask felt already cracked at the edges. I’d give up, and I would have to pay the price for that. That should have made me give up on this whole redemption thing. And yet, a part of me could almost believe Inessa when she said the face beneath the mask could change.

Inessa practically purred as I awkwardly lifted my hands to hug her back.

The seed had grown oddly quiet, as if was slumbering or turning its face in protest. I could still feel it deep inside, waiting to welcome me back as soon as I admitted that all my efforts to be better were just another doomed masquerade.

I could feel Chiro's form cracking. That final admission would cost me her. Except, just maybe...

Cold light flickered around us, bright and pure and unmistakable for Inessa’s fire. Superbia had said that I only had to hold her for a moment, and he'd take us back—

I tried to shove Inessa away with everything I had. Instead, the world shattered and deposited us both in Superbia's throne room.

"I suppose," he said as he looked at us both with begrudging amusement, "that I can count this as a success, even if you somehow seem more pathetic than usual."

He raised a hand and bindings of light snapped into existence around Castitas, pulling her away from me. Perhaps, if we'd been fresh, we could have stood together and fought. We wouldn't have won, but we might have been able to run away, to gather ourselves together and free Avaritia.

Invidia could have tried those things. But I wasn't her anymore. My seed refused to answer my calls.

Once again, I was useless.

It was tempting to slip back into the same old self-hatred, to give up once more and admit how pathetic I was. Perhaps that would even have appeased my seed enough to let me do anything besides nod at Mr. Noir and pretend this was what I'd intended. I wanted to give up.

I'd promised I wouldn't.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

Invidia has been defeated, but Inessa is being held hostage by the Abyssal Forest! Temperantia, Diligentia and Michael stage a perilous rescue attempt. Meanwhile, Chiro considers what she wants to do now that her power of envy has shattered. Just when it seems like all hope seems lost, a surprising ally arrives on stage!

Tune in for...


Episode 28: Truth in the Mirror; A Saint Arrives on a Gentle Breeze

I wasn't quite sure how I'd managed to talk Superbia into actually releasing Avaritia, or how I'd managed to make myself leave instead of doing something pointless and self-destructive once he'd agreed to let em go. But ey would be free. I'd done it. Only, I'd ended up trading one friend's suffering for another's.

It couldn't end like this; I couldn't let it end like this. And yet, I'd picked now to get over myself, to promise to hope, if not believe, that I could become better. And that meant whatever power I'd had was beyond my reach. I couldn't even maintain the illusion of being Chiro. So, once Superbia grudgingly agreed to release Avaritia, I'd turned and fled from him and the captive Inessa as fast as decorum allowed.

Gray Robe found me in the twisting halls between Superbia's throne and my room. They stepped into my path and stared me down until I stopped walking. I shivered and wrapped my too large hands around my too large and too flat chest.

"Curious," they said at last. The voice itself was familiar, though I had not heard them speak before, at least not in person. It was the voice that had spoken to me through a vision and told me to find a child and make of him into a weapon of Sloth. This was the voice that had pushed Superbia's plans past the edge of tolerance. I did not care for it.

"Who are you anyway?" I snapped back, then winced. My throat still ached, of course. More fundamentally, my voice was every bit as distasteful as the person in front of me’s. I had never, prior to becoming Chiro, liked it that much. It had never been deep enough to command respect. It had always been too deep at the same time. But I had been able to ignore it, to let my words stand as thoughts more than things I heard. Now I could contrast it to Chiro's brighter tones and the comparison only drove home how awful mine actually was. If anything, it sounded even worse than before, with a nasally squeaky quality that did it no favors.

Grey Robe looked me over, paying no attention to my vocal woes; or perhaps they noticed my discomfort and reacting to it was simply beneath them.

Eventually they answered. "You may call me Uriel, if you must. It is rare to see a Beast reject their power."

The words were an afterthought, as if actually responding to me at all was secondary to whatever inscrutable satisfaction they'd gained from examining me. But the name they gave set off a half dozen alarm bells in my head. Uriel was an angel's name. It was impossible not to connect them with Michael, and yet, it was near impossible to connect whatever was hiding under that robe to a plushie who claimed to be an archangel.

Could the Saints trust Michael if another of her kind was here working with Superbia? I didn't want to say no; just because she probably had some connection to Uriel didn't mean that they were working together. Besides, there were more important things to worry about. The heroes could figure that out once Inessa was safe.

"You may go do whatever it is you must do," Uriel said dismissively. Whatever fey curiosity that had made them approach seemed satiated for the moment.

I scurried away, not needing to be told twice.

I should have started plotting or getting help or doing anything at all, even if I remained a bruised and exhausted mess. Instead, without the ability to leave the Forest, I found myself back in my room perched on a chair in front of my vanity staring hopelessly into a mirror.

The boy therein was familiar, and yet oddly alien. I'd seen him daily for years; enough of my father and enough of my mother that I had more than enough reason to hate his face. But envy had left some marks on me. My hair retained the bob cut and, more unusually, a pleasant swampy green color. Beyond that, it was hard to say. Was it just the odd color, or were my eyebrows finer than before? Were my eyes just a bit larger, my face ever so slightly rounder? Was it the dark shadows accentuating my cheekbones, or were they actually higher?

I shook my head. Yes, I could see the faintest ghost of Chiro in my face, but most of that had more to do with how unfamiliar my real face had become than any gifts retained from my transformation. All I was doing was deluding myself with the phantom of a mask that I'd agreed I needed to abandon.

And besides, I shouldn't have cared about my appearance while Inessa was suffering. Obviously, pretending to be Chiro was a fundamental expression of my power. If I couldn't do that, I couldn't do any of it. But that didn't mean it was okay to focus on something so immaterial while real problems lurked just down the hall and around the corner.

At the same time, it wasn't like I could actually do anything on my own. Perhaps, as early as that morning, I would have been satisfied uselessly throwing myself at Mr. Noir, choosing oblivion instead of enduring my own failings in a way that actually helped anyone. But Inessa had forgiven me. She wanted to work with me, to discover if I could be someone different. It would just be embarrassing to give up after letting her hug me like that.

So, I stared in the mirror and tried to see beyond my reflexive hatred for the boy therein. Were the changes notable? Did it matter? Could I call upon any of Chiro's power without betraying that promise? Could I see the potential for something new in that reflection? 

The sound of a door handle turning snapped me from my reverie.

"Hiya Chiro," someone said, marching through my door with a breezy familiarity, as if nothing had changed, as if it was still Chiro who would greet em. It was so like my partner to cheerfully ignore both eir own torture and my obvious turn from sin.

"Avaritia! Are you okay?"

I turned to face em, a smile coming easily to my face even if eir presence only made the situation marginally less hopeless. Ey deserved that much and more after what they'd endured.

At least Avaritia looked almost well, if I ignored the hitch in eir step as ey approached and the bags under eir eyes.

"Sure, it'd take more than getting locked away like that to keep a good dog down, you know?" ey tousled my hair, a gesture made ever so slightly less pleasant by the change in our relative heights.

"It's okay," I told em. "You don't have to pretend that I haven't changed. I know you probably don't want a partner who looks like this instead of like her."

Ey tilted eir head to the side and looked me over for a few agonizing moments. It was all I could do not to curl into myself like a dying bug.

"Why? I mean, don't get me wrong, the whole futch thing doesn't really feel like it's you the way your last face did, but you still look good."

Ey was lying. I knew exactly how I looked in a mirror. I found myself blushing anyway.

"It's okay. I know I'm back to being an ugly, useless boy again. I don't look cute; I don't look like her anymore. You don't need to pretend to be interested in me." Even letting go of some things, I still couldn't name her to Avaritia that easily, not in this context. 

Ey surveyed me once more, then, nodding to emself, grabbed my collar, and pulled me out of my chair, holding my chin a few inches from eir own.

Obligingly, I squeaked.

Ey lingered there, eir nose almost touching mine, something unspeakable crackling in the air between us. Then ey planted a single finger against my lips and shoved me away.

"Hey!" I glared at em. Here I was trying to welcome em back and beg em to help fix this whole thing with Inessa somehow and they took the opportunity to... whatever that was.

"Nope," Avaritia muttered to emself. "Still into it. And, like, if you want to be a guy now, that's cool and all. But you're like an inch or two shorter than when you started, and your face looks literally nothing like it did before you took the seed. And you still have boobs."

To punctuate eir remarks, ey jabbed me in the chest, hard. I winced and rubbed the affected area where, okay, perhaps the skin was a little tender. But that didn't make em right!

Resentfully, I turned to look back in the mirror. I couldn't see it. Oh sure, there was maybe a bit of curve around my chest and maybe I was being uncharitable about my face. But the second I so much as breathed that impression fled with it and it was just Charlie looking back at me.

"It's true. You're just a terrible judge of yourself," ey said as if it was settled. "The seed's done good work."

"That's not important right now. We can sort out," what was I supposed to call whatever that had been, "whatever this is later!" Besides, it was one thing to fret over my appearance while I waited for help, another entirely to waste time on it after help had arrived.

"I'll admit, I'm a little curious how the whole saving me thing ended up in a new look." Ey spoke with a careful carelessness, a thin veneer of ease over a roiling sea of anxiety.

That was fair. Ey deserved an explanation. And I couldn't expect Lupin to help without explaining where I'd messed everything up. So, I talked. I left out some of the details of course: exactly what I'd admitted to Inessa, how she'd reached me in the end.

"I see," Avaritia said with uncharacteristic solemnity.

Then ey laughed and smiled and rubbed the back of eir head. "So, I guess you're going to try and save Castitas, huh?"

"I..."

How was I supposed to respond to that? Avaritia had forced me to face the desires I'd buried away. Ey'd encouraged me at every turn to embrace the strange and terrifying potential in being Chiro. And yet, the envy ey'd had me admit had gotten people hurt, had led to me hurting people. And here I was at the end, barely able to explain what any of it actually meant.

"It's okay," ey faked a grin. "A greedy greedy wolf like me won't let go once ey've sunk eir teeth into someone, you know? So run, run as far as you can and know that you can't stop Avaritia Wolf from finding you when I want."

Then the laughter died, and eir gaze fell to the floor. 

"Just," ey said as flatly as I’d ever heard em, "promise me that, even if you don't come back to me, you'll make it out of this okay."

I took a deep breath to calm my rapidly beating heart. So, my efforts to hide that part hadn't worked after all. It hurt to have that ugliness be seen; it was almost a relief to have em know. At least, for once, I had an answer to that kind of question that someone would want to hear.

"I promise." Even when the words were true, they still felt like a lie. "A part of me wants to go off and martyr myself. But, I think, if I can save her, then, well, I don't want to go back to the way things were, but Inessa talked about going forward instead and..." I didn't believe it was possible, not really. I wasn't the kind of person who could hear a big speech and have a big fight and turn her life around. But maybe I owed it to all of us to try, even if I didn't believe it would work.

"And I want to try." I finished.

"Do you need to?" ey asked. "Your sin can do this for you, you know; give you all those little things you envy, everything you need."

I sat down again, awkwardly picking at my nails.

"It doesn't," I said at last. "It gives me what I want, sure. But only in ways that are too perfect, too superficial. It'll never let me forget how fake it all is, not by itself. And, even more, it's not really me if it's not something I choose to do."

"Well then, what does choosing look like?" Avaritia's claw wrapped around my wrist, and ey pulled me close once more, a familiar smirk burying any hints of sobriety once more.

"I don't know. Look, I get that this is important, but he has her right now. Can we just work this out later?"

"I can help," ey said, rubbing eir fangs against eir lower lip. "But since I'm just such a greedy, greedy wolf, even my partner needs to pay for such a big favor. So, tell me, if it's so important that you take charge and make your own choice, what does that actually look like?"

"I don't know." That phrase was fast becoming a refrain. For all I'd fallen for Inessa's siren song of an offer, I still found myself unable to picture what that would entail.

"Well," ey was grinning now, pulling me close. "Let's start with this. Do you want to be a boy or a girl? Neither?"

I shook my head. "I can't do this right now. I need—"

"You need to convince me if you want my help. You're stuck here, as long as you look like that, Chiro." The name felt like a slap. "Don't get me wrong, you look cute, but it's not the kind of body that screams 'embodiment of all you envy.' That means you're not leaving the Forest, you're not getting the Saints and you're not fighting anyone. So, convince me this is better for my partner."

It was unusual of em to be so confrontational. The paternalism wasn't new; Avaritia would do whatever ey felt was best for those ey cared about, regardless of how we felt about it. But ey wasn't the type to talk it out or make eir case. No, Avaritia moved from impulse to impulse, doing what felt best and hoping for forgiveness after the fact. Perhaps ey knew ey couldn't keep things the way they were, and that was forcing eir hand. Perhaps all the sudden flirting and aggression were just a way to reassure emself after ey'd emerged from eir prison and found the status quo ey'd held onto so greedily shattered around em yet again.

"I..." What did I want, anyway? I didn't want to go back to being Charlie. It was easier to think in the negatives like that. Actually naming what I did want, instead of letting my envy take it for me? That remained frustratingly hard.

I couldn't go back to imitating Inessa, not if I wanted to change. Did I want to rekindle my friendship with her at all? I loved her like family. I didn't want to hurt her, even if I struggled to escape her shadow. And yet, not only did she eclipse me, she burned so brightly it was hard to look at her. But, at the very least, the thought of trying again didn't trigger any sense of visceral panic or revulsion, the way thinking of never seeing her again did.

What about escape? Could I take Avaritia and run away from all this and everyone? That one was easier to dismiss. I'd promised to try going forward, and running away just felt like a retreat.

Avaritia flicked my forehead.

"Don't think about what's possible; just decide what it is you want."

Avaritia wasn't expecting much from me, was ey? Just a little proof that there was an after, that I wouldn't be using this to end everything, or worse, retreat to what I'd been before the seed had shown me what I really was deep down inside. Even so, that didn’t make it easy. 

"I want to try again," I admitted. "With Inessa, that is. I want to apologize to everyone, and I want to become the kind of person that can be open with others, that can really genuinely talk with them and then change and grow until I can look in a mirror and see someone I like."

It was such a tiny dream. And yet, merely putting it into words had felt harder than climbing a mountain. But it was a good kind of draining, a step in the right direction. Sadly, while my newfound resolve had completely short-circuited my otherwise convenient superpowers, it still didn't give me anything resembling the faith that I wouldn't simply revert to Invidia at the first setback.

"That's great. It's good to hear that, with sin or without it, you're not just running away. But—" Whatever playfully cruel impulse had pushed Avaritia into asking these questions in the first place reared its head in the sudden narrowing of eir eyes as ey grabbed tightly onto my shoulder.

"The important part! What does that person in the mirror look like in the end?"

I flinched. I should have seen that coming. I started to speak, to admit I'd have to take some steps back if I wanted to go forward. And yet, If I was just imagining, is that what I would actually choose?

I wanted to be the girl I'd spent weeks pretending to be. I ached for her smile, for how cute she looked in a skirt, for the way people seemed to instinctively like having her around. And yet, the idea of her burned me up inside. She was a fabrication in the purest sense, a distorted reflection or Inessa. She was the sweetest poison to me.

I couldn't be her again. But did that mean I wanted to go back to being a boy instead?

My dad had always told me how men were supposed to be stoic and strong and powerful and everything. But, however I should have felt about those admirable traits, none of that appealed. So few of the men I knew were people I could envy on any level. The thought of becoming my father filled me with nothing but disgust. So did the thought of resembling Mr. Noir in any way whatsoever. I thought of the boys at school that I had barely talked to in four years. I thought of my teachers, good and bad. No, none of them inspired me.

Inessa's dad? That was a little different. He was kind and gentle in a way that I admired. I respected him, and yet... the thought of becoming like Mr. Brandt didn't spark any want in me. I admired him, but I didn't envy him, at least, not in any kind of holistic sense.

And that was the root of it. I envied Inessa, Temperance, and Ida. I envied Avaritia. But I couldn't think of a single man I really envied. No, the bitter longing in my heart pointed in a different direction.

I wondered what it would be like, to look in the mirror and see a person I wanted to be. It wouldn't be Charlie; that much was obvious. But it couldn't be Invidia either. She was a daydream run wild. I tried to imagine what it would be like to be me, but changed in ways that Lupin seemed to see in me.

I couldn’t imagine it. 

"I don't know," I said at last, not entirely sure if I was telling the truth.

Avaritia chewed on eir lip for a moment, then shrugged. "Weellll, you can always just drown yourself in envy until your seed finishes whatever remodeling it's been doing in the background and then go have your big epiphany."

I put my hands on my hips and glared at em, "You know I can't!"

Avaritia sagged, eir ears drooping for a moment, before ey smiled even more brightly, trying to convince me that it had been a joke, not a request.

"Well," ey said with enthusiasm far too explosive to be genuine. "Let's figure out how to save Inessa."

The change in topic nearly gave me whiplash, and I fought down the urge to provide comforts that wouldn't be true. When I thought about that person I was slowly imagining into existence, I wanted them to be close to Avaritia as much as I wanted to regain my old friends. But, as much as I wanted to reassure em, ey were right; saving Inessa had to come first.

"Can you tell Temperance and Ida what happened?" I asked. I couldn't leave the Forest on my own at the moment, but Avaritia could. "I don't think either of us are in any condition to fight Superbia and," and Avaritia wouldn't cut the last threads tying emself to the man who'd saved em, even if that man had never really quite existed. Ey would not deny eir sin, would not betray its demand that ey hold on to a love long since rotted, even if that same sin drove em to help me as well.

"And what'll you do while I'm away getting help?" Was I mistaken, or was the question a little too innocent? Had my reassurances about the future felt as implausible to em as they had to me?

"I'll look around and try to see if I can distract him. He's not going to come after us or anything, and having a sense of what's happening could make it easier to rescue her."

"Just be careful, okay?" Avaritia said, hiding worlds of emotion behind the almost perfunctory gesture of care.

I nodded.

"One more thing before I go," ey said, tossing me something small, dark and green. As soon as it left eir hand, I felt it. My seed stirred resentfully in my chest at this new presence; it knew its own. I held it up to my face, basking in the way it practically sang to me.

"Another seed?"

Ey stuck eir tongue out mischievously. "Welllll, you know, Avaritia is obviously the greatest thief among the Beasts. And I might have been a little tiny bit upset, so I might have maybe-sorta stolen one or two of the new seeds after Superbia let me go."

I swallowed.

"What? How?" Hadn't Uriel had those? It seemed improbable that Avaritia would have known to grab one or more.

Ey shrugged and gave me a performative wink.

"Just be careful; that'll make you stronger. But it could be a strain to use it if you were in good condition. If you're already on the outs with your seed, and if you're trying to..." Ey stalled, unwilling to admit the part they hadn't asked about my future. I might not know who I wanted to become, but I knew they weren’t Invidia. "It might do something unpredictable," ey finished awkwardly.

Suddenly, holding the seed felt a lot more worrisome. Carefully, but quickly as I could, I shoved it in a convenient purse, one of a few Avaritia had procured for Chiro. This, unlike whatever Avaritia had managed to do to it, did nothing to hide its presence from my senses. 

I put the bag over my shoulder and tried not to wince. As Chiro, I had felt cute carrying it around. I had liked it. And now, it was wrong, the strap too small, too tight, too awkwardly placed relative to my waist and my gangly arms.

I didn't have the courage to look at myself in the mirror again and verify how off it was on the current me. Instead, I smiled at Avaritia, nodded, and made my way to the door. I didn't want to say goodbye. I wanted to ask em to join me in the uncertain future.

"What are you going to do after you find them?" I asked instead.

"You know me; I'll figure it out, partner." Whatever vulnerabilities Avaritia had exposed during our conversation were hidden once more, as easily as that.

Then I shook my head clear, buried all apologies and thanks in a corner of my heart and gave em my best smile as ey raised a hand to tear through the fabric of the world.

"Oh!" ey said, letting it fall to eir side. "There is one more thing before I go, if we're going to settle the bill."

I started to speak, only to find Avaritia's lips pressed against mine. Ey pulled me closer, pressing emself against me. Before I could even work myself around to process what was happening, Avaritia was already pulling away, eir teeth tugging at my lower lip for a moment as ey did.

Avaritia flashed me a particularly lupine grin and, before I could ask for an explanation or comment on it at all, eir claws tore a rift in the air and ey were gone.

Slowly, I raised my hand to touch my lips, feeling the phantom of an event I was half-sure I'd hallucinated. What had that been about? A particularly silly way of reassuring me that I was still cute even if I couldn't be Invidia? A goodbye? Was that a friendship thing? Or had it been one last invitation to go back to a path I couldn’t choose? 

I slapped my cheeks twice and shook my head clear. I would ask em later, after I'd apologized for leaving, after I told em what eir partnership had meant, after I’d found the words to bridge the growing disconnect between us. I owed em far more than that. Still, in a way, that deferment was a relief; one more anchor to keep my worst impulses at bay.

* * *

I waited a few minutes, then slipped out of my room. As much as I'd have liked to wallow in the coils of familiar self-pity, the wheels of Inessa's rescue had been set in motion. The time for staring in mirrors and hating what I saw had passed.

I couldn't save Inessa. I couldn't go get help. But I had made sure help would arrive and that meant I had no excuses not to do whatever else I could to make sure it wasn’t too late when it did.

Huddling and terrified, I made my way through the Forest's bizarre architecture. At every turn, I stopped and looked around, half-sure Uriel would appear to reclaim the stolen seed. Soon though, I stood outside the throne room.

The muffled sounds of a grandstanding Superbia echoed through the large doors. I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding. If he was bragging or trying to talk her over to his side, it probably meant that he hadn't started doing anything worse.

Carefully, I set my purse down next to the doors. There was a risk to that, but the risk that Superbia would sense the seed on me was far greater. And I wouldn't need it for what came next.

That done, I knocked on the door. The speech didn't stop, so I knocked again, quiet and timid.

I let a few moments pass, then pushed the doors open and stepped inside. Superbia stood there, facing away from me and blocking my sight of Inessa as I approached. I should have paid attention to his words, but my heart was hammering too loudly in my head as I slowly circled around to get a clear view of the girl who'd tried to save me.

Castitas didn't look much worse for wear, considering she was suspended off the ground and bound hand and foot in manacles of light. Even beaten and bound, wearing an angry snarl that seemed entirely off on her, she was radiant. Her eyes sparkled with determination and her wings stretched behind her, having returned to their original, almost cartoonish, pure white. Even like this, she was beautiful enough to send my seed into a frenzy, putting out hair-thin roots until I tore my eyes away from hers and clamped down on it. As I did, I saw the briefest flash of recognition on her face.

Did she blame me? A part of me craved for it to be so. If she blamed me, she might actually finish what I'd promised not to let happen. But luxuriating in that guilt wouldn't save anyone. It wouldn't make things right. It wouldn't let me change.

I cleared my throat and put on my most fearful expression. It didn't take much acting. While he hadn't even noticed my existence, Mr. Noir's presence filled the room, a cold radiance that tolerated no light but itself.

"Superbia, sir?" I called quietly. The clock was running; the heroes were on the way. Every minute I spent distracting him from Inessa was a minute of torment she wouldn't have to endure.

He turned his head, the full force of his attention shining down on me like one of those desk lamps they use in interrogations in the movies.

"Yes?"

He was a hollow shell of a man, beaten and chained and so desperate to prove he was neither that he’d stayed imprisoned long after his escape, instead of doing anything to change the world. Even if I had been the kind of Beast he wanted, I would have never been more to him than a bit of reassurance. For all his power, the Beast of Pride was no less a worm than the rest of us.

"I—" I let my lip quiver. He needed the world to align with his vice, and he'd use any force he could bring to bear to make it so. He would never accept me as Chiro, as a Beast whose needs could never mirror his own. But I could use that.

"I need your advice; that’s umm, if it's okay to ask."

Inessa stared at me in mute confusion. Superbia frowned as he looked between me and Castitas. Vanity ever loves to assert itself, and asking for advice could only play into that. But I disgusted him, while Inessa was a choice prize.

"S-she won't come around fast," I said at last. "B-but, if you let her stew a little, and realize that no one's going to come save her and that you have her trapped, completely under your power, that might wear her down."

Was I laying it on too thick? Mr. Noir was ancient. He had to know something was suspicious, even if he hadn't said anything about my changed appearance.

If he had, he didn't let it show as he silently sized me up.

Finally, as I began to suspect that this was going to be the end, he gave a curt nod.

"Very well; just a moment. Speak."

I looked meaningfully at Inessa, "Umm, I... Can we go somewhere else? I don't want her to hear."

I tried to fill those words with every ounce of jealousy, every crumb of resentment I felt for the girl who'd dared to pull me back from the brink. He appreciated sin. More, he would appreciate my own weakness, yet another difference between us. Why not humor it, if he was going to humor me at all?

Inessa let out a muffled moan of betrayal and it took everything I had not to break down.

Mr. Noir quirked an eyebrow. Then realization struck him, and a cruel smirk played across his face. With a snap of his fingers, a bubble of searing light encased Inessa's head.

"I will not allow her to see or hear. Speak." He gestured for me to continue.

I winced. I'd hoped to draw him away, hoped that by the time he finally came back, Inessa would be safe and gone and I would only have to find some way to follow her rescuers into the impossible future.

But that was not to be. Still, even silence had to be better than whatever Superbia might do to Inessa if he grew impatient.

"That's..." I flailed. I knew what to say, and how to say it, but the words stuck in my throat. I understood my script but playing it out in front of this snake still hurt. At least that humiliation only added to the act.

"Speak," he repeated, cruel amusement slowly losing out to impatience. "Or leave."

If only leaving was so easy.

"During the fight with Castitas, my seed didn't like the idea of, umm, bringing her back. It was angry with me when I grabbed her and..." I gestured to my body.

"I can't use any of my powers."

Mr. Noir looked me over, if only for the barest moment. Had he ever been different before he lost that ancient war, before time alone with his failures stole everything of himself away from him? I didn't want to give him even that much charity. 

"Such things can happen to those poorly suited to the Abyssal Forest's wisdom," he reached his verdict. Condescension was thick in his voice, but his words held a trace of something else. Pity? Compassion? It was hard to say. "Wait, indulge your sin however you choose, and it shall pass in time."

He waved a hand in dismissal.

Inwardly, I grimaced. I had hoped I would hold his attention for longer. I needed to give him something else, a reason to care.

"I-I was hoping we could capitalize on the Saints' confusion over their leader being gone. Is there no way I could recover faster?" I simpered.

That sparked his interest. Another victory, and a decisive one at that? That would erase all of the failures against the Saints. Except, he refused to act himself in every instance, hiding in his little burrow instead. If he wanted the Saints defeated, he would need an instrument to act out his will.

"What, precisely, broke your bond with your seed?"

Of course he'd ask that. The thought of letting him see any part of me was crushing. I couldn't tell the whole truth. Difficulty in answering once more showed the unsuitedness of the instruments he was reduced to using, that his failures could be laid at our feet and not his own. Besides, it was becoming for envy to refuse to bare itself to pride.

And yet, eventually he grew bored of watching me squirm. But I could stand to give him my most obvious shames. 

"I envied her," I said at last. That much was so obvious it was no admission at all. "I wanted to be brave and heroic and purehearted like Castitas."

"And?"

"And I couldn't. No matter what, I could never win. But then, I tricked her; I won what I wasn’t supposed to win, and now..." This was a lie I could tell. Even if I could have let myself give it to him, Mr. Noir would never have believed the truth, that Inessa had pushed me to take a step toward being someone I couldn't yet envision. Mr. Noir would never understand that temptation, would never understand how something so fragile could triumph over my sins, however long it ended up lasting. 

Superbia Dragon circled me, as if looking at me from all angles would somehow help him think for real. I, it seemed, was unworthy of keeping his council on this issue. That was fine; the longer he took to think, the better I was doing.

"Realize," he said at last, "that it was not your doing that brought her low. My plan, my methods, gave you the edge."

I hadn’t expected an answer that almost made sense. If I had won, the knowledge that it was only through someone else's plan might have sustained my feelings of inferiority.

"But," I looked at her. "We won't fight again."

I wondered if that was true. Inessa had promised to help me discover that future me, and I wanted to try. But it simply remained much easier to envision myself giving up and sinking back into the Forest.

"One way or another," Superbia said, "I will convert her to sin. You may compete however you wish, then. Perhaps even then, she will outshine you."

Perhaps I was fortunate to have lost my claws. Had I still possessed the weapons, I would have thrown everything away and gone for his throat. Even my seed shook in its slumber, razor-thin vines scratching at the walls of my heart in protest. Inessa was not to be sullied.

As it was, I bristled, and nodded, and woodenly marched away at his dismissal, lest I ruin things.

I let the throne room's doors close behind me, then grabbed my purse and made sure that the seed was still there. Only once I was reassured that whatever time I had spared Inessa wouldn't cost me the power to make a difference, did I stumble away from the room, angry and sad and desperate.

I wondered if I had ever been so impatient for rescue when I was the one being held captive.

* * *

And it was like that, lost between my own thoughts and temptation Avaritia had given me, that I ran into the Saints.

"Ow," I said, as I tried to catch my balance. 

Diligentia's catchphrase may have been 'steadfast as the earth' but 'hard as steel' would probably have been a more accurate descriptor.

Three sets of eyes—two human and one plushie—turned to stare at me. Diligentia was geared for war, her shield out in front as she led the group, dark eyes glancing to and fro for any sign of an ambush. Even so, she remained a steady presence, a bright yellow light amidst the omnipresent gloom of the Forest. Temperance followed, a plushie perched safely on her shoulder. As always, the impassive Saint blended into the background, ready to strike at a moment's notice, though she remained unarmed for the moment. 

I should have been focusing on the more important things, but I couldn't help but wonder what they thought seeing me like this. I felt my heart crack in my chest, the seed of envy opening a line in its shell in silent offer. 

Were they staring at me as a traitor? As Chiro unveiled? As the one responsible for Inessa's suffering? Or were they looking at the changes to my body and drawing conclusions about what it meant? I wasn't sure what would be worse.

"Chiro," Diligentia said, somewhere between acknowledgement and accusation.

"That's not, I'm not... I mean... I'm not really her. She was never real."

Temperantia sighed. Michael looked at me with an odd curiosity.

I hunched my shoulders and sunk into myself. I'd been aware of my body, stretched out and wrong in all sorts of ways, when I was dealing with Mr. Noir. But it had been easy to set it aside then, to take his disgust as a given, a way of manipulating him.

"Chiro," Temperance said, with surprising force.

"I'm sor—" I stopped myself. Apologies were easy. Being better was hard. "That's not important right now. Castitas beat me, but then Superbia's trap activated, and now he has her captive. We need to save her."

That 'we' was nearly as indulgent as the almost-offered apology. I had already done enough. And yet, it felt sweet to act like I could be part of this, even if the disaster was of my own making.

I shook my head. That was the kind of thought I'd promised to leave behind. I would help. I was helping.

"Why should we trust you?" Ida crossed her arms, standing firm. I could hear the hurt in her voice, the exhaustion. They'd ventured into enemy territory to save Inessa. They'd believed we had her. But that didn't mean they had any reason to believe this wasn't all a trap.

Temperance started to speak and cut herself off, deferring to her taller teammate.

It hurt. Of course, this would be the betrayal that made them give up on me. I wasn't owed tolerance. I had no right to indulge in guilt either. 

"I don't deserve it," I admitted, then shook my head. "I mean, I haven't earned it. But this isn't about me. For once. Inessa is here and she's suffering and..." I choked.

"She wouldn't give up on me," I said it at last. "I wanted to end things—to make her end things—and I kept fighting her and hurting her and trying to make her do it and she kept sticking out her hand."

"And..." Even after everything else, it still hurt to say, to let them see that spikey emptiness at the heart of me. "I promised her I would change. That we'd work together and change, and I don't know if she still wants to do that after I got her hurt again, but she's right there and she's suffering and we can stop that, so..."

It was hard to tell how they took the words. Somehow, I'd started crying, tears stopping me from seeing whether I had reached them. I rubbed them away to get a better look, only to freeze as something warm and much softer than suggested by recent experience wrapped around me.

"It's okay." Ida's voice carried as much hope and determination as I'd envied in Inessa. Where Castitas was a bright-burning font of passion, Diligentia was sturdier and stabler, confident in her ability to bear all the evils of the world. "We've got this."

Then she stepped back, and Temperance spoke, calm as still water.

"Chiro," she said yet again, refusing to drop the name despite my objections. "I'll trust you."

I stared. It wasn't fair. I shouldn't have been able to resolve their doubts that easily. A few tears, and they choose to believe in me. Their trust deserved a higher price. 

"But," Temperance added with characteristic apathy, "this is your last chance."

Something in Temperance's eyes told me exactly how final a betrayal here would be. In a way, that was an easier response to accept.

"So," Ida said, nearly as scared of Temperance as I was. "What's the plan?"

I wiped away my tears and tried to focus. They'd put their trust in me. Avaritia had put eir trust in me. And yet, it wasn't like I could do anything to help.

"Superbia has her in the throne room. I tried to distract him and get him somewhere else, but he was really insistent on staying." If only I had been able to pull him away, this would have been an easy task.

"Avaritia isn't going to interfere," at least I assumed ey wouldn't. My partner wouldn't betray me after helping this much, but if ey was going to help, ey would have come back with the Saints.

"But," I glanced at Michael, "there's someone else helping Superbia. I don't know much about them, but they go by the name Uriel and, well, I think they're probably dangerous."

"I see," Michael said, barely seeming to register surprise at this revelation. "I do not believe it would personally join the fight. But if it has begun to act, that may complicate matters in the future."

Both of the Saints stared at Michael, mirroring my own confusion. It was no surprise that the two were related, but it was a disquieting feeling to see that admitted so easily. How much of the conflict around us remained beyond our understanding?

"Okay," I managed. "If that won't stop us from saving Inessa, then can we set it aside for now?"

Ida nodded and Temperance failed to object, which was agreement enough. I continued.

"Superbia's strong, terrifying even. But he's not perceptive. He sees what he wants to see. We can use that." I wondered if I was right. Or was I going to ruin everything yet again? I kept talking anyway.

"So, if you two distract him, make a show of fighting and let him push you away from the throne room, then I can sneak in and try to free Inessa and we can all retreat together."

Ida frowned. "What, just pretend to fight him? We're here, he doesn't have anyone to help him, and we have him outnumbered!"

I looked to the other two, hoping for a save. Temperance met my eyes, bit her lip, as she looked me over.

At last, she spoke.

"Could you defend yourself?"

It hurt to have her, of everyone, see me without my beautiful disguise. She'd, somehow, seen Chiro before I ever had. She, more than anyone besides Avaritia, had wanted me to be Chiro. And now that I'd failed, what? Was she dismissing me, writing me off as useless?

A root pushed its way out, growing thick as it supped on my emotion, gently promising what I could still pretend to be if only I would abandon my pretensions of change.

"No," I admitted instead. "But you can't just fight him. He's..."

Temperance looked past me, silently conveying something to Ida. The other girl frowned at Temperance, then, when Temperance refused to back down, nodded and clapped her hands together. "You wait here with Michael. I'll distract him and Temperance will rescue Inessa, then we can all run together. If we have to run fast, you won't be able to keep up like you are now, so..."

There was an apology in Ida's words, as if she should feel bad for pointing out how useless I'd made myself. I expected the verdict to sting. But I'd shared with them what I needed to share. I'd helped. Letting my own need to matter rule me would just be falling back into the person I wanted to stop being. 

I would live with that. For Inessa's sake, for our promise, I would have to be able to live with that.

"Okay," I said. "I—" My voice cracked. "It scares me. No, it's not fear. I just hate being useless." I forced the words out; every admission had to be making the next more bearable. "But that's the best I can do to help right now, and we need to save Inessa, so, just, please stay safe."

"Of course," Ida answered with the same confidence she'd had when she said she could save Inessa. Temperance merely smirked and waved.

Then Saint Temperantia led Diligentia toward the throne room and Michael and I found ourselves trapped in that familiar hell of waiting and hoping that the Angelic Saints would be okay.

* * *

We waited, and waited, longer than it should have taken. Longer than I could bear. I clutched the purse tightly. I could almost feel it through the fabric, offering me power without realization, a chance to transform myself in ways that would let me help. I wished I could have thrown it away, but if things went wrong, I might have needed it, and that meant I had to endure the silent temptation until I did.

Worse, this section of the Forest had walls decorated with all sorts of mirrors. No matter which way I looked, my own face stared back at me. At least it was a distraction.

I touched my reflection, trying to force myself to stop imagining dead friends and think about what it would be like to see the person Avaritia had demanded I envision. Who were they?

At the start of this year, I would have only seen myself, a person I couldn't even admit I hated with every fiber of my being. A week ago, I would have seen Invidia, too beautiful, too perfect and undeniably fake, taking her emptiness and selfishness out on the world around her. Avaritia had invited me to imagine the person I could become, months or years in the future, but all I’d managed to make was a blurry outline.

But there, in that hallway, it was impossible to name the person I actually saw. They weren't Charlie or C. But they hadn't been able to make being Invidia feel real either. They had yet to become someone new.

And yet, Inessa's promises made me want to try; Avaritia's demands had kindled the faintest spark of hope. All I had to do was wait, trust in the others and then I could work with them to discover just who that person was, to discover just who she was.

I couldn't see in myself what others seemed to find so valuable in me. But, for all that the seed called to me, for all that I could feel its siren song urging me to earn my redemption through sacrifice, that thread of hope was enough to keep it at bay.

"Are you going to use it?" Michael asked once I had finally torn my eyes from my own reflection.

"You know?" My voice faltered as I spoke, wondering why Michael hadn't said anything about the seed for however long we'd been waiting in silence.

"It is as obvious to my kind as the dawn. Will you use it?" The plushie's tone was oddly intense, as if she desperately needed me to answer.

"Would it even work?"

"Yes," Michael said with complete confidence. "Using a second seed carries grave risks. In your present condition, there would be permanent consequences. Perhaps even your own destruction."

The angel floated toward me, ancient eyes staring straight into my core. "But wouldn't that be what you want?"

"What?" I stepped back despite myself, making some distance between myself and the plushie. She had always been kind, if oddly intense, and the sudden starkness of her words made them land like needles in my back.

"To save them all, to show them what you can do; would that not be a perfect excuse to hurt yourself once more?"

My hand was shaking. How dare she. How dare she legitimize every temptation I was fighting against.

"It would be a perfect excuse," I admitted, feeling my seed push even more, vines extending through my chest.

"I see," she stated solemnly. "But you don't. You have resisted this temptation, denied everything that drove you to sin. Why?"

Why was she pressing me like this? I bit my tongue and clamped one hand over the other before I did something that could interfere with our escape, clenching inwardly to stop the growing network of roots inside my chest from spreading any more than it already had.

"I can't," I said at last. The roots finally gave up, shrinking back into their protective shell. I forced myself to relax. "I mean, if it's absolutely necessary, that's different. If I know I need to do it or they're all lost, I will. But... I promised to at least try to change, even if I don't quite know what that looks like. Using it now, when I'm not sure I have to, would just be another way of hurting myself. And I promised Inessa."

"At last, you find the words!" The angel smiled brightly. "Then, allow me to present another option. Some powers were never meant to mix. Doing this may still lead to unexpected outcomes. But your own life should not be in danger."

Without giving me a chance to react, the angel flapped her wings and a ball of soft green light emerged, floating toward me until it shattered, revealing the bracelet within.

"I–what!?" What was she saying? This wasn't fair, not after everything, not after I finally decided to accept my lot as a background character, to take it and make something meaningful out of it. 

"You are qualified," she said by way of explanation.

"No," I snapped. "After all of this, you don't get to torment me with something I'm not. You said I wasn't worthy, gave me all the time I needed to figure out why that was true. And now I finally, finally, get how right you were. You can't just turn around and offer me everything I wanted in the first place!"

Michael stopped and considered for a moment before speaking. "Perhaps I have been unclear. The talent to use the tree's gifts was always yours. You have always had a potential for kindness. You see the virtue in others, admire and care for them. And then, again and again, you twist that insight into a cudgel to hurt yourself. Self-hatred overtook whatever capacity for compassion you might have had, blinding you to anything you saw, save in ways that you could use it to better flay your soul."

"That hasn't changed." An irrational part of me wanted to throw the bracelet away, to march right up to Superbia and use the seed in protest. Instead, I held it as tightly as I had held anything. 

"You have not overcome it," she admitted. "But it is easy to be kind to those you love. Forgiving those you loathe more than anyone else, that is the conduct of a Saint."

Something close to laughter, hollow and broken as it was, made its way out of my throat. This couldn't be happening. It couldn't be denied to me at every turn, forcing me to face all my own desires and move past those petty, self-aggrandizing dreams, only to be offered to me here, at the end of everything.

"I apologize for the harm this realization may have caused, and the distress that was needed to push you into the right admissions," Michael said, far more gently than her prior words. "The choice is in your hands. But, as they have not returned, they will likely need you to choose."

She floated around me, pushing her head into my chest until I stumbled back. Reluctantly, I began to walk.

My footfalls were agonizingly loud as I jogged toward the throne room, still uncertain of what to do. Michael was mysterious. She seemed to know things she shouldn't. I trusted her if she said I was needed.

But I didn't deserve it. Not after everything. Maybe, maybe, I could listen to Inessa and try and hope that one day I could become the kind of person who could be a heroine with pride. Then and there, I was a liminal freak who wouldn't go back to being C; who couldn't even imagine who else I might become. I wondered what the others would have said about it.

Ida would have reminded me that she wasn't worthy either at first. She had to work for it and change, so why couldn't I do that too? I would have told her that I wasn't like her, but I wouldn't have been able to find the words to make the rebuttal convincing.

Temperance would have joked both about the girl part, and about learning to accept my desires without letting them be a source of pain. Maybe I could almost let myself be someone who could go along with that game of pretend.

Avaritia would have grumbled and glared and made some obligatory comment about how sin was still better before telling me to just take what I wanted instead of finding reasons I couldn't have it. Ey would have reminded me of that person I wanted to see in the mirror and told me to go meet them.

And Inessa... Before everything, I think Inessa would have told me that I deserved it, that she'd have been happy to fight by my side. That would have fallen flat. The Inessa who'd crushed me was different.

She would have told me to fake it. So what if I couldn't be Chiro, C or anyone? So what if I wasn't a hero? She would have accepted those concerns with a laugh and told me to do it anyway. She would have pushed me to wear the name of a Saint especially if I couldn’t be the kind of person who deserved it. 

I opened my eyes and found myself outside the doors to Superbia's throne, still toying with the bracelet.

"I see you have decided," said the plushie angel sitting comfortably on my shoulder.

I nodded, then slipped the bracelet onto my wrist.

"Just this once," I said weakly, as if I could let it be a one-time thing.

Then I raised my hand to the sky, the words coming to my mouth unbidden.

"Branch of virtue, awaken!"

The bracelet began to glow.

It was a gentle green light, soft and weak enough that the wrong thought might have snuffed it out completely. But it embraced me all the same.

Envy had scoured me into its own image. Kindness had no such power. Instead, it took and shifted and accentuated, pulling here, pushing there, covering those unsightly arms of mine in a set of long slimming gloves.

It caressed my face and left me wondering if the makeup it left behind actually made me beautiful, or if I only felt that way because I had no mirrors in sight. But it did not give me time to hate before moving down to my chest, leaving a giant ribbon to accentuate what I could barely admit was there. This was soon joined by a beautiful green skirt that must have looked awful on me, even if it felt like it gave me actual hips.

At last, it reached behind me, shaping itself into a pair of wings. I didn't have to look to know that, next to Invidia's amazing, beautiful, and transcendentally perfect bat wings, these were merely the wings of an angel, and ones that barely deserved the name 'wings' at that.

They lifted me up anyway. The wind drew inwards; the bracelet reforming itself into a shining circle of green light behind my head.

I giggled, because how couldn't I giggle even when everything about this should have stung? Then I held out my hands and waited.

My weapon took shape; the tool that would allow me to best use what virtues I could muster.

Slowly, it descended into my hands. It was small and wooden and curved and, while it wasn't what I'd have expected, I knew exactly what I had to do with it.

A part of me wanted to hide in shame, to recoil at how fake I must have looked in a skirt that couldn't have fit as well as it felt like it fit and run away from everything. Another part of me wanted to bash open the doors and announce myself in all my glory.

I did neither. I wasn't Inessa with the power to outshine the sun. My virtue was small and fragile; a gentle push, not divine judgment. That meant I had to use every advantage I had.

I pushed the doors as gently as I could, trusting the wind to muffle any noise.

Superbia stood there, gloating. Fortunately, he was looking away from me. One foot was on Temperantia’s head, pressing it into the floor, as if he was stomping on a bug. Were it not for her ineffectual struggles, I would not have known she was conscious. Nearby, Ida was crawling toward her shield, one leg trailing limply behind her. Inessa watched in quiet horror, free, but too battered to transform, much less fight.

Of course I was late. Of course, I got so stuck in my own issues again that I was late to where I needed to be.

I shook my head. I was late, but I wasn't too late, and I would have to be able to live with that.

None of them noticed me at first. The wind helped me, pockets of air softening my steps as I approached. Ida saw me first, looking on with profound confusion as I raised my tool as high as I could. Then, with a hop and my loudest scream, I brought it down against the back of Superbia's head with every bit of strength I had.

He stumbled forward off of Temperantia and crashed into the ground, more surprised than hurt.

Only then, as every eye turned toward me, did I announce myself.

"Gentle as a spring breeze," I plucked at the strings of my lyre, "Angelic Saint Humanitas takes the stage!"

"Gentle," groaned Temperance as she scrambled away from Superbia and, struggling, pushed herself to her knees. Even then, she seemed to place more emphasis on appropriate sarcasm than her own survival.

"A kindness to myself," I said, my voice laden with divine compassion. My hands were covered in sweat, the reality of our imminent demises crashing against the joy at being there like this, at finally striking out against him. I'd been fighting all day to avoid throwing my life away. This was just as doomed but it felt different somehow.

"And, for my next act of kindness..." I strummed the lyre. I shouldn't have had a clue how to play. But my hands knew what to do, so long as I let them work. The notes that echoed through the room were soft and melodic.

"Humanitas Invigorating Winds!" As miracles went, mine was so very small. I could not summon a storm that would blow all evils from the world. The best I could offer was a little push, a healing breeze to soothe pains and give the real heroes that little bit of energy they needed to rise again.

Ida laughed and rose to her feet, momentarily unsteady on a leg I couldn't fully mend. To her, I gave a marching song, steady, not because it had to be steady, but because it fought against itself to relentlessly advance. She picked up her shield and took a stance anyway. I smirked at her, doing my best to pretend that the banter was easy; that this wasn’t just another masquerade. And yet, just for now, with doom mere moments away, perhaps I could let myself play the role with everything I had.

"YOU DARE?!" Superbia shouted with might that shook the Forest itself as he recovered himself.

He was trembling. Facing a challenge here, at the center of his power, after he had already won, after he had decided things were going just as he wanted them; what must that be doing to that pride of his? Worse, that challenge came from me, the failed protégé, the one he'd written off as worthless.

"I'm terrified," I admitted. "Even with three of us, I can't imagine beating you. But I'm more terrified of what would happen if I didn't do this: of what you would do if no one stopped you, of what I might become if I didn't change."

He growled and gave more to the Beast. His wings grew larger, his eyes subsumed themselves into cool pools of silver light.

"So what? You think you can overcome your own limits and stand against me? You?"

"No," I admitted honestly. "Ever since I was little, I've admired heroes. I wanted to be like them, to be brave and strong and courageous and, well, you're right. I'm not that kind of person."

Now, at the grandest I'd ever been, it barely hurt to admit.

"But." I grinned at Superbia. He stared at me, confused. "Just because I'm weak doesn't mean I have to be alone. Even if I can't do anything, I can still support them!"

Ida, recovered as she was going to get, punctuated my remarks by throwing herself in front of me, just in time to deflect a blast of light that might have torn a hole through my throat.

I laughed and plucked my lyre and asked the wind to help and played Temperance a quiet, building song. Temperance stretched out her hands and called a jet of pressurized water that forced the dragon to flare his wings and brace himself to avoid tumbling again. My song matched her, erupting into an angry cacophony as she let loose.

"So what?!" Superbia roared as he stepped toward Ida, an errant fist striking her shield with enough force to send the Saint of Earth reeling, only to spin and vaporize Temperance's next burst of water with a horrifying breath of light.

"So what if there are three of you!? It won't matter!"

I did my best to dodge another searing beam of light, biting back a grunt of pain as glanced past the back of my hand, leaving a burnt trail in its wake. And yet, in the time it had taken him to move, Ida was there, bracing herself on a raised piece of ground as she struck him with her shield with all the considerable force she could muster.

He stumbled back and lashed out, kicking her away with enough raw force to send her crashing through her rocky supports. Temperance's next attack struck him in the back before he could follow up, and he barely caught himself. With a growl, he turned to face her, abandoning Ida for the moment.

He was losing control. Here and now, he'd finally taken the stage, finally committed. And, just as he’d won, things had started to go wrong. He was lashing out in shock. His attacks were still each terrifying, but they weren't focused. He was letting us lead him, responding to each of us in turn instead of actually eliminating any of us.

"Humanitas Invigorating Winds!" I called again, my song taking on a different tone, bright and clear and optimistic in spite of everything. I threw every little bit of power I had into giving the others whatever they needed to keep on their feet, to keep fighting.

"You know, I think we were both wrong about something!" I said, looking past the snake. There was an opportunity here, a way to turn the tables if I could just hold his attention for a second.

"Do you honestly think that this little farce means you can truly stand against me?"

I wasn't a hero. I hadn’t become the kind of person I'd wanted to be. Maybe, someday, I could fake it until I made it, pretend to be a good person until I could be just a little bit of one. But maybe I didn't need to. Maybe I could find a me that was enough, even if that me was still selfish and petty. For now, it was enough to support the real heroes. 

"Actually, I just mean—"

"CASTITAS FLARE BARRAGE!"

"That there are four of us," I finished belatedly as dozens of fiery arrows embedded themselves in Superbia's wings.

He'd discounted her, treated her as drained and defeated, her powers expended. But when has a real hero ever needed more than a second wind to stand back up?

"Humanitas~!" Angelic Saint Castitas let her bow fall to her side to wave at me instead of following up on her attack.

"I, umm..." Suddenly, I was incredibly self-conscious. "Hi."

"Look at you!"

Of course, Inessa would be silly enough to focus on that instead of the ancient monster she'd just shot in the back.

"You're Ignoring me!?" Superbia's shrill voice grew even raspier, and I reconsidered my evaluation. Maybe Inessa's instincts were dead on after all. Superbia was a creature of pride. He had to matter, to eclipse everything in his sight. His presence overshadowed whatever the four of us could array against him. But, as large and radiant as it was, with each slight, with every act of defiance, it was shaking.

"Diligentia Crushing Earth!"

Ida slammed her shield into the ground, sending shockwaves toward Superbia that sent him stumbling just as he tried to rise and attack once more. The Saints had fought together again and again. Any opening Inessa created would never go unused. All we had to do was stop Superbia from recovering his footing.

"Temperantia Cascade!"

Temperance followed with a crushing jet of water, slamming him back into the ground.

"We trusted you," Temperance said, stepping forward as she finally summoned her halberd. "You saved us in the Forest, and we believed in you. Avaritia trusted you." Her voice cracked. Even now, months after leaving, her grief was shockingly raw.

None of us spoke. Whatever Superbia had done to me, whatever grievances I felt on Avaritia's part, Temperance had borne worse longer.

"And you couldn't let us in." But she had never been one to speak at length. She lunged forward, throwing herself blade first at the dragon with everything he had. 

With a desperate scream, he shoved the blade aside, letting it tear through the scales on his palm as he grabbed the blade, forcing Temperance to contest him for the weapon. Before she could retreat, his free hand lashed out, punching her with everything he had. She careened through the air, crashing heavily into a wall.

With nothing in the way, Inessa was able to assault him with another wave of arrows. He rolled forward blindly, only to be sent sprawling backwards via a shield to the face. I swallowed and continued to play my lyre, focusing on patching up Temperance as best I could.

The dragon roared and exploded, light radiating around him in all directions, forceful enough to make Ida fall back. I couldn't help but smile even as my winds helped steady her. He was bleeding; he'd stopped gloating. Slowly, surely, I could feel his pride fraying.

"Ey still loves you like family," I said to him as I followed his explosion by dashing in myself. I wouldn't fancy my odds against any of the other Saints. Closing with a disoriented Superbia to keep the pressure on was a risk. Still, the winds buffeted me, lifting me up enough to bring my heel down on his head in a perfect axe-kick. He blocked with both hands, sliding back a few inches anyway, then he reared up to swipe at me.

I danced away again, floating out of his reach before he could retaliate. Behind me, I could hear Temperance panting as she picked up her weapon.

"Ey loves you like family and you hurt em and used em and threw us all away to avoid admitting that maybe you were part of the reason you'd failed. And now you have no one left to stand with you." He'd hurt me, twisted me and pushed out the worst of my worst impulses. What he'd done to my partner was far worse.

I should have said more, could have tried harder to reach someone unreachable. Instead, I fell back to silence and watched as Superbia struggled to rise, to hold on to the shreds of his battered pride. Inessa struck again, followed by Temperance. Whenever he gathered himself enough to strike, Ida would be there, blocking just enough with her shield to keep him from scoring any decisive hits.

Even then, the tides would have turned against us were it not for my songs and the winds they channeled to give us all the strength to keep moving.

At last, he could stand no more. Superbia collapsed against his throne, his wings crumbling to dust as he stared at us, unable to move, unwilling to admit out loud what the failure of his power told us he already knew. Pride's Beast was broken.

"It's not too late," Inessa said as she raised her bow. "You can change! Temperance talked about the war; about what you're running from! It doesn't have to be like this!"

"Never," he said the word like a curse. "Whatever you take from me, I will never bow to virtue's light."

Chastity's Saint looked to the rest of us, but no one had an easy answer.

"Do it," Superbia said for us from his throne, the last proclamation of a broken monarch, the last vestiges of the pride he valued more than his own life.

It was as cruel as any of his demands. Superbia wasn't a Resinner. He wouldn't go back to normal and become a better person from this. None of us were killers.

Inessa, as always, the strongest of us, raised her bow, fire sparking around her as it grew and grew. Maybe she had found a magic in herself that would destroy only his seed. I'd seen her work greater miracles for me. Or maybe she'd simply found the resolve to act now and prevent whatever Superbia might do in the future. Either way, I didn't like it. I didn't have any better ideas, either.

"Castitas!" she shouted in a voice that called out for any other solution. "Empyreal!" Just before she could finish her attack, something crashed into her from above, a purple blur of fangs and claws.

Inessa fell to the ground under Avaritia's weight. None of us had seen em arrive; none of us had the strength to follow as ey dashed toward Superbia and then moved for the door, cradling him in eir arms.

"Avaritia!"

Determination alone was holding me on my feet. I wouldn't have had the strength to chase em if ey ran.

Luckily, ey stopped instead, facing me with a smile so forced anyone would have tried to help em.

"Looking good, partner." Ey looked me over, then nodded to emself. "Femme suits you after all."

I blushed and stammered, and ey took the opportunity to retreat another step.

"Join us."

To my surprise, it wasn't I who had spoken the thought aloud. Temperantia advanced toward her oldest friend, offering a weary hand. 

Ey looked to her, then back to me, then to the shaking mass cradled in eir arms.

"Someone has to stand for sin," ey whispered. As if choosing eir principles, however twisted, over companionship, could ever satisfy eir greed.

Temperance's hand dropped to her side.

"I get it," I found myself saying, somehow putting one foot in front of the other. "I didn't know anything about what I wanted or what I needed. I just stood around smothering my soul until you put the seed in me."

There were words to be had over that, the refusal to explain or ask, that unrelenting insistence that ey knew best, the pains my envy had inflicted. I was more grateful to Avaritia than I could ever say, but ey bore some guilt for what had happened. 

"And it consumed me, pushed me down deeper and deeper and..." That wasn't what ey needed to hear, not quite. "Even now, if I try to imagine what I want to become, it's envy that tells me who I want to be like, what I need."

Ey didn't respond. The skirt I wore and the feathered wings on my back were enough to give lie to the idea that I'd chosen to affirm my sin. Still, Lupin didn't retreat either. I continued to advance.

"But sinking into it forever wouldn't help either!"

Ey started, and even Superbia broke himself out of his fugue, his face twisting into disgust. A few more steps. A few more steps and I could reach em.

"I can't tell you to abandon your greed, not when it saved me."

I stopped, just out of arm's reach.

"But why not let us see your charity, too?"

Ey froze, looking far more a deer caught in the headlights than any kind of predator. 

And that was too much for Superbia to accept. Defeated, denied his dignified end, then rescued by a servant he'd dismissed as useless; any of these was beyond his capacity to accept. To be ignored by his rescuer, to have em talked around to the other side, was an order of magnitude worse. The snake screamed and kicked his way out of Avaritia's arms, shoving the wolf aside as he glared at em with more intense loathing than he'd shown any of the rest of us.

Avaritia reached out, struggling to take hold of his hand, only to find eirs slapped aside.

Temperance lunged, rage giving her energy for one last thrust.

Instead of meeting her, Superbia ran, vanishing into the twisting hallways of the Forest. Temperantia didn't give chase.

Avaritia's eyes followed him, making a quiet keening noise in the back of eir throat. The wolf too, did not follow.

"Lupin..." I couldn't find the words, suddenly knowing how powerless everyone had felt to talk to me about my own dad.

Ey smiled at me, winked, and—just before I could find the words to make em stay—ey made eir own way into the Forest's twisting halls.

Just like that, it was over.

I looked at the Saints—the other Saints—then sank to the ground as my transformation unraveled.

Inessa followed suit without even bothering to sit up.

Ida and Temperance at least managed to remain standing as their own costumes fell to light. The others looked even more exhausted than I felt. None of us would want to move for days.

And yet, we'd won. Inessa was safe. I'd proven, in some little way, that I could change. There was more to do, of course. We would have to find Superbia again. I still had so much to say to Avaritia. I would also need to figure out how I was going to survive without going back to dad, and what I was going to do about having missed so much school. But, for once, none of the looming challenges of the future felt insurmountable.

The silence lasted a few moments, long enough for Michael to make her way to the throne room and begin fussing over us.

"Hey, Humanitas," Inessa said, and I wondered how long it had taken her to decide what she could call me, as if this name was somehow better than any of the other options.

"Yes?" I asked, pushing myself to a sitting posture. It wasn't like Humanitas was worse than anything else either.

"You saved me!" Inessa's voice was effervescent despite the fact that she still hadn't managed to do more than twist her neck to look at me from the floor.

"It was all my fault to start with." I owed it to them to admit it. I struggled to separate self-flagellation from contrition, but I owed them the latter.

"I... I became Humanitas because it was desperate," I admitted. "But you don't owe me forgiveness just for fixing something I messed up. It wouldn't be fair to ask you to trust me, not after everything, so I can just give the bracelet back to Michael and you can find someone better and...."

Even I could tell that voice inside my head saying they'd never want to see me again was probably wrong. They were themselves; they would accept me, and I would have to learn to live with that. But I couldn't start forcing myself to act like a better person by running away from what I'd done, what I had to make up. It needed to be their choice to forgive.

Temperance marched toward Inessa in a herculean display of effort, then fell to her knees and began to whisper animatedly to the other girl. Inessa looked confused at first, then slowly began to smile before contorting her face into a blank mask.

"Of course we don't—" Whatever Ida had been about to say was cut off by a loud shush from Temperance, who continued to conference with Inessa.

Helplessly, Ida shrugged and resigned herself to watching the show.

Finally, Temperance nodded and helped pull Inessa to a sitting position.

"So, Humanitas," Inessa said, deathly serious.

"You hurt us a lot, you know. Pushing us all away; lying about who you were, leaving Inessa’s family without explanation," Temperance chimed in to list my crimes, replacing Inessa as naturally as if they had rehearsed the verdict.

At least she didn't say the worst of it, that even after all that I'd still gotten Inessa caught.

"And, really," Inessa spoke again, her voice taking on a mournful quality. "C was like the brother I never really had, you know." She was starting to tear up a little. "He was family, and you took that away from us."

Something caught in my throat. She wasn't wrong.

"That's fair," I said at last. "I understand if you never want to see me again or anything." I wasn't sure where I could go, or what I would do, but I owed her that much.

Inessa flailed and nearly fell over again. "No! I mean, no, never, of course I want to see you again, you're—" Temperance clamped a hand over her mouth. Inessa pushed the other girl away and managed to school her expression.

"What I mean is, you owe me, right? And you'd do anything to make up for that. If you really want to change, that is."

"Anything," I said, wondering when the trap's jaws would close around me.

Temperance snickered. Inessa grinned. Michael watched on serenely from on high. Ida looked profoundly confused. 

"Well then," Inessa spoke slowly, her lips curling into a foxlike smirk, "since I lost a brother, I guess you'll just have to be my sister instead."

I stared.

Inessa panicked.

"Or umm, Temperance said to say 'sister' but if you want sibling or brother or whatever, really! I mean, umm, not, you can be whatever you want!"

Something warm slid down my cheeks and I fought through the sniffles to respond.

"I'll probably mess up," I warned her. Change demanded I face myself. A lifetime of self-hatred wouldn't be overcome in a day. The moment I thought it was a given would be the day my seed took me again. "I want to try, but I'm not a good person and I can't just pretend like I heard some good speeches and did the right thing once and I'm better now. Besides, won't your parents want me gone?"

Inessa shook her head. "If you turn back into Invidia, we can talk it out together, or I can just beat you up again. And yeah, Mom and Dad are upset with you, but they're mostly worried because they love you too, you know? And we'll find a way to explain everything to them one way or another."

"I..." What was I supposed to say to that? "I guess I don't really have a choice."

Temperance and Inessa shared a high five.

"And your name can be Kindness Sweetwind." Temperance offered her own inestimably unhelpful contribution.

"No." I glared at her. "I-if I have to have a name that I pick and I am, well, umm..." Was I going to go back to being a boy? It felt weird to do that if I was going to be allowed to stay as a magical girl after everything.

"M-maybe. I, umm, I don't want to be a guy." I admitted. "Maybe I don't like that at all, if I'm going to be a magical girl. And, umm, okay, so my body has definitely changed at least a little and we'll need to explain that, so, what I mean is that, if I'm going to try and become somebody new, maybe I could just..."

Words were hard, but no amount of filler would get me out of the fact that I'd started saying it.

"Maybe I don't really like boys or being one. Maybe I want to be more of a, you know." Why was Temperance grinning like that?! At least Inessa and Ida both had the decency to look appropriately confused.

"And, like, if I'm faking being someone I want to be anyway, then, maybe, even if I can’t actually be a trans girl or something like that..." My tongue caught on that once more. Life would have been so much simpler if only that were true.

Some invisible force tore the smile from Temperance's face. Her mouth dropped open as if she had been slapped.

"Maybe I can just, you know, umm, fake being a girl instead? To, like, help explain everything to everyone." Was that allowed? It didn't feel right. And yet, when I imagined the person I wanted to be looking back in the mirror, she had to be a girl.

The world paused. Everyone stared at me without so much as a blink.

"Anyway, what I'm trying to say is that—" It was best to say it before they told me how ridiculous I was being. Finishing it made it just a little realer. "Even if it was fake and it doesn't really feel like my name, bats are actually really cute, and I like the name Chiro; so I'm staying with Chiroptera!"

I couldn't imagine what the future would hold. It was hard to imagine that I'd ever really be able to think of myself as Chiro or Saint Humanitas or Inessa's sister, much less all three at once.

I had given myself to envy, and that wouldn't go away. The seed was still there, a dark bitter spot in my heart. It felt like I would always hate myself, no matter how kind I learned to be. It was impossible to imagine looking at my friends without feeling that sense of bitter impossibility about everything they were that I could never have.

But I was going to try anyway. And there, sitting exhausted in the throne room, that was enough to make me smile and laugh and hope for tomorrow.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING VIRTUE ANGELIC HEART!!!

With Superbia and Avaritia nowhere in sight, the Saints finally have a moment to rest! Inessa struggles to help Chiro make amends for her wrongdoings as the pair finally begin to heal. But! Between a mysterious new stranger lurking around the school and shocking news about an old friend of Michael's, it seems like this peace may be short-lived.

Tune in for...


Episode 29: Stormy Horizons, Inessa's Got a New Sister!


One Day in April

Inessa's parents reacted to the four of us appearing out of nowhere with hugs and hot chocolate, then shock and confusion, then—as the reality of things finally settled—the faintest hint of quickly buried anger. We didn't get much explaining done that night. Between my teary apologies, the confusion at my—apparently pretty obvious—changes and everyone's relief to have me back, no one had the energy left to actually offer a coherent explanation to Inessa's parents.

No, I'd been ushered upstairs to Inessa's room, and then almost immediately started crying again. Somehow a familiar bat plushie and a pair of green apple studs were waiting for me on Inessa's desk. 

Inessa hugged me and I hugged Count Fruitula and resolved myself that my partnership with Avaritia wouldn't end there.

Both Inessa and I slept until early afternoon. But eventually we had to rise. And, after a few parental discussions and talks with Inessa that I wasn't privy to, we'd sat down "as a family" according to Inessa and had A Conversation. Inessa took over for most of it. I don't think I could really have worked up the courage to get my new name out of my lips. I didn’t have the fortitude to lie to them after they'd welcomed me back into their house, despite me running off without a word.

And then it was done. Officially, I was trans, though I still felt like an imposter. My name was Chiro, and the shock and depression over stuff with dad had gotten mixed up with my own gender issues and had driven me to run away and do some dumb things, including starting black-market hormones. After a few weeks, I'd broken down and called Inessa and she'd panicked and gone running and that was how we'd gotten there last night.

I hated the necessity of starting life as Chiro with so many lies. On another level, perhaps there was no more appropriate material from which to craft her. And it wasn't like we could tell them what had really happened. I wasn't sure if HRT actually worked anywhere near fast enough to justify the changes I’d gone through. But—as a panicked group text with Temperance had informed us—cis people would basically believe anything about hormones.

While Inessa's parents were still trying to untangle it all, wondering how the quiet boy they'd known for so many years could actually be a girl, Inessa had triumphantly announced that she was adopting me.

I missed a bit of what happened next. Inessa's surety sparked a familiar spiral of guilt and fear that left me too busy imagining how I was about to be thrown away again. Apparently, the Brandts had wanted to take me in before everything. But, well, finding out that the nice boy next door you thought of as the son you'd never had was apparently a girl who couldn't stop crying while she danced around the edge of admitting exactly how close to the end she'd actually come... that couldn't have been easy.

Except, after a whispered back and forth, Mrs. Brandt had pulled me into a hug and told me she was proud of me for coming back. That had set off the tears again and somehow that had settled everything. It was a little ironic. I'd spent so much time being miserable and pretending I couldn't cry. Now I was as happier than I'd ever been, and I couldn't stop sobbing in front of everyone.

They'd told me that they wanted me to be family as much as Inessa did. And maybe they'd immediately followed that up by grounding me until we sorted things out. Maybe they both struggled to figure out how to treat me; maybe Mrs. Brandt kept trying to talk me into choosing a more normal name. And maybe Mr. Brandt kept slipping and calling us “children” or “teens” anything that wasn't “girls.” But I wasn't sure how to treat me either.

The important thing is that they were trying. Inessa's mom took us on a girl's day out shopping, because Chiro had basically nothing that would work for her in terms of clothing or any other essentials. Mr. Brandt tried to remember to get my name right and Inessa tried to comfort me when I told her how guilty receiving so much kindness made me feel. I tried to be better about not bottling everything up until it all exploded. Between us, it almost felt like we might try hard enough for things to be different.

We made plans to sneak back into the Abyssal Forest, of course. We needed to find any clues we could about Uriel, Superbia and Avaritia. I'd wanted to grab a few things from my room. Instead, the barrier between worlds proved completely impermeable, as if without the Beasts there was nothing to hold that gloomy castle together. Or perhaps Superbia had managed to recover enough to destroy it in a rage, or Uriel had somehow hidden it away.

That room had been a prison to me, but it was also where I'd started to find myself. It was where Avaritia had awkwardly tried to comfort me after my first victory, where I'd first looked in a mirror and seen something I liked. At least, ey'd gotten me the mementos that really mattered. That only sparked more guilt of course. Even after refusing the offered hands, Avaritia was still helping, too hurt to come close, too greedy to ever cut ties.

Ey wasn’t making Resinners anymore. At least not where we could find them. Instead, a new type of monster had appeared: gray-scale creatures that felt fundamentally wrong in a way the Beasts' creations never had.

As much as I hated to admit it, a part of me was glad to have the feelings of stability and power that came from fighting with the Saints. Helping felt good, even if it was scary, even if someone was likely to get hurt sooner or later. There was enough confusion in everything else in this strange new life I was building that the simple cadence of monster battles helped ground me.

And then, after a few doctor's visits, way too many phone calls and a lot of nightmares, it was time for the young woman who was to be called Chiroptera Brandt to do something terrifying.

* * *

I took a cotton swab to my left eye for the seventh time that morning. I'd messed up my wing again and, while my hands wouldn't stop shaking, I needed it to be perfect. I sighed and took a moment to steady myself and then started tracing a thin line across my eyelid yet again.

I was sitting in front of Inessa's desk, staring intensely at a vanity mirror, while she sat on a bed and texted someone. My sister was probably complaining to our friends about how ridiculous I was being or, worse, bragging about her adorable sister. I would check the Saints' group chat later and complain as appropriate.

But I couldn't help it. I vaguely recalled my first school day as the first Chiro being about this bad. But she was a beautiful and mysterious transfer student who’d had nothing rational to fear about anything. I was the weird boy who'd vanished for a month and was now coming back with only weeks until graduation, trying to somehow trick everyone into thinking he was actually a girl. But I had to go, and that meant I had to put as much effort in as I possibly could.

I still didn't buy that I looked like a real girl; I didn't feel like one either, no matter what Temperance said. But that just meant I had to be even more perfectly put together. I wasn't sure how Mrs. Brandt had talked the school around to accepting me as Chiro or letting me finish the term after missing so much. I wasn't sure why the thought of just going back to being Charlie—even just at school—had stuck like a fishbone in my throat and left me struggling to breathe. But, even if she found the whole Chiro thing a bit of a struggle, she was an adult in my life who’d actually fought the bureaucracy for my sake.

I managed to get the pen away from my eyes before I started sniffling, earning Inessa's attention more quickly and more totally than if I had tried to strangle her again.

"It's fine," I said. "I was just thinking about how your mom managed to get school to be okay with the absences and the, whatever this is." I gestured to the skirt I was wearing. "And I just got so happy that she did it all for me."

"She got your name wrong twice yesterday!" Inessa said with her arms crossed over her chest. "You're not allowed to be so grateful to her that you spontaneously burst into tears."

"I mean..." I should probably have been upset at that. A real trans girl probably would have been inconsolable. "I accidentally introduced myself as Invidia Bat in that fight last week. She's trying."

A part of me was frustrated at how protective Inessa had gotten. For all she trusted me with her back against our new enemies, she seemed to treat me like I was made of glass the rest of the time. Another part of me remembered how radiant she'd been as she struck me down and couldn't imagine my sister being anything less than the perfect knight. A third part was simply terrified enough of returning to school that I would happily accept any degree of infantilization if it meant a human shield between me and the student body.

Inessa huffed and shook her head and looked at me seriously for a moment. "Your makeup looks good. Are you sure you're up to this?"

I bit back the urge to wipe it all off and start over, grabbed a little teal tab from an orange plastic bottle on the desk, popped it under my tongue, and gave her a tiny nod. I wasn't sure how the actual hormones would interact with whatever my magic was doing to me, but Michael seemed to think it was fine. We'd needed to convince the Brandts that I had already been taking them when I'd vanished, and they’d been nervous about that and insisted I see a doctor and one thing had led to another and now I had them for real. It was another blessing I didn't deserve.

Mr. Brandt caught us on the way down, giving Inessa a hug and staring awkwardly at me for a moment until I shyly crossed the distance and put my arms around him as lightly as I could.

"Have a good day, kids," he said with worried affection. "Inessa, take care of your sister. Chiro, we expect you to text us at lunch and after school to let us know everything's going okay."

Inessa found the check-ins demeaning. I didn't think I'd stumble in a way where her parents would be able to help. But sending a few updates a day might give them peace of mind. And, even if it was hard to disentangle the Brandts’ actions from those of every other adult who'd had me, and even if a part of me was waiting for them to get sick of all the attention they were giving me and throw me out, it honestly felt nice that they cared enough to hover.

Speaking of hovering, Inessa grabbed my hand and dragged me out the door, muttering something about parents being ridiculous and our need to hurry if we wanted to meet up with friends before school started.

* * *

I made my way through classes, reintroduced once an hour to stares and whispers and flickers of assorted sins I wished I couldn't still hear. I should have worn pants. Chiro, the first Chiro, would have looked great in the knee-length skirt and sleeveless top. People looked at her with all sorts of desires. They looked at me like I was a comedy act.

At the same time, I found myself smiling in the rare moments when it felt like I might be unobserved. I'd notice how the fingers wrapped around my pen had a bright green nail polish that matched my hair, and that'd fill me with this soft little giddy emotion that made me want to laugh and dance right there in the classroom. And so the morning went, a dizzying mix of ecstasy and terror accentuated by a backing track of dark feelings I wasn't meant to hear.

None of this was new. I'd done it as Chiro 1.0 all the time. And yet, somehow, every little bit of euphoria, rare as they'd become, felt so much more immediate and intense. Perhaps it was because this mask was that little bit more transparent. Even if I couldn't quite find a way to think of myself as a real girl, I was at least faking it as myself.

I found myself exhausted by lunch, content to simply sit safely ensconced on all sides by the other Saints and quietly listening to the chaotic medley of sins that characterized a high school cafeteria. I didn't want to pry into any of them. But one quiet little tune kept grabbing me. It was a soft and ordinary kind of longing that stuck in my head for reasons I couldn't quite parse.

"Skirts do suit you," a familiar monotone broke me out of my reverie, before I could really examine the sin in detail.

I looked down to find Temperance Atwater nodding approvingly at me. As if she hadn't repeated that joke a half dozen times since my return.

"You're coming to the GSA today," she decided for me.

"I'm doing what?"

"Coming to the Gay-Straight Alliance meeting," she repeated, as if that had been the point of confusion.

"Why?"

"I am," she said gravely, "going to make you admit it."

"Look," I bit back my first response to the well-meaning girl. She'd been the first to see all the desires I hadn't been able to voice. Maybe, as Gula, she'd sensed enough of my sins to know. Maybe trans girls just had a hidden sixth sense for boys who maybe had actually always wanted to be girls; magical or otherwise. And she'd tried to help, in her own noncommunicative way. She had covered for Chiro in those early fragile days when recognition might have shattered any possibility I had of ever being her.

Beyond that, she was the only other who understood how much it hurt that Avaritia had vanished after that fateful night and, weeks later, neither of us had had the chance to say what we wanted to tell em. I didn't know, exactly, how far Temperance and Avaritia's partnership went. I was afraid to ask. But we’d agreed that we would turn the world inside out if that's what it took to reach our wolf.

And, whatever the genuine trans girl was, she was it. She was, in ways that Inessa had been, the genuine article I was currently pretending to be. And she liked and accepted and even seemed to enjoy helping me figure this all out the way Avaritia had enjoyed the same things.

To be short, it was hard for me to figure out what exactly I felt about the blue-haired girl in front of me. Gratitude? Exasperation? Longing? Jealousy, at least, remained an essential component.

"You won, okay? You got me in a skirt."

"My victory will be total," she proclaimed. "I demand a friend who is a girl."

Befuddled, I pointed to the two palpably amused girls watching our interaction. Ida seemed as confused as I was. Inessa tilted her head to the side for a moment, then gave Temperance an inscrutable look and buried her head in her hands.

Temperance looked at me the way one might look at a particularly slow child and let out a long-suffering sigh.

"Yeah," Ida said. "We'll always be your friends!"

"Yes, I am friends with Ida and Inessa. That is what I meant by a girl friend." Temperance agreed, woodenly. "And you are going to admit that if you decide to be a girl, that makes you trans," she continued speaking in a valiant effort to stem a tide of denial not even her hydromancy could budge.

Perhaps, if that had been the first time she'd accosted me with such logic, I would have found myself shaken. But it wasn't. She had explained this to me at length; she had linked me to essays I hadn't been able to work up the courage to read. Possibly—I could admit on good days—she might be right.

A few months ago, this kind of conversation had been enough to set me on the path to becoming Invidia. Maybe I still had some figuring to do, some things to make peace with. I had told the world I was transgender and a woman and I was living like it was true. But that was all it felt like. Another mask. Shouldn't I have been able to look at myself and know it was real if that's what I was?

"Sorry," I said at last, my eyes leaving hers to count the number of people staring at the new girl. I forced myself to calm down. I was handling it better, but I would never like this kind of talk. And, even if no one was listening, we were still in public and there was no way to know that no one was listening, not really. Anyone could have been silently staring, judging. I was coping better with that kind of feeling, especially when I knew intellectually what way everyone’s sins pointed. It still an agonizing kind of vulnerability.

"Look Temperance," Ida cut in, just as I thought I was free. "I guess I'm the token cisgender heterosexual on the team and I don't really get this stuff. But, like, you'd just know if you were gay or trans or anything, right? Like, people just have an internal sense of that kind of thing."

"Exactly!" I agreed, puzzled by the unexpected support, but willing to accept it even if it meant my efforts to avoid the topic were failing.

"No," Inessa preempted Ida. "At least, it's like, it's complicated. I just thought girls were, you know... There were, umm," I wondered whether mortified or amused was the better reaction to seeing my sister squirm. Secondhand embarrassment felt about right. "You know, thoughts about women. But it's not like I had 'lesbian' stamped on my forehead or anything."

I spared a glance at Temperance, who seemed to be looking at Ida with something like dawning horror as the latter girl tapped her finger against her lips.

"Huh," Ida said in a tone of voice I'd never heard from the usually confident Saint. "That's, huh. Well, the more you know." And then she laughed and rubbed the back of her head and returned to her lunch with gusto.

Slowly, Inessa turned to face Temperance, communicating something inscrutable but horrified in the private language only possessed by real girls, or maybe just real lesbians?

"No," Temperance announced firmly. "We can unpack that after we finish breaking Chiro."

And there went my chance to avoid answering. And really, I owed it to...

"Today's already really overwhelming and I hate the way everyone's looking at me, and, I know you want to help, but could we maybe leave the processing and the GSA and the everything for another day?"

Temperance winced.

"Sorry." Her voice carried only the faintest trace of guilt. But she stopped looking at me like she smelled blood in the water.

For a second, she looked like she might want to say something more, then she looked around and, with a few glares at nosey bystanders and confirmation from me that no feelings were hurt, we settled into the silence of friends close enough that no one felt pressured to keep the conversation moving.

And so the day went. I only heard my deadname whispered once and—even if I retreated into myself and longed for the comfort of baggy concealing clothes we'd all agreed I should deny myself on the first day—I could live with that. None of the others shared sixth period with me; it probably wouldn't have happened if any of the potentially intimidating girls I called my friends had been around to imply murder at anyone who dared.

And honestly, it hurt less than the stares, than the uncomfortable anticipation. Better to have it out there than constantly be wondering what every teacher was thinking.

And sure, shortly after school, someone at the GSA turned into one of the new monsters and we had to rush to get there before it managed to get away from Temperantia. But that part was easy. Honestly, it was almost harder to deal with Temperance’s intense determination to make us accept us that it absolutely wasn't her doing. I'd only teased her about it once!

And then I made my way home and apologized to the Brandts for being late and listened to their gentle reprimands and let Inessa explain how I'd needed a little time to gather myself after school and really it was her fault for not texting and... I hated how easily lying to her parents came to my sister. She wasn't good at masking her feelings, but it was obvious that she'd had a lot of practice at this particular application of the skill.

And then I was free, and I made my way up to the room I was sharing with my sister and asked for some time to decompress.

* * *

The girl in the mirror struck a pose, legs bent, and arms crossed under her chest. A pair of cartoonish wings stretched behind her, and a gentle green halo hovered placidly above her head. She looked... good enough. Her chest was too flat. But the ribbon helped hide that. She was too tall. Her forehead was awful and protruding, and anyone who got close would be able to see.

Or would they? Everyone said I was a bad judge of myself on this. Even Mrs. Brandt said I was, at least when she hadn't accidentally misgendered me in the last few hours. Temperance had said significantly more than that. They were probably right.

I picked up my lyre up off of Inessa's desk and held it over my torso, one hand poised to strum. That was a little better, maybe. The instrument drew the eye.

I'd heard a few students talking about Humanitas in the aftermath of the fight. No one seemed to have guessed she might be trans or whatever incomprehensible thing I actually was. People hadn’t talked about her in the little ways that had chipped away at me. But maybe they had? Maybe people were just more polite when the ugly boy in a skirt had magic superpowers and got to hang out with the magical girls.

The door behind me creaked open. Panicking, I dove for the side of Inessa's bed, as if that would somehow hide me.

My sister froze in the doorway, staring at Angelic Saint Humanitas lying awkwardly on the floor for a long moment before recovering enough to jump into the room we were temporarily sharing and slam the door behind her.

"Chiro!" She whispered, worryingly. "Why are you transformed? Why are you on the floor?"

I blushed.

"I, umm, well..." I didn't get enough chances to actually see myself as Humanitas. I'd hoped that seeing her—actually, literally, seeing her—might help me see myself a little differently, might help me see the girl that Temperance insisted was there. And, well, where was I supposed to do that if not our room?

"I just, umm, wanted to see how Humanitas actually looks, and, you know... Sorry."

With a thought, I allowed my uniform to unravel into an errant breeze, facing Inessa as plain old Chiro.

"You should really work on all that apologizing," she said with a pout.

"Sorry," I apologized again anyway. She was right, that kind of self-indulgent suffering that had gotten me to some of my worst places.

"Chiro..." She shook her head.

"Sorry!" I repeated.

Her eyes narrowed.

I removed my tongue from my cheek to stick it out at my sister. "Sorry."

Inessa rewarded me with a pillow to the face.

"Feeling better?" she asked after I'd retaliated in kind.

I bit back my immediate urge to respond with a 'yes' and actually thought about it. My instincts screamed at me to be okay, to tell people that I was reassured, that they didn't need to worry. I'd taken that path to its extreme and it had led to dark places. I’d decided that forcing myself to be a little more open in small ways might help me practice for the next time something big came up.

"Yeah," I said. "Today was rough." That was the root of it. Chiro the first had been an experience of joy in my appearance married to guilt and confusion and hatred for the person under the skin. C, in retrospect, had simply hated everything about himself to an extent I had never quite dared grasp. Now, as with so much of this trying to be a better person thing, I found myself all over the place. Some days, I marveled at the changes that had already happened. Some days I was ecstatic for what they meant might still occur. Others, I looked at my face and saw my parents.

And sometimes I went to school for the first time in two weeks and realized that trying to be a girl around people who'd vaguely known guy me was probably the special kind of hell reserved for wicked little bat creatures who'd come up with really stupid plans to get their best friends to kill them. It wasn't a fair thought. Bats deserved a much better afterlife than that.

"Oh," Inessa said.

"It's fine, really. I kinda knew it was going to happen like that." Somewhat capriciously I decided that was fine. Admitting to bad thoughts didn't mean that all of them had to have some great moral weight. "What have you been up to?"

I listened as Inessa talked about her day and grabbed Count Fruitula off the bed. It was impossible to hold him without thinking of the person who was missing, the one supportive voice who'd been so loudly absent all day. That longing was good in its own way; it was probably why, even after everything, hurt and alone, ey'd grabbed my things and brought them to me.

Ey had cut emself away from me and Temperance, but ey longed to be held close. Avaritia wanted me to wear the familiar little studs I obviously had had to wear on my first day and hug the Count and think of em even as ey refused to let us extend em the same compassion.

Inessa's finger poked my cheek and I belatedly realized that I'd completely lost the flow of whatever she'd been saying.

"Missing em?" my sister asked, a quiet, crackling little envy sparking in her heart.

"Yeah," I admitted, pretending like I couldn't sense what she was feeling. My seed had grown used to its confines, or perhaps Humanitas' power simply made it easier to keep its impulses restrained. It barely tried to extend a root even when my sister was a little jealous of me.

"We're going to bring em around though. Like you did for me," I added after a moment's thought. Temperance and I had promised each other as much. Any means necessary.

Inessa forced a smile. "I'm sure you will," she said, the bitter feeling in her heart subsiding in favor of something warm and good that my seed would not show me. "My adorable little sister can be pretty amazing, you know."

* * *

It had been a good day; I decided as I listened to Inessa sleep next to me. I hadn't expected that. And yet, even with the anxiety and the being in public around strangers who knew exactly who I'd been, it had been good, even if it hadn’t been pleasant.

I looked to Inessa's window, though I couldn't actually see the house I was looking for from the bed: the one down the street with a "for sale" sign I wouldn't have been able to make out in the dark. Despite everything, that still felt like it was my fault, like I'd failed my abusive dad one more time. I hated that I couldn't just excise that part of my heart.

Months ago, I'd fantasized about being a magical girl, about standing with Inessa and Temperance and Ida and being beautiful and strong and amazing. I'd envied them and felt so bad about that everyday emotion that I'd buried it deep down and refused to admit it until it took root inside of me and started to hollow out everything else. I'd let those bitter dreams consume me and refused to accept a world where they could be the least bit possible.

Now, they'd all come true and instead I found myself fantasizing about the day I'd march up to that house and knock on the door and show a man who wouldn't be living there anymore that I was beautiful and strong and amazing, that despite him, I'd turned out okay.

It felt just as impossible. Envy still had a hold of me. It wasn't a grand emotion, some sweeping dramatic power, not really. My envy was such a mundane little thing to have so much sway over my life. I couldn't imagine that I'd have taken any steps toward being that girl without envy to light the way to my desires. It had shown me what I still sought, how small a person I was underneath all my masks. I'd done wrong. I wouldn't run from that or deny it.

My sister had been trying to save the world and I'd spent so much energy presenting a shell of a good person that I'd turned myself into a monster instead of actually doing anything to help. If I'd been the kind of person who could just admit her needs from the start, maybe I could have been contributing to the cause instead of obsessing over myself until I became an obstacle.

But there was no use in imagining happier pasts. At the end of the day, my envy was a part of me, whether I liked it or not. I was hardly the only one to feel that way. And perhaps the only way out was through. In naming it, in acknowledging the distorted way I looked at my sister, I could render it transparent enough to start looking beyond myself. I still idolized her, still took her as a lodestar in a way that even I could admit probably put a terrible kind of pressure on a girl who had too many weights to bear.

No, I wasn’t yet a person I wanted to be. Envy still defined me. But, just maybe, it was okay to imagine that kindness was actually starting to join it.

After all, there was the thing I'd avoided telling anyone about all day. I'd heard that quiet ugly song in the cafeteria; nearly drowned out by the cacophony of sin that filled any room with so many teenagers. But that bitter wanting was too familiar to miss; familiar enough that it ached just to hear.

Inexplicably, it had pointed right at me. Some stranger in our school had envied my current mask. They had longed for the awkward trans girl struggling to breathe under hypervisibility, not Humanitas or Charlie or Inessa's mirror.

I wondered if they knew what they were feeling or why. Mostly though, I wondered what I would say to them and if it would be able to help.

NEXT WEEK ON SHINING...
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