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The Inalienable Dreamless

Author’s Note:
      Author’s Note: Wow, I’ve really been pumping out quite a few one-shots in the past two months. Since I’ve rediscovered my love for writing, I’ve been cycling through different ideas for short stories, and with this one, I wanted to write something a bit more experimental in nature. I can’t give too much commentary on what went into this since I don’t want to spoil anything, but it was a lot of fun to explore a different method of storytelling from what I usually do. Special thanks to Cresselia92 and Malady (offsite) for beta-reading this one-shot!

Content Warning: Contains elements of surreal horror with occasional bits of disturbing imagery.

    


    
    
  
    
      The Inalienable Dreamless
    
  

  
    “I want to feel like I feel when I’m asleep.”

Giles Corey
  




The Banette was trapped in that awful, infernal room again. Smoke cloaked the ceiling, obscuring everything in clouded darkness except from the rising flames. A voice shouted from beyond the door — she couldn’t understand it, but she knew by the tone that they were calling for her.



She desperately thrashed her cotton-filled body forward, hoping she would get through the haze and reach the door to safety, but to no avail. Flames blocked the exit, cutting off her only chance of escape. Everything was caving in on her. Rubble cascaded from the ceiling like snow. A falling beam nearly crushed her to death. Eventually, she was forced to take refuge in the corner of the room, where all she could do was close her eyes and await her doom.



Help came when a paw touched her face. It was a Hypno, who looked down at her with inky black eyes. He spoke, though no sound came out. She spoke too, though no sound came out either. But she wanted to get rid of this mess, these visions that haunted her, and this room she kept finding herself in over and over again.



He nodded and granted her wish. Instead of subduing the fire though, his whole body flashed white and exploded as the flames engulfed him. He screamed a silent shout. Fire spewed from his mouth, his eye sockets, from every orifice. Flames spread to the helpless doll too, enveloping her. Hot, white heat. Hot. Burning. Excruciating. Silent screaming. Mouth zipped up. All senses fading…



Fading…



Argh, I’ve… failed. P-please, I need a few minutes to recuperate from this. I’m sorry.






  




Stitch woke up to a tiny fire burning in the corner of the tent. She didn’t mind it that much — she liked that pine needle smell, and it was comforting to know that Brown was nearby and awake. It was high time to start his training today. Before she left to join him, Stitch put her hand over the flame. It was cold.



She got dressed and headed out to find that Charmeleon blowing blue plumes of fire into the morning air. He had learned that trick recently and would spend a lot of time by himself watching all the different colours his flames would make. Red. A darker red. A slightly reddish shade of orange… Not exactly a wide range, but no matter what colour it was, it looked pretty regardless.



Stitch threw two apples in his direction, which rolled to his feet.



“Ah, Rags.” He smiled at Stitch’s presence. “You’re up early.”



“Look who’s talking,” she said.



“You know we don’t have the same biology-clock-things as you do.” Brown blew a stream of fire at both the pieces of fruit, which cooked as it burned. “Either I’m a fast sleeper or you’re just lazy.”



“Hardy har. I think our breakfast should be done by now.”



Brown hurriedly blew the flames out, leaving behind two baked apples with shrivelled-up skin and golden-brown flesh. The first time Stitch met Brown as a Charmander, he was munching on one of those things, and when they both agreed to be sparring buddies, the name stuck with her. He still retained his original name: Hotfoot, but Brown struck him as a more dignified nickname.



The two sat beside each other as they enjoyed their meal. They talked about a lot of things, none of which Stitch remembered, but enjoyed all the same. She couldn’t really tell what Brown said when he talked with his mouth full, but who could blame him? The juicy insides. The smoky taste. The crispy texture of the skin. These were all to die for.



Now it was time for them to train. The two gathered up a bunch of twigs in a basket, then snapped them all into little pieces until they made a pile. Perfect for projectile-based exercises. Stitch stood far away from Brown as he entered a battle stance.



“I’m throwing the first batch,” Stitch said, plunging her hand into the pile. “Ready?”



“Char!” Brown chirped.



She threw the twigs at him and, in the blink of an eye, he spat little flames at each of them, one by one. They fell to the dirt, which singed and burned holes into the mud.



“Next one…”



“Meeeeleon!”



Stitch threw the next batch, and then the next one, and another one after that. Brown certainly made short work of this. It was over before it began, and all that was left of it was a scattered pile of ash and smoke. That was impressive. She’d have to find a new method of training Brown, but for now, she was satisfied.



“Nice one!” She ran over to her beloved Pokemon and hugged him as he trilled into her chest. His breath was hot, but she didn’t mind. She didn’t know what she’d do without Brown by her side. He was the only friend she ever had. The only other Pokemon, er, person she knew that didn’t talk down to her, tell her what to wear, what to play with, what to say, when to speak, what to cook…



A shriek pierced through the forest, driving away all sorts of bird flocks from their nests to fly away from that awful sound. Brown shook, clutching his tail for comfort.



“Hey, hey,” Stitch said, stroking the back of his head. “You just nailed that training session a moment ago. You could take anything on with those flames of yours. What harm’s another Pokemon gonna do to you?”



“Char…” He was unsure.



“Well, we need to head to Lumiose anyway, so we’ll follow the path to safety. Pokemon aren’t supposed to attack us there, right?”



Brown slowly broke away from Stitch’s embrace and nodded.



“So will you keep me company for a bit in case something does happen? We’ll be back in the city before you know it, kicking ass and taking names.”



“Leon!” He pumped his fist in the air and puffed his chest out.



“You know, you seem to understand me just fine, but you can’t speak for whatever reason.”



“Hold on, we need to pack the tent,” Brown said, taking the pegs out from the ground. “Stitch, can you help me?”



“Yeah, sure,” she said, suppressing a huff. Why did she need to help him? It was his tent. Nevertheless, they packed everything up before heading off. Of course, Stitch had to carry it all, because she was Brown’s pack Numel for whatever reason.



They rejoined the path and walked for a while, then walked, walked, and walked some more, but they didn’t seem to make any progress at all. There were no landmarks signifying they were anywhere near Courmaline, and Brown kept complaining that the tree formations looked the same. Clever lizard.



“We’re going in circles,” Stitch moaned, slowing down. “Ughhhh, my back is killing me. You know what, you Pokemon are supposed to be stronger than us. Why don’t you carry it?”



“That’s hardly dignified to make a Pokemon carry your crap. And you of all mon should know, right?”



“Last time I checked, I still had freckles and blackheads while you still have scale—”



Stitch took one look at her hand — it was no longer fleshy and warm, but grey and leathery. She blinked, and it turned into a normal human hand again.



“Wait, you’re just playing with me, aren’t you… Brown?”



Brown lay motionless on the gravel. Stitch gasped, unsure of what to make of this situation, but she made haste.



“Brown? Brown! Please, answer me—”



All that was left of him was a Charmeleon doll, button eyes and all. He never learned Substitute, right? Then what was this thing doing here? Why did it take his place?



More screams. Louder this time. Stitch couldn’t leave Brown behind. So she went looking. She ran through brambles, bushes, and through thick mud, but found no sign of him anywhere. No, he couldn’t have…



Stitch stopped dead in her tracks when realisation dawned on her. He must’ve escaped without her. What did she do to deserve this? She loved her Pokemon. Her Pokemon loved her. Why did Brown leave her? Why did he have to split them apart?



He? Who was he? Brown? Or someone else?



Those inhuman wails stopped her train of thought, shaking her to the core. As much as Stitch tried to block the noise out, it didn’t stop the ringing in her ears, like static after an explosion. She couldn’t do anything except zero in on what the screams actually said.



It was no use, for they were all gibberish.



Brown appeared in front of her again. Whew, what a relief, finally, he came back—



A burning Charmeleon doll lay on the ground as the flames ate away at his cotton-filled face. She tried to put out the fire, but her hands caught ablaze as well. She stopped, dropped and rolled, she beat her hands against the dirt to put them out, but no matter what she did, they engulfed her body again.



A pair of yellow feet sprinted towards her. A pair of pink eyes flashed. It was…



It didn’t matter. Everything went pure black.



You can hear me, right? This doesn’t seem to be working. Don’t worry, I’ll try to help you out of this mess. I promise.






  




The dolls crushed Patchy. One barely weighed anything on its own, but with hundreds, possibly thousands on top of her at once, the collective weight gradually sucked all the air out of her body. She had to swim. She grabbed a Charmeleon plushie, only for it to crumble into ashes. She then grabbed a Smeargle, then a Torchic, then a Phanpy, and then a Pikachu, which disintegrated upon contact as well. As a last resort, she grabbed a Shuppet, which still held its form under her grasp, allowing her to pull herself up. She was able to grab onto many more plushies — they gave her the strength to paddle through the fabric sea.



Even though the dolls filtered all the light out, she still recognised their buttoned features. The further she rose, the lighter her surroundings became until she swam above the surface. The sea of plushies became a beach as Patchy stood on the shore of scalps.



The cotton dune stretched out endlessly to the grey horizon. No matter where she walked, there were no landmarks nearby to give her any sense of direction. At least the ground was soft underneath her feet. She walked further and furth—



“Hee hee ha ha! Hee hee ha ha!”



Patchy flinched at the noise. A buried toy twitched as it emitted an awful, monotonous laugh. Patchy tried to see if there was anything she could use as a weapon when the toy rose from the ground and hopped in place, revealing itself to be a Gengar on a spring.



“Hee ha! Hee ha!” he laughed out without shifting his catlike grin. “Are you lost? Lost?”



Patchy shivered at the sight of the ghostly presence before her. She wanted to run away but there was nowhere to run to. And yet, an invisible force drew her to the Gengar, one that didn’t express malevolence. There were no more options other than to play along for now.



“Y-yes,” she admitted.



“Well, you’re in luck! Luck!” The Gengar bounced around her with a spring in his step. “I’m the only one still around here, here, so I know the way outta this place! Place!”



“Where are we anyway?”



“Well, this, this…” The Gengar’s spring twisted to turn his smile upside down. “This is where all dolls like us go to rest, rest. A graveyard, if you wanna call it that, that.”



“Why am I here, then?” She held her hands out. They were grey and featureless at first, but then they formed fingers and a coating of warm skin. “I-I’m a human, or at least, I think I am. I shouldn’t be here.”



“Where else do you think you oughta be?”



“Home.” She sank to her knees, barely holding back tears. “I wanna go home…”



The Gengar pulled himself up and spun in place. Suddenly, he disappeared in a puff of smoke and regained form as a real Gengar: made of fur and ectoplasm rather than plastic and metal. “I can help ya out, that is, if ya trust a ghost like me.” He flashed a wide, toothy grin, which Patchy blanched at. Gengar promptly closed his mouth, still retaining a smirk. “Better?”



“Mmm, maybe…” Patchy put on a wan smile for his sake. “Somehow I feel like I’m safe with you. Well, safer.”



“I’ll take safer over pants-wettingly scared. Now, let’s vamoose.”



Gengar led the way. Even though he was supposed to guide her somewhere, it seemed like they were just going in circles. He wasn’t too bothered by this predicament since he hopped and skipped his way forward and whistled a tune.



Too-tee-woo-ta tee tee woo…



Patchy recognised that melody. She couldn’t quite place where she heard it, but it was on the tip of her tongue. It was somewhat of a comfort to her, finally, something familiar to her in this situation.



“Hey, how’d you know that song?” she asked.



“Just makin’ it up as I go. I need something to not make me go coo coo bananas. You should try it too.”



So she did, which soothed her even as they walked amidst the crumbling bodies of all those other toys. As she whistled, she lost track of the time until a figure emerged from the shadows. Patchy stopped, recognising who it was.



“Oh,” she said with a sigh. “Oh dear, Agar.”



It was a Goodra, except something was wrong with him. Agar looked normal and life-sized as he towered over the two, but his dripping goo formed a hissing puddle on the floor that slowly melted his lower half away.



“Ma…ma? Play… play with me.” He held two liquified stumps out to Patchy, and she recoiled along with the Gengar. “Oh, sorry… how rude…”



“No, it’s alright, it’s alright. Jeez.”



“Is… is there any way we can play? Maybe catch, like we used to— oh…” Agar looked at his own melting paws. “Never mind. Maybe I Spy?”



“I want to, but…”



“Are you busy? Too old to play with me anymore?”



Patchy didn’t answer.



“But, you’re my owner, right? So, will you do it?”



She stopped for a moment, considering what words she’d use next. She tried to change the subject in her head. Maybe if she kept on topic, she could soften the blow. But there was no way of sugarcoating this.



“I’m sorry, Agar. I don’t need you anymore.”



Agar didn’t know how to take it. He stared at Patchy, wide eyed, as if she had just told him Arceus wasn’t real.



“N-no…” His face scrunched up and he started blubbering, acidic tears eating away holes in the felt-filled ground. Patchy turned away, Gengar joining her.



“Don’t look,” she said. But despite her own instructions, as they turned tail to a different path, Patchy glanced behind her.



“Ma…”



The tears ate away at Agar’s skin, leaving a fluffy skeleton of charred cotton stuffing. He stopped crying.



Too-tee-woo-ta tee tee woo…



Patchy tried to press on despite the stone in her stomach. Her knees wobbled. Her breaths were raspy. Her bladder was on fire. The ground felt like quicksand, sucking her in with hundreds of phantom limbs. She powerwalked to try and avoid the vacuum, but they pulled her further in.



“H-help!” She screamed. Gengar rushed to her side and tried to grab her, but his arm was no match for hundreds more of them on the opposition. And so, she slipped from his grasp and drowned in the sea of claws.



They tore her piece by piece, limb from limb, muscle from muscle, sinew from sinew, vein from vein, bone from bone, atom from atom, until there was nothing left of her. None of it hurt. She was a jumbled puzzle board, scrambled by hundreds of blindfolded players who tried to fit her parts together with many foreign pieces from different sets. They reassembled her brain into the body of a doll, and they launched her back to the surface where she reunited with Gengar.



“You… you’re a Banette again.”



“Mmm?” She tried to speak but her mouth was zipped up. She looked at her hands, or paws, or whatever they were. Her arms were grey again. “What… what am I?”



“You’re Patch, of course. Always have been.”



“Yeah, but…” This time, she couldn’t stop the waterworks. “I’m a mess!”



“C’mon, that’s just crazy talk.”



“No, but… I’m not me… It feels like I’m full of other people’s pieces… full of their memories… I don’t have any of my own. I’m nothing…”



A ship appeared in the distance where an ocean suddenly gained form. A bunch of Gurdurr picked out the rubble from a shipwreck. A human instructed them from behind the scenes. They all seemed happy picking it apart, for it gave them the chance to build their strength.



They broke it to pieces, only to start putting it back together with newly-varnished planks. The wood looked sturdier this time and blended in with the rest of the galleon. In no time at all, the ship was as good as new.



The human christened it with a bottle of whiskey and sent it out to go on a new voyage. It sailed into the distance where the sunrise beckoned its arrival to uncharted waters. From up close, the ship would’ve looked like a patchwork affair. But from far away, Patch couldn’t tell the difference between the old and new boat.



She smiled. Such an unexpected delight. Patch turned to Gengar.



“Hey, what do you—”



Gengar turned back into a toy.



The doll Gurdurr all turned to Patch. They ran towards her and tied her up, then held her down as they rebuilt the ship before her very eyes. They deconstructed and reconstructed it all over again, except in a different form. It was an effigy built in her image: a Banette, which they took her inside of.



She could only watch in horror from up on high, observing from the head of the trojan ghost, as the Gurdurr kindled a fire at the bottom. The wood crackled — it started burning. Then the flames rose, rose, and rose.



Patch ran in circles, trying to find a way out until she found a door. She leapt towards it, only for an explosion of heat to burst forth from the frame, cornering Patchy in a circle of fire.



She coughed out every breath. Her lungs were burning. All senses… fading…



A familiar set of paws entered the room.



Everything turned pink, then black again.



I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner. I don’t know how to pull you out of this. Can you… oh, you’re slipping away again.






  




Patch couldn’t move, but it was a blissful kind of paralysis. She was in the arms of her one and only, her best friend, her owner, Brown. They were at a carnival of some sorts. Brown was halfway through a mint-chocolate ice cream, there were people playing the big band, and there was an assortment of Pokemon dancing to the silent orchestra: Medicham, Primarina, Oricorio, and much more. They all took part in the circus routine as the Primarina shot big bubbles into the air for the other performers to swim-dance in.



Patch wanted to see what else the circus had to offer. There were a few other Pokemon in the corner she wanted to watch, but she was stuck with Brown. That was fine. The red string was there to tether them together, to keep them safe, forever and always.



After the performance ended, Brown took Patch with her to the arcades there and sat her down on a nearby stool while Brown played. It seemed to be a rhythm game of sorts. Even though Patch couldn’t hear the music, she kept a watchful eye on her friend as she tapped the colourful buttons. The notes came down fast, yet Brown seemed to read them all just fine. Patch could’ve watched her play that game for ages. It was one of the only times a smile seemed to cross her face, which was a good look on her.



She must’ve gotten tired of it at some point since she bashed her hand on one of the buttons and turned around in a huff. Though she was laughing as well for some reason. Strange how games had that power to evoke both joy and anger in her.



Brown took Patch to one of the rides this time. Good thing Patch couldn’t get motion sickness, unlike her friend. Though it wasn’t one of those kinds of fast rides, it was a ferris wheel, which was more her speed anyway.



The ride started, and soon enough, they were high up in the air! Nothing could touch them from up there. Brown stared off into the distance; unfortunately, Patch wasn’t tall enough to see what the view was beyond the metal gate. Brown’s mouth twisted. She faced Patch again — her black bangs obscured her gaze, not allowing her friend to peek into them.



Brown noiselessly spoke. Then she parted her hair to reveal her damp eyes. Patch didn’t know why Brown cried, but if she cried, Patch wanted to cry too. But she couldn’t. She had as much of a chance catching the sun with her paws as she did crying with button eyes. But Brown took her by surprise by pulling her in for a hug, burying Patch’s face in her own. Her tears caught on those buttons. So, she was crying after all. She experienced her friend’s pain as her own.



By the time they got off of the ride, Brown had dried her eyes. It had turned night and the two watched a fireworks display together. They both expected it to be a grand display of flashing colours, but it was anything but. The rockets fizzled out as soon as they launched. The Braixen performers looked on in confusion as the other humans tried to sort out the fireworks fracas. Then the fiery troupe improvised and put on a flame dance, sticks spinning in arrays of different colours. Red. Darker reds. Slightly reddish shades of orange… There wasn’t much variety there, but the talent on display was undeniable.



Brown seemed to enjoy this more than the previous display since she tapped her feet to the pounding of the band’s drums. Even if Patch couldn’t hear the rhythm at all, she was happy that Brown was happy.



Patch saw a Hypno in the crowd. He wore a set of red-rimmed glasses that balanced at the top of his head, a white coat that dragged on the floor like an overly-long superhero cape, and a kaleidoscopic propeller hat. Somehow, Patch sensed this wasn’t their first meeting. The Hypno was about to order some cotton candy. He drooled as he reached his paw out to the vendor’s tempting hand, but he refused it at the last minute and walked away with nothing. Except he didn’t walk away, rather, he was walking towards Brown. Then, he said:



“I’m trying my best not to eat this all up. You deserve to have these nice memories.”



He left without fanfare, leaving the two to enjoy the rest of the carnival for as long as the night lasted.






  




Rags was both a resident of the house and the house itself. Everything she saw and felt as she walked through those twisting five-and-a-half minute hallways, the house saw and felt as well, and vice versa. Rags felt it all. The creaking foundations. The fibreglass in the walls. The Pidove roosting atop the rafters.



Each step she took on those rickety floorboards sent small stabs of pain through her body. She didn’t know houses could feel pain. So she tiptoed through those hallways, which dulled the ache to just a lingering sense of unease. Shft, shft. She continued to shuffle her way through the room. Shft, shft. The end of the hallway showed itself after what must’ve been an hour. A door awaited her, which opened of its own accord.



Rags entered the living room, which hummed with the currents of the electrical outlets. A man, a woman, and a girl with black hair stared at the TV, entranced by a cartoon featuring a Scrafty. The girl enjoyed it, and her parents seemed to enjoy it too, until the woman disappeared, and the man changed the channel to the local news station. The girl tried to reach for the remote, only for him to tap her wrist with a scolding expression.



White light consumed everything in the room. The family, the couch and the TV all disappeared. There was nothing but dust left. Another door opened where the monitor used to be.



Rags traipsed her way into the next hallway. Unlike the last one, it only took half a minute for her to enter the kitchen. Its interior was immaculate: white marble counters glistened under the shining ceiling lights; black marble cupboards gave way to perfectly arranged shelves of spices, snacks and condiments; sets of iridescent knives were neatly arranged on the walls like trophies.



Then the girl with black hair appeared out of thin air, making a floury mess as she tried to cook pancakes. Her heavy-looking purse was on the counter, along with a paper bag filled with ingredients. She whistled a tune that bounced in the marbled echochamber.



Too-tee-woo-ta tee tee woo…



Rags saw herself. A Charmeleon plushie rested on another counter behind the girl, positioned so it watched over her. Even though it only saw her back, the change in posture and the girl’s expression was different. It was one of the only times a smile seemed to cross her face, which was a good look on her.



The woman from before entered the room and smiled as she watched over her. She kept some distance from the girl’s cooking and only intervened when asked to. The end result was a rather uneven stack of vaguely Pancham-shaped pancakes, but they enjoyed it all the same, smiling through syrup-stained teeth.



Rags watched from afar, lost in this reverie, but as soon as she blinked, the kitchen transformed. That woman was nowhere to be seen, and the counters and stove-tops were no longer messy. All that was left was the girl, who slowly whisked the mixing bowl with a downtrodden expression.



The man took the woman’s place and entered the room, peering over the girl’s shoulder to watch her progress. He stepped in whenever the girl messed up, even when she didn’t ask for help, and whenever she started cooking the batter in the pan, he kept throwing away the batches that didn’t look exactly like the Pokemon in mind. Dozens of attempts later, the girl finally cooked one perfectly-shaped Pancham pancake, but neither of them smiled as they ate it.



Everything else disappeared in the kitchen just like the lounge from before. Specks of black mold grew in the corners of the room. The cupboard doors had almost broken off of their hinges, housing empty shelves. A musty smell came from the once-pristine sink where many unwashed dishes lay. The only constant was the gas cooker, burning forevermore as flames rose up into the air. Another door opened, and Rags ran out just as the stove exploded.



Rags rushed through those five-and-a-half minute hallways, hallways which grew bigger the further she progressed. Before, the ceiling was only double her height. Now, she couldn’t see the ceiling at all.



She had walked for quite some time, and the pain channelled through the house was starting to become excruciating. It was like someone was pressing on her stomach with a stiletto heel. Each hurried step Rags took made her gut churn even more. Yet she couldn’t find a way out. The only thing at the end of this five-and-a-half minute hallway was another door which emanated red from the gaps in the frame. She opened this door, only for it to reveal nothing but flames. There were no walls, no corners, just an endless crimson abyss. Rags slammed the door shut, then the glow disappeared. She opened it again once she took a breather, only for it to reveal a staircase.



Rags looked behind her. More inky blackness. She turned back again. The staircase in front of her was the opposite of the ceiling; it descended endlessly downwards, so either way, she would be throwing herself into the unknown. But there was no turning back this time. With a gulp, she took the first step downstairs.



She walked and walked and tiptoed and ran and walked, but there was no end in sight. After a while, the staircase started twisting in front of her until she was circling a downward spiral. The uneven, hollow-sounding wood turned into steps of stone. Rags’ feet turned to ice as they touched those cold, unwelcoming stairs.



She eventually reached the end of this staircase and bumped into a wall. From left to right, numerous hallways both led to dead ends and branching forks in the paths. She tested this out by navigating one path, only to find another path with just as many walls and exits. She was trapped in a maze. Not only that, the walls were too high to climb up, leaving her with no choice but to navigate the labyrinth.



But she didn’t want to.



Rags slumped to the floor and cried.



She was so sick of this. She was partly aware of what she was going through, but at the same time, she wasn’t lucid enough to make any sense of it. She was trapped. This wasn’t even the first time she came across this labyrinth; she encountered it numerous times before, only to hit more and more dead ends. Just when it seemed like she reached the centre of the maze, she was suddenly stopped by something. A figure with pink, glowing eyes always appeared, and then, nothing.



What was the point of struggling if her progress would’ve been halted anyway? So she sobbed as she waited for the inevitable. It felt like forever.



That’s when a familiar set of paws shuffled across the stone floors. Rags’ heart lurched. A cold sweat trickled down her body. She knew what was coming. She only hoped she’d remember her tormentor in this maze.



A set of yellow ears popped out from behind the wall. Then four eyes, then the rest of the Hypno.



Rags didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Of course, it was a Hypno. Those damn things always preyed on other people in their most vulnerable state. Instead of submitting to it, though, Rags ran, claws out, fiery tail at the ready. She wasn’t going to take it any more.



She scratched at the Hypno. Her flames licked at his feet. She sunk her teeth into his face — she was gonna rearrange that stupid thing! But her attacks didn’t affect the Hypno at all, not even those big glasses of his. She ran out of breath. She was trapped again. And that Hypno was coming towards her.



Whatever, fate was going to close in on her no matter what she did. Just do it! Do it!



Nothing happened. Rags opened her eyes to the sight of the Hypno embracing her. It was strangely comforting. This didn’t make any sense. She was supposed to fight back. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. All of her fears dissipated around her, along with everything else. The labyrinth, the winding staircase, the house, all of it was gone. Everything disappeared except for herself and the Hypno.



“I’m not your enemy,” he said, gently shaking her shoulders. “I’ve been trying to help you all this time, don’t you realise that?”



It took her a moment to piece everything together. Of the vague memories obscured in the cloud of unknowing, there were a few that soared through the cumulonimbus. The dolls. The girl with black hair. The Charmeleon. This house. And finally, the Hypno. She stepped back and faced him, no longer afraid to be in his presence.



“Am I… dreaming?”



His eyes flashed pink, and everything turned white this time.



“Well done. I’ll see you in the next one.”






  




Patch knew she was in a dream. Why else would she be in this smoke-filled club, sitting in some sticky leather booth, with this Hypno facing her? Never in a million years would she find herself in this place, especially not where the only other patrons were humans.



“Do you remember me, Patch?”



“I do— wait, who are you, and how do you know my name?”



“Ah, of course.” He bowed his head. “My name is Jung, renowned Hypno and hypnotherapist.” Jung chuckled as he pulled out a business card with a heart-shaped pattern. “That’s my shameless plug out of the way, but anyway, you’re my patient. I’ve been trying to get through to you through these dreams, but, well, there seems to be a lot to unpack.”



“And why am I remembering this now?”



Jung sipped on a strawberry milkshake that materialised out of nowhere. “You’re lucid at the moment. You know you’re in a dream. This is the only way I can talk to you directly in this state.”



Patch nursed her leathery head. “This is nuts.”



He blew bubbles through his straw — the effervescence rose up from the milkshake and burst in the foggy air. “If only you could see the dreams I have to watch daily.”



“Yeah, I guess so.” Patch zipped-up lips creased. “Sorry I scratched you earlier.”



“Ah, don’t worry, I don’t really feel it anyway, but I understand. I guess the things you’ve heard about other Hypno haven’t been so flattering.”



“Well, yes… I mean, no.” She rubbed her head. “It’s awful to say, but even though I haven’t heard a lot about your kind, a lot of people tell stories about you still. I heard that once, a Hypno snatched a kid away to feast on him and his dreams.”



He grumbled, then downed the rest of the milkshake. “Yes, I’m oh-so familiar with that one. Whether or not it truly happened, I can’t say, but the rumour was enough to make a lot of people wary of Hypno. After a while, though, you learn to ignore all of the weird looks thrown your way.”



“Must be horrible.” She sighed. “I know us ghosts get a bad rap.”



“They’re still finding out how to properly deal with your kind. And, well, unfortunately, that’s what I’m trying to figure out as well.”



“Wait, what’ve I done?”



Jung crossed his arms and pierced through her defenses with his stern gaze. “You’re trapped in a deep sleep state. When you evolved, it dredged up all of your memories at once and your body shut itself down to protect your mind. Your trainer didn’t know what to do with you, so she took you here.”



“Wait, my trainer—” If ghosts could sweat, then Patch broke out into one as cold as the tundras in Snowbelle. The cold started eating away at her heart. How long had she spent without her trainer by her side? How long was she going to stay in this coma?



It all hit her at once. Patch curled into a fetal position and started tearing up. She tried to speak, to express how much she hated this, but no words came out. Everything was cold and unfamiliar and scary to her. She just wanted this to end.



Then it struck her. Hypno had the ability to eat dreams as well as observe them. What if he ate all of hers up? Would that make all the nightmares go away? Would she wake up?



“Sadly, I’ve already tried that.”



Patch unfurled herself and opened her eyes. Jung was shivering. His eyes grew wide, magnified by those glasses, and his lips trembled. “I’ve… t-tried that. You were in that burning room again. I saw you, and you asked me to take them away. So I did, and…” He closed his eyes and sighed. “That set me on fire. Well, in the dream, not literally.”



Patch could only let out a simple groan as those hopes were dashed. Jung recovered from his experience and adjusted his glasses.



“Don’t lose hope, though. There is a way out.”



“But—” Patch rose, bashing her fists on the table—“but I don’t get it! Why am I here?! Why did—” She stopped. Everything fell into place. The dolls. The girl with black hair. The Charmeleon. That house. Finally, she understood. Again. None of this made her feel any better though. “So, am I just doomed to see everything I went through before I became a Shuppet?”



“Not exactly.” Jung smiled. “Do you know what a lucid dream is?”



“You just told me — it’s when I know I’m dreaming.”



“Ah, there is that. And it’s the state where your consciousness wakes up, but not your body, similar to sleep paralysis. But in these lucid dreams, you also have some influence over your own actions.”



“So, it’s just like real life, then…”



“Kind of, though here, the only limits are your imagination.”



She took a moment to process this. She gripped the glass —containing a mint-chocolate milkshake— in her hand. This wasn’t real. None of this was real. And yet everything felt real.



“What’s the point, then?”



“Excuse me?”



“Just… I don’t wanna wake up.” Patch shielded her eyes from everything else, trying to shut off the world. “I don’t wanna go back, I don’t wanna remember this — I just wanna go to sleep again and not feel anything.”



Jung tapped his fingers on the counter. Patch could still see through closed eyes.



“I’m not leaving you behind. And this isn’t about not wanting to wake up, this is about not wanting to relive your memories. I’ve seen them myself.”



“My memories—” Patch’s eyes snapped open and she pounced onto the counter, grabbing Jung by the collar of his lab coat. “Stop! Get out of my head, you creepy Hypno! Just go away!”



She shook his shoulders, then changed form, growing a pair of human hands fit for squeezing someone else’s neck. She reached for Jung’s throat when a psychic barrier stopped her. Jung kept that unflappable, placid face while Patch tried to free herself.



“I won’t dig your past back up if you don’t want to. I’m just an observer of your dreams. In the end, only you have the power to wake up. And all you need to do is to think back to that night.”



“Why?!” Patch backed away, shedding those human arms. “My pain isn’t even my own, I have to live carrying Brown’s ghost with me, and, and I don’t have any good memories of my own! It’s all her! I-I-I hate her! I wish I never met her at all! I…”



The lights flickered above her, electricity pulsing through the club like a swarm of Combee buzzing in a pipe. The patrons took no notice, but it jolted Patch out of her rage. All she had left was tears.



“Patch,” Jung said, lending a sympathetic hand to her, “don’t you remember anything about your new trainer now? All the nice moments you two have shared?”



She sniffled. “N-no.”



“Well, I do. I only know a little bit about your past before you came here, from what your trainer told me and what I saw in your dreams. But I saw you as a Shuppet. Your new trainer shared her stories with you, which you couldn’t understand at first, but you liked the tone of.”



Patch mumbled a reply. She didn’t have the energy to shut Jung up at that point.



“Then you got to know all of her other Pokemon. She has a more experienced ghost on her team: a Gengar called Blake.”



Her eyes lit up at the mention of his name.



“He relayed what your trainer told him. That you seemed so alone and the trainer felt sorry for you. And that you roamed the graveyard in search of a trainer to confide in, even if you didn’t know the exact reason why you felt that way.”



Patch nodded.



“That Gengar would also stand on his head and make those funny faces to amuse you.”



She started to piece more of it together. There was that one dream where she got close to a Gengar and didn’t feel so alone.



“What am I supposed to do now?”



“Wake up. But you must go back to that house and that fireplace first. Whatever you see after that, you must make peace with it.” Jung took his necklace off and revealed a rusty pendulum. “When you decide you want to go back there, I will try to use my powers here to guide you into the next dream. But only with your permission.” He pointed to the club’s double doors. “If you want to keep dreaming, walk through that exit. I won’t stop you if you choose to do so.”



This was so strange. Patch usually didn’t think about her own actions in the middle of a dream since everything just made sense in the moment. Of course, upon waking, none of them made much sense at all. But here, she had one foot in a fantasy and another in reality, dreaming of a waking life.



Beyond the windows to those double doors, there was nothing. Just the same inky blackness she always knew. It was somewhat of an odd comfort. It was where ghosts like her roamed, where everyone ended up when they first died, and where she could take refuge in her sleep. But that same nothingness also sent chills through her baggy body. In there, she didn’t have to think about the bad stuff, but it was also impossible to think of the good stuff as well. Doing nothing was infinitely worse than struggling through something.



Patch didn’t want to wake up yet. But she didn’t want to be stuck in this neverending sleep cycle: the dreaming and the inalienable dreamless. No matter what happened, no matter how painful those memories were, she had to face them. But while she was here, she might as well have made the most of it.



“Sorry, you said I can come up with anything I want here?”



“Yes. You can eat what you want to eat and drink what you want to drink. You can also hear what you want to hear and see what you want to see. But remember, it’s all an illusion.”



Patch didn’t even have to think before something popped up. But unlike the rest, this one wasn’t crisp and spontaneous. The fog thickened and the lights shone on a smoke-filled stage where a band faded in, playing a slow, synth-heavy piece with a deep, earthy bass. The patrons snapped their fingers in time with the jazzy rhythm, and then the vocals came in, led by a woman in a red dress who sang in such a soothing tone that Patch’s worries washed away with her voice.



“Why is this popping up in my dreams?” she asked Jung. “I mean, I’m not complaining, but…”



“I take it either you, or the human you inherited your memories from, watched a certain show. I haven’t watched it myself, but it seems a little left-field.”



“It was definitely weird. There were cops in it, but also this tiny dancing man and red rooms and, well, nice songs. I mostly remember the songs.”



“Well, I can definitely see why.”



Patch looked forlornly at the dance floor where phantoms flickered and twirled. “Jung, this might sound a bit weird.”



He scratched his neck fluff. “I’m no stranger to the, well, strange.”



“Okay then. Can you dance with me? I want to know what that feels like.”



Jung took one look at the stage and adjusted his glasses. “I can’t say I’ve tried my hand at it, but if you wish.”



He shuffled off his seat and Patch followed him to the stage, picking a spot where the two had the most freedom to move. Jung took off his coat, leaving him as naked as, well, a regular Hypno would’ve been, and outstretched his arms for Patch to reach. Despite her size, he managed to grab onto her.



The two swayed both in tune with the music and tunelessly, neither of them really knowing how to dance. Patch just tried not to get trampled by his big feet. But even though this kind of music wasn’t something to jam to, it was perfect for their slow pace, so they picked it up in time.



“Why dancing in particular?” Jung asked.



“I don’t know. It just popped into my head. But I don’t remember Brown dancing before.”



“Well then. That’s something unique to you, isn’t it?”



Never mind the fact she couldn’t really dance as a Banette. But at least it was a desire Patch possessed and she possessed alone. Gradually, she let her subconscious guide her along with the music.



The singer’s words were unintelligible, but at the same time, her vocals spoke louder volumes than someone else’s lyrics ever could. It was like she sang in an alien tongue.



“Jung,” Patch murmured.



“Hmm?”



“Thanks, y’know. I never thought I’d be able to trust a Hypno, but this…”



“Yes…”



“Sorry, I’m getting all judgemental again. But you said you got used to it, didn’t you?”



“Eventually. Well, I had to struggle for it. People didn’t seem to like me poking my big nose into other Pokemon’s dreams. Again, those rumours didn’t do us many favours. But I also knew a lot of Pokemon appreciated what I did, so since someone noticed that, I get to do it full time now. I haven’t really looked back that much since I got my job.”



“So, you like it?”



Jung’s movements slowed and Patch adjusted herself to his speed. He didn’t respond at first, but Patch sensed it was a complicated matter for him. She wasn’t sure she liked airing out other people’s dirty laundry, especially thinking back to her own dreams. If she had to dance all day, every day, she’d get sick of it eventually even if she liked it.



“Well, if it’s of any comfort, sometimes, I don’t like it. But sometimes, I do. And when I don’t like it, I try to think of what it was like before and why it felt so rewarding. I think I’ll always go back and forth between those two extremes, so I’m always dancing in a way.”



“You are? Not literally, right?”



“Of course. It’s just a way of coping with life’s big paradoxes. And when it gets too much for me, I don’t fight it. To quote something else I watched, I go salsa dancing with my confusion.”



Eventually, the two moved at a faster pace than before. Patch swayed back and forth, almost fighting against Jung’s steady dancing, and Jung tried to match her tempo. Then Patch jumped and Jung spun her around. At that moment, she felt weightless, like she was flying. If only. But her dreams came true as she levitated in the smoke-filled air, staring at Jung from above. He only waved, letting her indulge in this dream on her own terms.



The audience clapped at this, though when Patch got a better look at her surroundings, the human figures had all disappeared. Gravity pulled Patch back down and she stopped dancing. She caught her breath as she observed the ruins of this dream world. The drinks had all been left behind. The bar stools sat solemnly still. The thick air in the room disappeared. Jung was gone too.



The music didn’t seem to stop, though. Patch glanced at the stage where the band was. The members still played their instruments and the singer still crooned, but everything was out of sync. Then the band became transparent and gradually disappeared into the fog along with the rest of the club’s patrons. The only person left was the singer who stopped moving her lips and stood back. The music, however, still played. Was she lip-syncing the whole time? Was none of it real? Did it even matter?



Patch knew what was coming, and she was ready. The singer stepped up to the mic once more.



“Silencio.”



The music cut off, the lights surged out, and everything went black.



You’re almost there. Go. Go!






  




Patch phased through the labyrinth walls. The immense structures no longer opposed her, no, she opposed them, or rather, defied them. She spat in the face of reality and warped it to her own whims. Armed with the knowledge that Patch was dreaming, she was unstoppable.



The further she advanced through the invisible maze, the hotter it got. The opposing force might’ve been hot, but Patch was hotter. She was on fire, literally, as her flames tailed her and her blood coursed with lava.



The labyrinth became a straight path which led to a raging fire that filled the air with smoke. Patch didn’t cough when she came near it. She didn’t flinch when the flames kissed her face or grimace when the blaze fully enveloped her, wrapping her in its loving, adoring tendrils. Patch walked calmly into the centre of the fire to discover a long hole which descended into inky darkness. She turned back. There was nowhere else to go but down.



Patch threw herself into the chimney.






  




Rags became dust. Her whole body had been incinerated in the fireplace, but somehow, she was staring back at her own charred body as she floated above the room. Brown’s dad was the culprit, staring along with Rags at the mess he made. Little remained of the Charmeleon doll, save for the button eyes that withstood the heat. The felt had crumbled into ash and the cotton stuffing had disintegrated in the flames.



The rest joined her. The Smeargle, the Torchic, the Phanpy, the Pikachu, the Goodra, and the Gurdurr. They all turned to dust as the flames hissed around them.



Dad stared at the remains of the dolls. His face was blank at first, then all the colour drained from it. He drew his hand towards the fire, only to draw it back when he realised what he had done. It was silly. All of this over a few lousy dolls. Rags didn’t know if these were her own thoughts or Dad’s.



It didn’t matter anyway. Brown came into the lounge room and observed the wreckage; she saw what happened. Dad noticed.



“Please, Brown, I can explain.”



“I’ve seen enough,” she choked out, trying not to choke up herself. She barely managed to get to her room before she started crying. Brown buried her face in her pillow, staining it with her tears for a few good minutes or so. Rags was trapped there, forced to witness the girl she grew attached to pour her heart out.



A knock on the door signalled Dad’s attempts to reach out to her.



“Go away!” she screamed.



“I’m sorry, I just—”



“Why did you do it?!” She ran to the end of the room and bashed her fists against the walls. “I don’t get it! You knew how much they meant to me!”



No answer came at first. Then Dad whispered through the keyhole.



“I was… I was just worried. You talked to those dolls so much, I was afraid you weren’t going to move past that phase. You shouldn’t be doing it anyway since you’re not that age anymore.”



“S-s-so you burned them?” She laughed. “Do you think she would’ve liked that?”



Dad sighed. “I walked right into that one.”



The two were at a stalemate. Brown almost regretted what she said. Almost. Silence filled the other side of the door for a moment.



“I admit,” he said at last, “I wanted you to focus on your studies. Your future was important to her as well. And it’s best not to become complacent.”



“So you pretended that everything was fine? Nothing about this is fine, though. It’s… it’s like getting hit by a truck.”



“Yeah, I know how you feel as well.”



“Then show me!” Brown tightened her fists. “I’ve never seen you cry over her!”



“You know we’re not supposed to cry.”



“What a load of shit!”



“Languag—”



“I don’t care! I…” Brown took a deep breath, and a moment to process her thoughts.



“Dear?”



“I don’t understand. You say you’re an adult and all that, but what does that even mean anymore? Do you stop caring when you start growing a beard? Do you stop liking the things that feel close to you?”



“No. I…”



“When I had my dolls, at least I had someone to help me get this off of my chest. I knew it was silly, but I needed something. You haven’t even talked to me at all about what happened. Do you hate me that much?”



Dad didn’t respond. Tears welled up from Brown again and turned into sobs.



“Don’t cry…”



She defied him. She was going to shed all the tears it took to get herself through this mess. If this was all it was going to be, she didn’t want to stay here any longer. Maybe a part of growing up meant leaving the nest. But it didn’t mean she had to abandon what was near and dear to her heart, with or without Dad.



Brown snatched her bag off the floor and started packing her things. She shoved whatever she could find: her purse, her clothes, her camping equipment, everything she needed to start her trainer journey. She took a deep breath and stormed down the stairs, making a beeline for the front door. Dad didn’t stop her from going out this time.



Rags couldn’t follow Brown outside. She was tethered to the house. She had to watch everything that went on in there, and felt everything the house went through: the creaking of the floorboards, the crackling of the fire, the sizzling of skin.



Dad drew his hand into the furnace, grabbing onto a pair of buttons. He screamed as the fire enveloped him and tore through layers of his palm, then drew his hand back out. That eye was the sole survivor of the blaze.



Rags became no more. At last, the red string tying her to that place severed. All the negative energy in the building, all the unspoken baggage, all the tears shed, all the shouting matches, coalesced into a coal-like lump that emerged from the chimney along with the smoke. A shape pulsed from the amorphous substance, wriggling and stretching, until it took form as a Pokemon.



A Shuppet named Patch.



Time to wake up.






  




Patch woke up in a floral room with everyone at her side. Hypno Jung sighed with relief, Patch’s trainer, Cecelia, hugged her, and Gengar Blake was within arms reach. If Banette could cry, then Patch would’ve gushed out a waterfall’s worth of tears. Cecelia did all the crying for her. But these were happy tears. And she was happy to be back here for the first time in a while.



Finally, she was awake.






  




A week had passed since Patch woke up from her deep sleep. In that time, Patch slowly came to realise what she used to be and what she was now. She gathered more of an understanding about her own powers and the world around her. She no longer moved on instinct, but with a purpose. She talked to other Pokemon just like her, with some who had it easier than her, like the Froakie who had a phobia of water, and some who had it much much worse, like the abandoned Eevee with scars that stretched all over his body. Patch discovered new, fun things to participate in such as drawing, as well as playing with the therapy Furfrou who had lots of good fashion advice.



Sometimes, she had those dreams again. Those fiery visions still came back to haunt her at times, but she also dreamt of more pleasant things, like exploring the ginormous, fluffy coat of that Furfrou. Jung recorded all of these to help Patch remember them.



And speaking of Jung, Patch came back to his office at the end of the week to discuss her diagnosis as well as her plans. The fact Jung was a Hypno still put her on edge, even though she already knew him from her dreams. He was just how he looked in them, aside from the propeller hat he wore in one instance. Maybe that would’ve made him look less scary. Yeah, ghosts had a right to be scared too!



But Jung dropped the professional facade for a moment as he put on some music. It sounded jazzy, with the light, tapping drums and the breezy saxophone that floated over the percussion. He swayed as he approached Patch, outstretching his arms as an invitation for her to dance. She accepted his offer. Just like last time, the two didn’t know how to properly shimmy or shake, but it wasn’t a performance — it was just them riding the momentum as they got lost in the music. They went at it for a few seconds until…



“Join Applin Music today and get 50% off your first three months! Listen to all the latest hits from—”



Jung muted his computer. “Stupid ads. Sorry about that.”



“No, it’s alright,” Patch said. Thanks to that, Jung seemed a lot less intimidating now. “I enjoyed it.”



“I’m glad you did.” He adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. “Well, this should be our last meeting together. I’ve discussed this more with your team, but I’ll talk you through my findings, if you’d like to take a seat.”



Patch nodded and sat on the bed.



“The problem with diagnosing other Pokemon is how complex it is. It’s already taxing enough for humans to diagnose each other, but when Pokemon arguably have a lot more needs than they do, that’s where it starts to get troublesome.”



“So…” Patch played with her mouth-zip. “Couldn’t you find anything out about me?”



“Yes, yes I have.” Jung sighed. “I’m only venting since there is no simple solution for this. Unlike humans, you can’t simply feed Pokemon drugs since their biology is incompatible with most medication.”



“You’re starting to lose me a bit.”



“Right, right, sorry.” Jung brought out a clipboard. “The issues in particular with you are complex because you’ve basically inherited Brown’s trauma. There are elements of persistent complex grief disorder, depression, separation anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and reactive attachment disorder.”



Patch winced. “Sounds, um… sounds like a lot.” She clutched her head. “So I’m damaged goods then?”



“No no, not at all, and honestly, that’s not a very healthy way to look at things.” Jung sighed. “A lot of these fly over the heads of Pokemon. Most of them have never heard of this before, and if they are affected by it, they haven’t had the resources available to help them understand it or cope with them. I should know.”



For a moment, Jung looked terrified, as his wide-eyed expression said it all. As soon as that moment of vulnerability appeared, it vanished, and Jung’s poker face re-emerged. “So, the Pokemon that do experience these thoughts are either shamed for—” he gesticulated air quotes—”’showing weakness’ and or internalise those feelings of alienation into self-hatred.”



“That sounds horrible.”



“Yes. Which is why I take my position with pride — we’ve only just started assembling the tools to help others.”



“So where does that leave me?”



“Well, you may still experience these flashes of unpleasant memories or feelings of self-doubt about, ironically enough, your own feelings. But the best advice I have is to talk to other Pokemon with shared experiences. And depending on whether or not you can communicate with humans, them as well. And my number will be there in case you need your trainer to call me again.”



That sounded vague, but for now, Patch was pleased to get any advice at all. During her cooldown week here, she found it helpful to talk to other Pokemon too, so perhaps Jung’s advice wasn’t so abstract.



“I wish I knew what happened to Brown,” Patch said. “I never got her last name.”



“If you must know, well, her name is Brown Bisset. From what I’ve heard, she’s doing fine. But, if you’re curious, I could give her a call.”



“No thanks.” It hurt to say this, but Patch took a deep breath, prepared to get past it. “After all this time, she never really knew me. I don’t see why it would matter if I met her. It’s just a relief to know that she’s okay.”



“Naturally. But, we’ve discussed this.” Jung almost looked desperate. “You still harbour that separation anxiety, don’t you?”



“Yeah.” It felt like a pit formed in her stomach, even though she had no organs to speak of. “I think I can handle it, though. I have the rest to look after me.”



“Well, I’m glad you said that. In a way, that means your recovery is going faster than we expected.” He coughed. “I know this is beyond my reach, but I went back to that house.”



“You did?” she whispered. “What… what did you find there?”



“Pretty much nothing.” He shook his head. “The whole place was abandoned. It’s set for demolition to make way for a new park for Pokemon. But, well, I was curious to check it out. I wanted to see if anything still remained of Brown’s stay up there.”



“And?”



“And…” Jung presented a Charmeleon doll. No, it couldn’t have been Rags, right? Something was wrong. She lacked the patch on her forehead and the splotches of orange where her felt claws should’ve been. But she recognised the buttoned eyes, which were slightly mis-shapen.



He found a part of Rags! Patch went up to hug her, burying her face in her leathery scales.



“I know this isn’t anywhere near what Rags used to be — the toymaker I spoke to was basically working from scratch. But I observed your dream a while ago. It’s possible Brown came across the Ship of Meridian paradox some time ago. But to put it simply, if a damaged object gets—”



“I don’t care about that,” Patch said, laughing. “Even if she is made up of old stuff, we’ll make up for lost time with new memories together.”



“Right.” Jung beamed — it was a rather cute smile for a Hypno. “So she’s fine, then?”



Patch ran her claw over the doll’s eyes.



“She’s perfect.”

  



The Dreamer Is Still Asleep
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      Here’s a new one-shot I wrote in between my other projects since I really wanted to revisit Jung’s character from The Inalienable Dreamless. So while this is a sequel of sorts, newcomers can also read this in isolation since it’s a self-contained story. You just might get more enjoyment out of it if you read the previous one-shot first, though.

This is a part of the Dreamdiver series (in progress!), which focuses on Jung’s adventures as he examines the dreams of all sorts of different patients.
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   The Dreamer Is Still Asleep 


Tupelo tossed and turned in his sleep – Tupelo couldn’t quite tell whether it was a tree branch or a bed, whatever beds were supposed to look like. Tupelo’s friend gave him some idea, so apparently, it was a human invention. Where was Tupelo’s friend? It had been a while since he last visited Tupelo. Tupelo missed him. Tupelo missed the warm embrace of his family, of others like him, with their rough, furry textures. Tupelo didn’t like the smoother textures he felt, either from the human he had now or those who held him before. Who were those people? Why did they take him from that spot?

Tupelo didn’t understand what they said. They spoke weird. Not like others like him. But Tupelo understood their tone, which was harsh, like a… Tupelo didn’t know what to compare it to. Tupelo had no basis for any of it. The more Tupelo thought about it, the more he tossed and turned, until Tupelo was flying. Nothing was beneath him, except for the hard, muddy ground.

No! Tupelo was away from his tree! Tupelo wanted to get back up, but he didn’t want to let go of his log. It was Tupelo’s friend. It was warm. But Tupelo didn’t feel safe unless he was comfortable high up there. Any amount of bad monsters could come to snatch him away, that’s what Tupelo’s parents always said. Tupelo wanted them. Tupelo wanted his mother. Tupelo wanted his father. Tupelo wanted his brother. Where were they? Where were they? Where were they?

Tupelo’s eyes stung.

***

Jung awoke in his office bed, cuddled up to his Plusle plushie. His Plusleshie. He let out a big yawn and slipped out of the covers, holding the plushie up to the ceiling. It stared back at him with those buttoned eyes, unblinking.

“Did you have a good dream last night?” he asked it. Jung mimed it nodding its head. “Oh, really? Tell me more.” He pressed the stitched mouth to his ears, humming as he listened. “Hmm, yes, you had one of those peanut butter dreams again.” Jung licked his lips for the remnants of that PB&J sandwich he had as a midnight snack. He laughed, clutching the Plusleshie to his chest.

It was silly, sure, but this was a part of Jung’s morning ritual, to ask the doll about his own dreams. It helped him to psyche him up for his future dream readings throughout the day, to get him into the headspace of one of his patients. But he knew it was a fantasy of his. He had to get out of bed and prepare for work.

Jung put on his glasses, booted up the computer on his work desk, and followed an exercise video featuring a trio of Machamp performing a muscle warm-up routine. He tidied up his bed and placed the Plusleshie on top of the cushions. He liked to imagine it was protecting the bed from bad dreams. Jung got dressed, as much as a Hypno could get dressed anyway, and put on his white coat out of many identical white coats from the closet. To cap it off, he wore his rusted pendulum around his neck.

That was the most important part for him. If other people, including his patients, didn’t see it on hand, they often assumed the worst. For all they knew, he could’ve been hiding a bright pendulum, polished to a shine, ready to pull out in case he needed to hypnotise unsuspecting patrons. Jung wouldn’t allow that to happen to him, not again. If people thought his pendulum was worthless, even if it didn’t make much of a difference, it would’ve removed some of that threat.

Now he was properly kitted out, Jung wasn’t just a regular Hypno – he was himself. He just hoped that was enough for people to see him how he wanted to be seen.

The notification on his computer bleeped, and Jung immediately hopped to it, scanning the on-screen schedule through his magnified vision. He had his usual appointments with the inpatients in the afternoon, capped off with a general meeting with the other therapists staffed in this care hospital.

Curiously, though, he had his morning booked out by an emergency house visit, which was both a blessing and a burden. It meant going out and possibly facing more suspicious stares from strangers. But it also meant going to different places and visiting nice houses, or even being treated to lunch or dinner, which made the occasional hassle worth it.

When he saw what his client’s name was, though, he groaned inwardly. It was Tupelo.

***

Liliane sat on the couch as she gently rocked Tupelo back and forth in her lap. Even though he clutched his log, he was still restless, and he was crying just a moment ago. Help would come, but for now, she had to wait until that Hypno arrived to find a solution, so she occupied herself by watching the TV. Of course, she gravitated towards a gardening show. Even when she wasn’t tending to her own garden or her flower shop, she still had to dig her green fingers into that business.

This episode featured a guide on how to build a forest in your back garden, with a Trevenant as the main guest. Even though the prospect of working with a ghost weirded Liliane out to no end, she had to admit, it would’ve been handy to have a Trevenant assistant shaping the topiary for her. Or help her out in the greenhouse, since it got so unbelievably stuffy in there. Or maybe it could do all the work for her.

Time passed quickly as her mind drifted between her fantasies and the reality portrayed on the TV. Occasionally, Liliane took a sip from her cup of green tea, or grabbed a handful of eucalyptus leaves from the nearby wicker bowl to feed Tupelo with. That made him feel slightly better, as he munched on the leaves and capped it all off with a satisfied coo when he was finished.

Liliane didn’t regret adopting Tupelo, not one bit. Even though he was asleep most of the time, he still kept her company, both at work and at home, and holding him made her feel incredibly warm inside. She just hoped he knew how much she cared for him, and that he appreciated her company. A part of her felt as if he didn’t trust her at all, but she didn’t want to think about that for now.

Eventually, the doorbell rang. Liliane carefully rose, still keeping Tupelo close to her, and traipsed to the front door.

“It’s open!” she called.

That Hypnotherapist Jung was there, donning his usual white coat and custom-made glasses along with his pink Buneary slippers. Her hair stood on end in his presence, but she tried to hide that behind that sweet little smile of hers. She knew he meant no harm, in theory, anyway.

“Glad you could come,” she said.

“Glad to be here,” Jung replied, bowing as he stepped onto the welcome mat. He looked at Tupelo and smiled. Jung spoke in his own language, which of course, sounded like gibberish to Liliane, but Tupelo recognised the Hypno’s voice, and he murmured in his slumber. A part of her wished she could speak to him like that.

“Sorry to drag you out like this,” Liliane said. “I hope you weren’t too busy.”

“You know I’m happy to help with housecalls.” Jung hung his coat up by the rack and slipped his shoes off. If it wasn’t for the rusted pendulum hanging by his neck, he would’ve been completely naked. He also took a large chocolate bar out of the coat pocket. “Pardon me, this is just my breakfast, and it also helps with my dream cravings. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” She exhaled. “Do you want a cup of tea while I’m up?”

“Ah, yes please, that’s really kind of you!” Jung straightened his posture again, looking to Tupelo. “Oh, shall I hold him for a bit while you…”

Liliane squinted at Jung. Right, he wasn’t like a lot of other Hypno who would’ve snatched— wait, what was she saying? Of course he wouldn’t do that. Stupid. “Yeah yeah, sure.”

She felt guilty for that one brief slight, but she kept her composure as she passed Tupelo to Jung. As soon as he was in the Hypno’s arms, he relaxed considerably. He buried his face in Jung’s fur and started sleep-talking as he did. Jung carried Tupelo with care, keeping him tucked close to his chest, supporting his head, like one would with a baby.

Liliane made for the kitchen and brewed one cup of her homemade green tea for herself, and a supermarket-brand teabag for Jung. When she returned to the living room, Jung had already made himself comfortable, gently rocking Tupelo in his lap.

She had to know what he was doing that made Tupelo so…relaxed. “What’s your secret to calming him down?” she asked, putting the cups on the table. “Or is it just because I’m not holding him?”

“Aw, I wouldn’t say that.” He pursed his lips. “He just knows me a bit more from his dreams. Still, have you tried talking to him in a soft way?”

“Um, yes, I have.” He probably didn’t mean it like that, but it struck a nerve with her. “Though if he doesn’t understand what I’m saying anyway, then what’s there to say, really?”

“He still understands the tone, though.” 

He carefully handed Tupelo back to her. No sooner did Liliane wrap her arms around him, did Tupelo start to squirm again.

“A-ah, go ahead, try it!” Jung said, tensing up.

Liliane took a deep breath, keeping a firm grip on her Komala. “W-well—” She tried to think of what to say, but couldn’t come up with anything. She just defaulted to the sort of thing she’d say to a customer at her shop. “Ahem, there are lots of different teas you can grow at home – you just need to find the right conditions for it. They might not be cheap, and they might be a little annoying to maintain, but the care you give it will eventually reward you later on.”

Tupelo calmed down a little, staying still. Liliane was aghast.

“Huh, well, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Jung undid the wrapper to his chocolate bar and took a big bite out of it without breaking the pieces off first. He was known for having a sweet tooth, though she wondered how he got through it all without getting fat. Once Jung was finished, he washed the rest down with a sip of his tea, and turned to Liliane, crossing his arms.

“Right, let’s get to it, then. What seems to be the problem?”

“Well, same as our first meeting, really.” Lliliane brushed her hand over Tupelo’s ears. “Tupelo got restless again, fell off the tree and started crying, so I knew he probably needed your company.” She frowned, rubbing her head. “Well, he cries a lot, to be honest.”

“Poor fellow.” Jung brushed his paw across Tupelo’s cheek. “If it’s of some reassurance, he usually occupies himself with his dreams. And I know he feels some sort of security with you looking after him.”

“I know.” Liliane sighed. “I just hate that I can’t directly talk to him, or help him calm down.” She tugged at the straps of her overalls. “I mean, that doesn’t really look good with me as his carer.”

“You’re doing what you can, Liliane.” He downed the rest of his tea and gently placed it back on the saucer. “Komala are, well, they’re unique, to say at the least. You can’t change their behaviour just like you can’t change the wind or the rain.”

“Unless you’re a Castform.”

“Well, simile aside, it’s out of your control. All you can do is keep feeding him. He knows that much about you, anyway.”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” She glanced at Tupelo, who was completely still, save for the occasional rising of his chest. He appeared to be in a deep sleep state, so he was probably dreaming. “Are your Hypno senses tingling?”

“I’m not a Spinarak,” he said with a chuckle. “But, well, I suppose whatever senses I have, they are indeed tingling.”

Jung inched closer to Tupelo and closed his eyes, honing in on… something. What that thing was, Liliane couldn’t tell. But when Jung blinked, his eyes widened with a newfound clarity. Liliane recoiled.

“Well, the good thing is that he isn’t having a nightmare.” He smacked his lips. “Of course, it tastes like eucalyptus.” 

“Ah, right, dreams have… tastes for you, don’t they?”

“Scents too, like tree bark,” he said, sniffing the air with his snout. Liliane groaned at the sight of it. “Sorry, I do have a rather big nose, don’t I?”

“Ah, no no, it’s no problem.” Though it was certainly creepy.

“Well then. In any case, I should be able to visit him directly in his dreams, though I might need your help.”

Liliane hummed, not knowing what to expect.

“The process of entering a dream is quite delicate for me. A lot of Hypno would just enter them by brute-forcing their way in.” He paused for a moment, cringing slightly. “Or, er, eating that person’s dreams entirely.”

He placed a gentle hand on Tupelo’s head. “In order to enter them without disturbing the person sleeping, I need to, well…” Another pause. “I need to hypnotise myself in order to lull myself into that sort of state, so my defenses are just as weakened as his.” 

He shuddered at the mere mention of it. “I don’t like having to use that, even on myself.”

Liliane went to offer a sympathetic hand, but she recoiled, not knowing what would happen if she touched a psychic like him. So she drew it back to Tupelo.

“I guess it’s not easy having those powers,” she said.

“No, it isn’t.” He exhaled. “But, well, I need to do what needs to be done. So listen closely.” 

Liliane waited for Jung as he took his glasses off and placed them on the table.

“There’s a very small window for me to get into Tupelo’s dreams – that state between falling asleep and staying awake. When my eyes flash pink, please pass Tupelo over to me, gently as not to wake him up. Our minds will create a link with me close to him, and he’ll stay in his sleep state undisturbed in my arms.”

Liliane nodded, keeping her hands on Tupelo for the moment. “Right.”

“Well then, on the count of three.” Jung undid his pendulum necklace and held it up in front of his face. “One… two…” He took a deep breath and widened his eyes, focusing sharply on the ring. “Three.”

He swayed it back and forth, channeling a little bit of his psychic energy into it as an invisible force radiated from his body. Jung muttered a mantra to himself, one Liliane couldn’t understand.

According to what he told her before, hypnosis wasn’t exactly a blanket term for getting people to do your bidding – it was merely the power of suggestion and influence, which any human could practise. Having the ability to affect the other person’s mind, of course, merely amplified that effect. Or whatever. Liliane couldn’t really get behind the hypnotism thing herself, but it worked for Tupelo last time, right?

Jung let out a big yawn. Liliane yawned too as a result, though thankfully, not because of the hypnotism. Just a really contagious yawn.

“Oh…” He said, in between yawns. “Can you… get that… cushion?”

Liliane freed a hand to grab one and gave it to Jung, who laid it on the side.

“Good… Now…”

Liliane tucked her hands under Tupelo and took a deep breath. She could do this. Tupelo needed this. She supported his head and lifted him up, getting ready to pass him over to Jung. Then—

Jung’s eyes flashed pink. Right. Liliane placed Tupelo on Jung’s lap. Jung dropped the pendulum, which hit the floor with a loud clink. Before he passed out, he wrapped his arms around Tupelo, and finally, his head hit the cushion.

The two of them were completely conked out, and for a moment, it seemed peaceful. They slept like babies together. And the longer Liliane looked at them, the drowsier she felt as well.

Then, the silence was cut by Jung’s snoring.

With a sigh, Liliane finished her tea and took the tray back to the kitchen. She might as well do some chores while she waited for those two to return from dreamland. The tomato plants outside needed a good trim. Before she entered the garden, Liliane took one more look into the lounge room.

She wondered if she was going to have to brush that Hypno’s fur out of her couch once he was out.

***

Jung awoke in a land full of abstract shapes and colours that blurred in and out of his vision, like floaters. He glided down from the air until he hit an invisible floor. The world around him was blank, yet not at the same time. A being ten feet tall that consisted of many limbs and eyes passed in front of him, though it didn’t seem to bear ill intent, going about its business as it muttered incomprehensible words. Even more colours glitched in and out of the air around him as if this was some kind of buggy video game.

The first thing Jung did was look at his hands. They were his own. He maintained his own form here, at least, which was a good sign.

Another being appeared in front of him with blue fur and closed eyes. It was like the Komala, except not, as the features were slightly off, like the nose being misshapen, or its feet being stumps instead of paws and claws. Even though its eyes remained shut as normal, it walked and had control of its own body.

“Jung?” Tupelo called.

Jung waved back at him. The imitation Komala ran up to him, dropping his log, and jumped into Jung’s arms, cuddling him like a tree branch. Jung squeezed him just as tight, which simultaneously felt solid yet as light as a feather at the same time.

“Tupelo can see you!” he said. “Tupelo can feel you! You’re here!”

“Yes, indeed.” Jung patted his head and gently lifted him back down. “Did you miss me?”

“Tupelo missed you!” He spun in place as if he just learned to walk. “Play with Tupelo!”

“Of course, of course. What shall we play?”

Tupelo sat down, pondering it for a moment as he sucked his finger. Jung was trying to think of one himself – if a Komala had no basis for how the outside world operated, then what would he imagine?

More colours hovered around him, some splattering on the invisible floor like drops of paint. Each droplet created a distinct sound, each of them random. Liliane’s sighs, TV static, forks scraping on plates, birds chirping, rain pitter-pattering, footsteps shuffling across the floor. They rained on both Tupelo and Jung, drenching them in a kaleidoscopic array of colours. Eventually, this all morphed into a foot-deep puddle that made the invisible floor visible.

Other beings rose out from the puddle, appearing in many different shapes: rectangular, oblongish, horizontal, dodecahedronal, centrifugal, symmetrical, and all the like. They approached Tupelo, extending their incorporeal hands to him. He shook each one of them and laughed.

“Are these your other friends?” Jung asked.

“They’re strangers. But strangers are friends too.”

He supposed that was fair. Jung had a lot of friends who were non-euclidean shapes. One of them even came up to him and bowed their blob-like form.

“🕆︎❍︎📪︎ ♒︎♏︎●︎●︎□︎📪︎ ⬥︎♒︎♋︎⧫︎ ♓︎⬧︎ ⧫︎♒︎♏︎ ⬧︎❑︎◆︎♋︎❒︎♏︎ ❒︎□︎□︎⧫︎ □︎♐︎ ♋︎■︎ ♋︎◻︎◻︎●︎♏︎ ◻︎♓︎♏︎✍︎?” it asked.

“Um, well, I suppose it’s an irrational number, so it’s hard to calculate. Apple pie does sound delicious, though.”

The blob made a sad gurgling noise and slunk away, dragging a trail of goo along with it. Jung turned back to Tupelo, who danced in a circle along with the many foreign-looking objects that surrounded him. Jung decided to join in and dance along with him. It wasn’t quite the slow dancing he was used to, since it was more like jumping in place to an imaginary beat, but Tupelo looked like he was enjoying it.

They did that for a while… and a while… and even a while longer… Jung didn’t want to interrupt Tupelo’s fun, but he still wanted to get to the meat of the issue soon.

They kept dancing and dancing and stepping and dancing and dancing and dancing and dancing and dancing and dancing—

The towering beast of many eyes and limbs joined in, its massive feet and hands stomping Tupelo’s friends flat. The Komala stopped dancing then, as did Jung, and they stared on as the beast flopped and swayed and snapped as it walked on.

Tupelo started crying again, bashing his fists on the ground as he mourned his lost friends. Jung approached slowly before pulling him into a hug, which eventually calmed him down.

“W-why did they do that?” he said, sniffling, “that-that’s so mean!”

“It doesn’t know what it’s doing,” Jung said. “Remember, none of this is real.”

“But… Tupelo wants it to be real…” He wiped his nose. “Isn’t this real?”

Oh, crumbs. Jung didn’t want to spoil his fun or break the illusion of his dream. He had to remember that Komala were unique, in that their waking days and their dreaming nights are one and the same. For Tupelo, this would be his reality. But how does one forge a reality for themselves when they’re in their heads all the time?

No, Jung didn’t want to ruin this reality for him. Not yet. Instead, he took Tupelo’s paw and gently lifted him up.

“Never mind. Do you want to talk? I had fun playing, but, well, I sensed you were upset about something.”

Tupelo looked up at Jung and gave a wan smile. “Okay. What does Tupelo talk about?”

“Well, er…” Jung looked to the sky, which flashed green and yellow. He would’ve talked about the weather, but what kind of weather was this? “Perhaps, well, we should talk about Liliane. Remember her?”

He nodded, albeit with an unsure expression.

“The human who looks after you, I mean.”

“Oh! Liliane’s hugs are nice, Tupelo guesses. She’s also nice.”

Jung shrugged, not knowing how to respond to that. “She’s been worried about you lately.”

“Why? Tupelo doesn’t know her that much. She doesn’t know Tupelo that much.”

“Well, would you like me to talk more about her? Or rather, we can walk and talk.”

“Tupelo guesses.”

Jung took that as a yes, then. He started walking through the coloured landscape, more and more of those weird lines passing through his vision like those floaters. This was what Tupelo experienced, after all, spending every waking moment asleep. Jung was baffled that this was what Tupelo experienced on the daily. He felt like he would get tired of having all these formless objects hovering around him all the time.

“So, what do you know about Liliane?”

“Tupelo knows she feeds Tupelo. Tupelo knows she has a big tree, which is nice. Tupelo knows she has a nice laugh. Tupelo wants to know what she looks like.”

Was Jung able to control his own appearance in this dream? He could usually modify parts of his look, like bringing his white coat with him or donning a fanciful propeller hat, but changing his entire species was a little tricky.

“Hold on,” Jung said, closing his eyes. He didn’t know what effect that had in the dream since he could still see through his eyelids, but he needed to focus and recall Liliane’s appearance.

She was in her thirties. Her face was smooth, yet refined as well. She had long, flowing hair, which she also dyed grey. She usually wore blue overalls over a yellow shirt. She wore a necklace made of topaz and jade. And she was usually seen wearing those green gloves of hers.

Without the exact measurements, Jung could only guess what her body type was like. But a close approximation would do.

Without noticing a change, Jung had donned his Liliane disguise. He didn’t feel different, though he was glad not to feel so inhuman for once in his life. Tupelo certainly noticed a change as he ran up to him. Or her. The koala curiously eyed her, observing her features and playing with the jeans of her overalls. Then he climbed up her leg and perched atop her shoulder. He felt weightless.

“How is that?” Jung asked.

“You don’t sound like her,” Tupelo said in a low tone.

“Ah, right, right.” He hummed, unsure about whether or not he could pull off a feminine voice. “Oh, hello!” she said. “Did you see the flowers today? They look very nice!”

As soon as he said that, Jung cleared his throat, and his form changed back into that of a Hypno. Along with the change, Tupelo climbed back down and looked back at him.

“How was that?” Jung asked.

“Tupelo… Tupelo’s pleased to see her.” He frowned. “Tupelo wants to talk to her more. Tupelo tries to listen to what she says, but Tupelo can’t understand her.”

“That makes sense. It’s unfortunate.” Jung frowned as well, though he wiped that off as he tried to put on a cheerful mask. “I can understand her, though, so if you want to ask me about anything, please do.”

“Oh, she can speak to you?”

“Yes.”

“Then, what does Liliane do?”

“Well, she looks after a flower shop, and she does her own gardening and farming at home.”

“Flow…ers? Gar…dening?” The imitation Komala tilted his head. “What are… those?”

“Ah, well…” How would he describe it to someone who couldn’t perceive the outside world? “You know what you eat? They’re called leaves, and they come from trees. Do you know what trees are?”

“Yes, Tupelo knows. Tupelo used to live on one, before—”

Tupelo’s claws scratched Jung’s hand, breaking off close contact with him. It didn’t hurt, but Jung was rather surprised. But Tupelo was now a Hypno, just like him, except his colours were slightly more vibrant. Instead of bearing a butter-yellow coat, he was lemon-yellow, and the tufts by his neck were a pure, radiant white instead of grey white.

“Um, Tupelo,” the imitation Hypno said, “Tupelo knows what trees are.”

“Okay, so a garden is filled with those. Now, can you imagine what that looks like?”

He pressed his new-found hands to his temple, thinking for a moment before transparent, glass-like trees sprouted around him, forming a greenhouse canopy that filtered the lime sky. Except, they didn’t really look like trees at all, but more like snaking, sprawling vines that somehow held their form.

“What does Liliane do with these trees? What are flowers?”

“Well, flowers are like trees, since they’re plants, but they’re a lot more colourful and smaller, and they have petals instead of leaves. They’re as big as our feet.”

Next, a series of flowers— no, feet, sprouted out of nowhere, where Hypno paws grew out of stalks. That… wasn’t what Jung had in mind, but he supposed that would do for now. It was kind of freaky and gross to look at.

“And she sells them to people. So other people exchange money in order to keep the flowers for themselves.”

“What’s money?”

Jung had a lot of patience, but Tupelo was starting to test it right now. He was going to be here all day if he had to explain everything to this Komala. But Tupelo dropped the subject as he traipsed through the foot garden with his new Hypno body. Jung had enough problems adjusting to his own body in other people’s dreams, but Tupelo walked like a natural in that Hypno shell of his. Then, he stopped.

“Why can’t Liliane join Tupelo here?”

Jung looked at the mirror version of him: it was weird looking at the spitting image of himself, except it wasn’t. And in the blink of an eye, Tupelo changed back into his original imitation form of himself.

Light filtered through the crystal forest, draping Tupelo in a prism of colour. Wind blew through the leaves, sending shards of light dancing in the air. Jung took a deep breath, knowing he had to tell a part of the truth.

“Liliane is, well, not like me. I, along with certain other species, can visit you while you’re asleep, but not her.”

“What’s not being asleep?”

“Being awake.”

“Can Tupelo wake up, then?”

“Sort of.” Jung was slightly worried about what would happen if he told Tupelo everything. “Your body constantly needs rest, and so you can only function when you’re in a state of sleep. When you’re awake, you are still asleep, but you can hear and sense what goes on around you.”

Tupelo considered that for a moment, and he opened his mouth, about to ask another question. But then he stopped. His expression changed from inquisitive to worrisome, as he hugged himself.

“Tupelo misses his family. Where are they?”

A branch from one of the glass trees broke off, which scattered into shards on the floor.

This wasn’t good, but he couldn’t deny Tupelo the truth. Would that affect the rest of his dreams, though?

“Tupelo,” Jung warned, giving him a stern look. “Are you absolutely sure you want to hear this? I don’t want to tell you the truth if you aren’t okay with it.”

Another branch fell and collapsed. Tupelo clutched his chest. Then, he nodded.

No matter whether he stayed silent or spilled the beans, truth would have to be a bitter pill for Jung to administrate.

“You were…” Jung hesitated at first, then took a deep breath. “A group of bad men captured you. In Alola. They tried to sell you. So they took you away while you were out of your family tree.”

More cracks in the glass gazebo surfaced, shards falling like snow around them.

“Then they got stopped here, in Kalos, and you were saved, along with other Pokemon. But you couldn’t return to the wild, since you were separated from your family. So they placed you in a sanctuary, where you got to interact with the other rescues.”

Jung stopped. He realised what the situation was as he was saying it.

“Then, Liliane asked if she could adopt you. She had the right sort of environment for it, and could provide the basic care for you. So she took you in as her own.”

The crackling sound ceased for a moment, but the damage was already done. The sky’s radiance was refracted by the cracks, showering the two with fractured rays of light.

“Tupelo,” Jung started, “are you happy being with Liliane?”

“Tupelo…” The koala sat on the ground amongst the broken glass. His tears shone, especially with all the sunspots shining in his face. “Tupelo… doesn’t know. Tupelo wants to go… h-h-home…”

“There is no home. I… I’m sorry.”

Tupelo started crying.

“Tupelo wants to go home… go home. Tupelo wants to go home.”

Jung could only watch as the trees around him splintered and shattered even further, to the point that all of the trees looked like Spinarak webs with all their fissures. Tupelo curled up in a ball, tugging at his fuzzy fur until…

“I WANT TO GO HOME!”


  Crack.


So much happened at once that Jung couldn’t take any of it in. His dream side took over as he experienced everything as it happened.

The whole forest was razed into white dust. Shards whipped around the air in a spiral, forming a tornado that sliced through Jung’s body. Colours shifted and melted like paint drops in water. The sounds of shattered glass continuously played like a broken tape loop. The sky turned red and black and white and grey and blue and violet and pink and green and orange and black and black and black and black and black black black black blackblackblackblack—

Stop.

Jung couldn’t take this dream anymore. There was no reasoning with Tupelo. Tupelo was nowhere to be seen, yet everywhere at once. He was in the air, but invisible, like Jung’s floaters. Living while not living. Sleeping yet not sleeping.

Jung had to put an end to this. No, he didn’t want to eat anyone’s dreams or nightmares. Not again. Not after the pain he caused by eating pleasant dreams, and the pain he inflicted upon himself by eating nightmares. But he had no choice. He, along with Tupelo, would be stuck in limbo until the next sleep cycle started. He knew this had consequences, but he would also have to face them. It was better for the both of them.

God, why did he have to tell the truth then? Why couldn’t he have just watched and not tried to make everything worse?

No regrets for now. Jung held his pendulum, which violently swayed in the wind, and struck it with his claw.

One.

The green and black world distorted around Jung as he opened his mouth, sucking the world’s image into his maw.

Two.

Everything was black. Black, black, and more black. It all nestled in his distended belly, churning and wriggling all the while. Then, it burst out of his stomach, spilling his guts—

Three.

***

Jung woke up in a cold sweat with the stomach cramp to end all stomach cramps. He gently placed Tupelo on the couch, then stood up, the world around him a blur. Where was the nearest bathroom? Here, downstairs? Right, it was close to the kitchen. Jung blindly flailed around the room, knocking over furniture along the way. He knew where it was by instinct since he could smell the Oran scent diffuser. He picked up the scent, body-slammed the door open, and threw what felt like the toilet lid open. And then…

He couldn’t think right now. He just had to get it out of his system. He tasted the remains of that chocolate bar.

The feeling came, then went, and he was left with the aftermath. Black. Blaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaack.

Oh, crumbs.

Jung flushed and took a few deep breaths. He was feeling okay now that he emptied his belly, but feverishness replaced the nausea, and his whole body shivered, both from the cold and the shock he endured coming out of that nightmare. Once he took another breather, he shakily stood up and stumbled to the kitchen, pouring himself some tap water. It was difficult for him to keep it inside the glass since his hands shook too.

“Come on,” he whispered, “drink, dammit, drink.”

It wasn’t like him to swear or use Arceus’ name in vain. Wait, now wasn’t the time. Drink. Drink. Drink. Jung coaxed his hands to guide the glass to his lips, and he chugged the entirety of its contents down in one fell swoop.

Better. That awful, tar-like taste no longer lingered on his tongue, though his nose still burned. He was out of the frying pan… up until Liliane entered the kitchen through the garden door.

“W-what the hell?” she said, mouth agape. “Are you okay?”

“Y” – he cut himself off – ”no, I’m not.” He fell to his knees and Liliane caught him in her arms. “P-please, give me some time to recover and I can explain.” He eyed the bathroom door. “Sorry for the mess.”


  ***


Jung was in bed with a damp flannel draped over his forehead. Liliane had tucked him into the guest room, and also prepared a cup of ginger and Leppaberry tea in case he needed it, which sat atop the bedside cabinet. Granted, one trip to the Pokemon Centre would’ve done the trick, but at the same time, he needed some space to gather his thoughts, and a pocket dimension definitely wasn’t the place.

The fever still lingered, but it was manageable for now. He just needed to remind himself to take it easy while also doing his job. He had asked for his glasses as well as his notepad in case he needed to write anything down, and there was a lot to write about. And of course, his pink Hello Skitty pen. As silly as it was, some sort of familiarity, as well as that cuteness appeal, soothed his soul a bit.

Despite that sickly brain fog plaguing him, Jung got to work.

***

This wasn’t going to be a pleasant confrontation. Heck, despite his line of work, Jung wasn’t fond of confrontations himself. Liliane seemed hospitable, and she clearly tried her best when it came to fulfilling Tupelo’s needs. If she didn’t have his best interests in mind, then she wouldn’t have called Jung in the first place. At the same time, though, there was something about Liliane’s behaviour that didn’t quite add up to him, but he couldn’t put his finger on why.

Jung took his empty cup back to the kitchen, put his white coat back on, and went into the living room where Liliane and Tupelo stayed. Although Liliane was by her Pokemon’s side, feeding him those eucalyptus leaves as usual, he wouldn’t stop sniffling, his fur stained with tears. Jung’s heart sank at the sight of him. Liliane seemed down about this as well. She didn’t keep her eyes off of Tupelo even when Jung entered the room.

“What happened?” she asked in a hushed tone. “Why is he crying again?”

Jung sighed, staying by the doorside.

“I spoke to Tupelo in the dream. I kept him company and asked what was bothering him, and, well, he asked what happened before you adopted him.”

Her eyes widened. “So you told him?”

“He wanted me to tell him. It was at the back of his mind before, but now he’s pieced together a part of his past. Once he realised that, the whole dream caved in on me.” He grit his teeth. “Regrettably, I had to eat his nightmare to get out of it, then that fracas in the bathroom happened.”

Liliane grunted, stroking Tupelo’s ears.

“Okay then, what’s the cure for this, doc?”

“Cure?” He pinched the bridge of his big nose. “That’s a taboo word in my line of work – you can’t simply cure a patient when they need therapy. You can help them heal, but you can’t cure them—”

“But he’s worse now.” Liliane took a few deep breaths, then she glared at Jung. “Whatever you did to him was anything but therapeutic. So what’s the point in you being here, you Hypno?”

And there it was. Jung knew it was there this whole time, but now, Liliane’s true self came out of the woodwork. Jung wouldn’t get angry, though. He knew he couldn’t. It wasn’t a direct attack on himself, no matter how much it felt like one. He just adjusted his glasses and looked at his notepad.

“Ahem. I was about to say, I do, however, recommend a couple of options. The main problem is that he’s been displaced from his habitat and is suffering from severe separation anxiety. It might be out of my field, since I’m not a ranger, but you can either find another Pokemon companion for him here, or you can return him to the sanctuary you adopted him from, where he’ll have more friends. I recommend the latter more, personally.”

Liliane shook her head. “Take him back? So I’m that bad of a carer, huh?”

“No, absolutely not.” He lowered his notes as he gave Liliane a sympathetic look. “You feed him properly and try your best to accommodate him here, which fits in with your profession.”

“Yeah, I am trying!” She slightly raised her voice, though not enough to disturb Tupelo. “It just sucks that I can’t do much to help!”

“I understand that. And I know you care for him. But he’s not happy being out of his home environment.” Jung gripped his clipboard. “He’s never going to be satisfied as long as he’s ripped away from that and doesn’t have anyone to speak to. He’s not like an Eevee you can just train to follow you around.”

“Alright then, how come it’s okay for trainers to keep him while I’m apparently in the wrong here?”

Jung put all of his effort into maintaining the same manner of voice. “Trainers have other Pokemon that can accompany Komala. They have other forms of social interaction that can fill that void. When he’s isolated with someone he can’t understand, that would make him feel upset and confused.”

“Then, what am I gonna do with all of this?” She gestured to the toys and pillows she had bought specifically for Tupelo. “What about the tree I helped shape for him, what am I going to do without him keeping me company—”

“It’s not about you!” Jung yelled. As soon as he said it, he caught himself, dropping the clipboard. Liliane stared in shock. A part of Jung was convinced that she would snap back at him, but she was stunned into silence, sadly looking at Tupelo.

 

Jung took a deep breath, picked the clipboard back up, and tore out a copy of his notes for her to take. That included the dream analysis, as well as Jung’s personal recommendations.

“I apologise, that was unprofessional of me.” He inhaled through his nose. “In any case, I don’t know what you do from here. That’s up to you. That’s all I can say.”

The room was silent. The Delcatty clock on the wall ticked in the background. Birds chirped outside. Tupelo whimpered in his sleep. What else was there for Jung to do here? This whole trip left him feeling worse than when he entered. The bitter feeling settled in his stomach, but that wasn’t from the bile or from the nausea, but it was from something else: not being able to help Tupelo. He wanted to hug him and tell him everything would be alright, but he already caused him a great deal of pain, and he couldn’t let himself get too attached to him.

Not anymore.

Jung took a deep breath and bowed to Liliane. “Thanks for the tea and everything else. I do appreciate it.”

“I’m glad I could be of some use,” she said through clenched teeth. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, that was childish of me.”

“Me too.” Jung glanced at the front door. “If you need anything else, or if Tupelo gets any worse, call me or the general office.”

Before he left, he took one last look at Tupelo.

“I’m sorry.”

***

Jung’s brain was fried. He absentmindedly bought a whole strawberry cake from Jiggly’s Puff Pastries on the way back to the clinic. Once he re-entered Courmaline’s Home for Troubled Pokemon, he was half-tempted to admit himself in.

Jung laid face down on his office bed, not wanting to get up at all. Sure, he wanted to have his lunch. Afterwards, he had to file Tupelo’s report, he had to respond to several emails, and there were also those inpatients he wanted to check up on. But he couldn’t think about that as he replayed those events in his head, his brain like a jammed cassette tape. He buried his head in his pillow, thinking about things he could’ve said, things he shouldn’t have said, that outburst, the whole situation.

Jung knew this would pass. He had been in this position before, time and time again, and he would bounce back from it. That didn’t mean it was always easy, especially since he got no closure from the situation. Sometimes, it just happened with certain patients. But Tupelo didn’t deserve something like this.

Then again, lots of Pokemon didn’t deserve the hand they were dealt. It wasn’t Jung’s fault for being born with dream-eating powers.

Jung’s stomach rumbled. He peeled himself off the bed and stomped over to the staff cafeteria with the box containing the cake in his hands. Self pity did him no favours, isolation was even worse, and hunger was the worst thing he could feel as a Hypno. He couldn’t work on an empty stomach, after all.

Once he entered, Jung sat at one of the tables with a big plate and some cutlery. He licked his lips as he opened the box, revealing the scrumptious treat inside. Strawberry wasn’t usually his thing, but after throwing up all that chocolate back there, he needed a palate cleanser. He started cutting one-eighth of a slice, then he took the rest of the cake and dumped it on the plate. Jung salivated as he looked at it all, not the least bit perturbed by how rich it would taste and how much there was to eat. He was going to finish it in one sitting, and/or die trying.

He dug in, not bothering to portion it into smaller pieces as Jung decimated the icing, the sponge, the strawberries, everything in sight. However, Jung only got about a third of the way in before the sickly sweetness got to him.

As soon as the psychiatric director, Amelie, walked in, Jung tried to clean himself up with a napkin, wanting to look his best.

“Oh, there you are,” she said. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

“Ah, please, go ahead.” Jung cleared some space for her to sit, and midway through, had to suppress a sugary burp. “Pardon me.”

Amelie made herself comfortable, while Jung was anything but cosy, especially not in her presence. She eyed the half-eaten cake.

“I haven’t received your report yet,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

Jung sighed, stabbing the icing with his fork. “Sorry. I will log the file onto the computer soon.” He let out a half-hearted laugh. “As you can see, I’m in one of those moods again.”

“Evidently.” Amelie drummed her fingers on the table. “This was Liliane and her Komala, correct?”

He slowly nodded.

“We couldn’t come to an agreement on how to treat him last time. Was this the same problem?”

Jung shrugged, unsure of what to say. “I had to eat another nightmare. Both of us were trapped inside of it, and… “ He shuddered. “I had to do what I had to do. But I got sick.”

She hummed, encouraging him to go on.

“Then, things just got worse. The thing is, Tupelo is a wild Pokemon, not a pet.” He tugged at the tufts on his neck. “Liliane just seemed convinced that she knew how to care for his best interests when he didn’t want to be with her.” He sighed. “So I tried to tell her that, and she lashed out.”

“Unfortunate.” Amelie pursed her lips. “You’re always going to find a client like that.”

“I know, I know.” He looked at her with pleading eyes, clutching his rusted pendulum. “I-I’m doing the right thing, aren’t I? I’m supposed to help Pokemon find peace, and yet, here, it just seems like I’ve made everything worse, I—”

“Jung,” she said firmly, keeping a stoic expression. “If you didn’t care for the Pokemon that came here, you wouldn’t be here. You’ve earned your place here.”

He adjusted his glasses and straightened his shoulders, trying to regain his composure. “Y-yes. I know. I know I’m being ridiculous. But Tupelo’s still there and I’m unsure if Liliane will come to her senses here.”

“That may be so, but it’s not your responsibility to decide what a patient does after your work is done. All you can do is give them advice to steer them in the right direction. Your dream reading is just another method of getting to the root of it, especially in this case with such a unique Pokemon.”

This was sound logic. Jung just had to keep reminding himself that this was the case, though his expression didn’t reflect that.

Amelie slid her hand closer to the middle of the table. “In my personal opinion, you put a lot of pressure on yourself to get to the root of all of these problems.” She smiled. “I still remember what you did for that Banette – no one else I know here would be willing to go that far.”

“I mean, I’m happy to help.” He shifted in his seat, looking straight at his superior. “I wouldn’t trade this sort of work for anything else. This is my life, so I want to live it to the fullest.”

“I really respect that. But you can’t get attached to every patient, every Pokemon you take under your wing. Or else, you will just lose yourself in each of them.” She tapped her temple. “Because of your powers, you need to take extra care of yourself too. Not just because it affects what you do here, but also because you need to stay fit and healthy.”

He glanced at that mess of a cake. “I know I should go on a diet.”

Amelie tried to stifle a chuckle under that professional visage. “That’s not what I meant. I mean, it couldn’t hurt, but we all have our vices, and I know it helps you cope.”

Jung couldn’t help but chuckle too. That relieved some of the tension in his heart.

“Look,” Amelie said, rising from her chair, “I should get back to my duties, and you should probably get to yours soon.”

He took a deep breath and put on a smile, placing his messy confectionery back in the box. “Right, I’ll get to it.”

“Good to hear.” Before she left, she smiled back. “One more thing, I would do something nice for yourself once your shift is over. Perhaps go for a walk, or watch a film, or anything. I usually hit the ice cream tub myself.”

Jung only nodded, and waved goodbye to her as she exited the cafeteria.

That made him feel better. It didn’t entirely solve the situation, sure, but it put him in a stronger frame of mind to complete his work today. He probably would feel a lot worse if he just sat around doing nothing at all, and there was no way he’d become a couch potato. Well, a couch Hypno, as his golden fur made him look rather potatoey.

As Jung headed back to his office, he thought of some of the things he was looking forward to doing. He would probably rearrange some of the plushies on his desk. He would put on some relaxing music, like some of that jazz again, as long as it wasn’t interrupted by ad breaks every other minute. He’d hit the gym within the clinic, to burn off some of those saturated fats and help him process his thoughts. And after work, he wanted to at least watch one film on his bucket list, perhaps that Furfrou and Filly. He needed something sappy to have a good cry to.

Yes, Jung had things to live for besides his work. He wasn’t just a Hypno, he was himself, and that’s all he had to be.

  



1. Part 1


    
    



 

The stale air stank of sweat, spilt soda pop, nacho cheese and ale. Flashing lights bombarded Beat. The audience cheered and roared in equal measure. His claws dug into the padded floor of the ring. His trainer chanted his name from behind. The ring was Beat’s home away from home, his proving ground, his perfect square where he had everything he needed. All it needed was a face to rearrange.

But no opponent awaited him on the other side of the ring.

Beat looked to the audience, to the spectators in their glass box, then back to his trainer. He shouted a war cry, which boomed throughout the stadium. And yet, his opponent still wasn’t there.

Everything cut to black. Beat usually could see in the darkness, but it was blacker than black. Like, coffee black or space black. A spotlight pierced through the shadows to focus on a large bamboo stick in the middle of the ring, which materialised out of nowhere.

It wasn’t like a walking bamboo stalk or a Sudowoodo, it was a bona fide tubular breakfast, sourced straight from Kalos’ deepest thickets. Like a Pyroar pouncing on its prey, Beat sank his teeth into the bamboo, extracting its stalky goodness. The crowd gasped and booed, throwing tomatoes at him, but he ignored that — if anything, it complimented the sumptuous meal. He couldn’t stop eating, and even after he got to the end of the stalk, it regenerated, repeating the cycle.

Beat wanted to savour as much as possible. He wanted to forget all those years training and toning his body to give into his most primordial urges.

“Hey, fatso.”

A giant Pangoro crashed through the stadium, head scraping the roof of the building. All the spectators ran in a panic, only to get smooshed under the giant’s paws, turning them into lots of different foodies: hamburgers, fried Torchic, Miltank dumplings, peanut butter tubs, everything Beat could think of. He wanted to abandon his stalk and gobble them all up, but the giant blocked his way. The giant entered the ring, squeezing themselves into Beat’s perfect square.

“You gonna keep eating that, or are you gonna come train with me?”

Beat’s tummy hurt, like the cramps he got from eating too much or not eating enough. He wanted to stand his ground. He already did all the training he needed, sacrificing many moons to be a brawler. Instead of fighting like a manly Pangoro, he shivered like a Glaceon after eating a mountain of shaved ice.

“What’re you doin’ there, shakin’ like a Spinda?” Another Pangoro giant said, taking a chunk out of the stadium’s roof as he bit into it. “Pangoro, more like pussy.”

Beat raised his claws in defense, which had turned into bamboo stalks. He too was a bamboo stalk, and he lost his balance, rolling in the ring. The giants leaned over him, one raising their paw to stomp him into bits. He shut his eyes, preparing for the worst.

Beat stood in a bamboo thicket. He was a stalk in a sea of stalks just like him. Beat saw his face in all of them. He still couldn’t move, but weirdly enough, he felt at peace here. No limbs. No worries. No battles to fight. Just him and the wilderness and the birds and the wind. And those giants weren’t here either.

Oh, crap, those giants totally were here. They razed the thicket, grinding the stalks underneath their heels to drive it further into the ground. They delighted in this, deliberately taking the extra time to smoosh them into dust.

One laughed. “How many d’you reckon I can crush in a minute?”

“More than you, chump,” the other said, snapping one in between his claws.

“You wanna bet? All my trainer’s money goes on it.”

“Mine too, ya chode!”

“Screw you, small-tail!”

“Your mom!”

This went on for hours. By the time the sun set, casting red light along the ruined plains, the Pangoro eventually found Beat, stroking the tip of his stalk.

“Your stalk’s so small. Like a freakin’ mushroom.”

“Still bigger than yours,” the other said, which earned him a knuckle sandwich. Mmm, sandwiches. Beat could go for one right now. Particularly his trainer’s. He made the best, with beef, onions, tomatoes…

One appeared out of thin air and plopped on the ground, becoming food for the Durant. Aww, what a waste. It was way past the three second rule this time. Where was his trainer anyway—

Yank.

A searing pain flashed through him like burning white light. His stems got ripped out. The Pangoro snapped him in half like Miltank jerky. Beat had no mouth to scream with. The Pangoro’s jaws snapped into his half where his face was, biting and gnashing and tearing and crunching and munching and grinding and masticating and chomping and chewing and—


Beat awoke in tears, though he didn’t know why. How pathetic. And in front of that freaking Hypno as well. All this strength, and that yellow bastard had put him to sleep.

“Don’t… don’t look at me…” Beat snivelled. The Hypno, Jung, turned away, though that didn’t stop Beat’s snivelling. He backed against the wall, burying his face in his lap. Useless. Weak. Pathetic. Pathetic. Pathetic. He kept repeating that to himself. Pathetic.

He wanted to get out. Get out of this stupid garden and go back to his trainer. But he couldn’t go back. Not after that failure. Failure. He couldn’t face him anymore. How could he? His trainer wanted to leave him behind here. That’s where all the weak Pokemon went. So he was weak too. Why was he here? Why did he need help?

Why didn’t he need help?

That kept him from totalling this place and escaping to the wild. He probably would’ve preferred it there, living off of the land, chasing after prey, eating bamboo to his heart’s content. But he probably would’ve wallowed in a thicket anyway, eating his feelings until he died.

His stomach growled. He only remembered bits of that dream, and the details grew fuzzier with each passing minute, but he knew he dreamt about food. And lots of it. He even remembered how juicy those burgers were. What was he thinking, starving himself here? He needed to fill that void in his gut, and he couldn’t keep doing that if he just wasted away like that.

Beat settled down a little, his eyes still moistened. He faced Jung at last, who observed from a careful distance, but with a look of concern as he extended his hand. That Hypno stayed silent, however. At least he knew when to shut his trap.

“Doc?” Beat started, rubbing his tears away. “Can you get me something to eat?”


Jung squirmed in his seat as he stared at Amelie, plus a couple of other therapists staffed in the clinic. Since he was the only Pokemon in a room full of humans, he felt like a rusty nail in a plank full of polished screws. Jung could pull through this. These humans were nice enough, and knew Jung well enough to not treat him any differently. Again, he had earned his place here. Still, Jung’s gaze alternated between the other staff members and the box of cronuts in the middle of the room. Whoever thought of fusing a donut and a croissant together needed an award.

This weekly briefing recapped which Pokemon were being treated and what their progress was. Each therapist had their specialisms. Elise was more skilled in giving battle therapy, which helped the more active and aggressive Pokemon work through their natural urges. Roche had more experience in rehabilitating wild Pokemon by analysing their behaviour and trauma, and helped Jung out with Tupelo through the initial stages. While Jung’s dream powers played a part in his therapy, that was only a small part of his responsibilities as a psychologist. He also had to play the mediator between the humans and his Pokemon patients.

The instant Jung got the chance to speak, he raised his hand.

“Yes?” Amelie said.

“Hello, um, regarding Beat’s case, is there still no alternative to hypnosis? Do any drugs, soothing berries, or other remedies safely pacify the Pangoro?”

“Ah, good question, Jung. Unfortunately, we can’t find anything that’s compatible with his body chemistry. Anything we could find, it would have to be above the advised dosage, and we don’t want to risk that here.”

“Not even from the Roserade assistant? She knows aromatherapy and sleep powder.”

“Well, we’ll try, but because of Beat’s body mass, that means she’d have to use up a lot of her energy to soothe him in such a way, which we don’t want to abuse for her sake.”

“Right, I see.” Jung twirled the rusted pendulum from his neck, spinning the hollowed penny around. “Beat expressed his displeasure about being hypnotised, and I think he harbours a grudge against me because of that.” He sighed. “I knew this would happen.”

“Without your quick thinking, Jung, he would’ve done worse than merely resent you.”

“I know, I know.” He knew that in his head, sure. Jung had caught Beat wandering through the garden one night — the Pangoro threatened to punch Jung if he tried to intervene. Once it escalated, Beat got even more violent when the security staff barged in, roaring, snarling and swiping at the air. Still, the thought of knocking out a helpless Pokemon made his blood curdle. “In any case, I will continue to use it, but only when necessary. However, I got some use out of my initial dream interpretation, combined with my analysis of his present state.”

“And?”

“Cognitive behavioral therapy seems like the best course of action, if I can get Beat’s trust. He seems to suffer from a lot of feelings of inadequacy, corroborated by his trainer’s statement, which might have contributed to his depression spiralling further.”

“I had a hunch,” Roche said, tenting his fingers. “He doesn’t show the signs of a typical rowdy Pangoro or a disobedient Pokemon.”

Jung huffed, though he curbed his tongue. Despite his feelings about how Roche viewed Pokemon, at least through the lens of his work, Jung had to stay professional, so he washed his consternation down with a frosted cronut and some coffee.

“I mean, he didn’t wanna fight either,” Elise said, leaning back in her chair. “Well, if not fighting is his problem to begin with, then, y’know, I might as well be fighting fire with fire.”

“In any case, I could benefit from a mix of all your opinions, but time will tell when that will be. For now, I’ll try not to focus on digging up any emotions with dream therapy unless the patient consents to a reading.” He held out his half-eaten cronut. “At least his appetite has increased. That dream possibly reactivated his hunger.”

“Good.” Amelia smiled. “Actually, I do have an idea about how you can bond with him.”


Beat stared at the sky, focusing on the clouds as well as the trees in the garden that occasionally swayed in the breeze. Occasionally, he closed his eyes to see if he could force himself to sleep, but he couldn’t. His body itched for a fight, like a phantom limb, and that drive left him restless. Yet his lack of drive to do anything else made it hard to stand up. His stomach still rumbled after last night. Could he go to that kitchen place on his own? When would the staff come to help? What was his trainer doing? Would he even care after Beat failed so spectacularly?

He stopped to stare at a disfigured Eevee, whose scars laced his body with lines from head to tail. Despite his puny size, his presence in the room was massive. His eyes were pinpricks that bored through Beat.

“Hey, lil fella,” he said, clicking his claws. What would that accomplish? The Eevee continued to stare until a Furfrou popped out of a bush, licking the fox’s back.

“Don’t mind him,” the Furfrou said, “he’s been here for a while.”

“He has, huh…” He didn’t look weak. Why was he here?

“I wouldn’t recommend petting him, he gets territorial.” The Furfrou brushed the twigs and leaves out of her immaculate white coat. “If you want, though, you can pet me.”

Right. At first, Beat didn’t know why he called that Eevee over, but he realised he needed some company. He knew a Flareon in his team. Although he never had the courage to go up and cuddle him, Beat wanted to ask all the time since he looked so soft.

However, that would make him look weak. Why did he need to submit to a Furfrou? What did he need to pet a Pokemon for, especially one much smaller than him?

“I’m fine,” he said. The Furfrou hummed and walked off, the Eevee tailing her. Now Beat was alone again. Alone with his claws that pulled up the grass from the lawn. Alone with his own thoughts. Stupid. Why didn’t he accept her offer? He would’ve felt better. What, and face even more humiliation? Please.

That Hypno appeared as well. Great. Beat stayed seated, though he bared his teeth.

“Whaddya want?” he asked.

“I believe we got off on the wrong paw.” Jung raised a plastic bag. “I’m really sorry about what happened the other night, and I wish never to do that again if I can avoid it.”

Beat closed his maw, though he kept his lip tightened.

“It’s around lunchtime,” Jung continued. “If you’d like, we could talk over a little picnic.”

Ah, he saw what that Hypno had up his sleeves. He tried to bribe him with food so he could get Beat to sniff his butt like a good little Pokemon, then that Hypno would go in for the kill with his pendulum. Well, that wouldn’t work on—

“Wait, is that a beef sandwich?”

Jung pulled out a whole pack of them, perfectly sealed in a plastic cocoon. But that wasn’t all. He brought cake as well, peanut butter flavoured too! Topped with raisins! No, wait, this was a trap! What would Bro say?

Except Bro wasn’t here. But what about all of those years he built up toning his body and training himself for the fights? But one big-little dessert wouldn’t hurt, right?

While he ummed and ahhed over it, Jung pulled up a blanket big enough for the both of them and laid the food out on a plate. He also poured tea from a thermos into a couple of cups, but Beat ignored that as the nutty, succulent notes of the icing hit his nose first. He didn’t know what to focus on first: the sandwiches or the cake.

“Well, feel free to dig in first,” Jung said, sitting down with his own slice of cake. “I’m already covered—”

Beat didn’t wait for that quack to stop talking before he finished his sandwich in one gulp. Then the next one, then the next one. He wanted to savour that sweet, succulent meat, but he couldn’t stop himself. He reached out for the last one, then stopped. No, that would be too greedy. And this was Jung’s treat too.

“Sorry,” Beat said. “You can have the last one.”

“Thanks, Beat, that’s kind of you. Would you like me to slice some of this cake?”

Beat wanted to dunk his whole head in it, but that wouldn’t look dignified or considerate. Wait, why the hell did he care about manners? Still, Beat nodded as it would’ve been easier to eat from smaller slices.

They didn’t talk much, but it was a comfortable kind of silence, one he often shared with his trainer. Beat tried to properly chew his food unlike those sandwiches, as best as he could since he couldn’t properly hold much. When he finished, Beat licked the peanut butter off of his paws. Jung smiled as he washed his portion down with some tea.

“How’d you like that?” Jung asked.

“It was alright, I guess,” Beat said, sucking his coated thumb. “Nothing special.”

“Would you like me to get a different flavour the next time we have a picnic?”

“No, no, that’s fine.” Beat cleared his throat. “Actually, I like this one a lot. Thanks, you know.”

“You’re welcome.”

“But that doesn’t mean we’re friends, doc. Don’t get all chummy with me.”

“Of course not. You’re only my client. While I wish to help you, it doesn’t have to lead to anything beyond that. Perhaps you can tell me more about yourself and how you’re feeling right now.”

“What, and look like a weakling?” Beat grumbled.

“How is expressing your emotions weak?”

“Because in the wild, in the arena, there’s no room for that stuff, y’know. You give your opponent anything and they’ll use it against you.”

“Alright, in the fray, yes, you’re in fight or flight mode. But what about outside the arena when you have time to cool off?”

“I usually just train some more or eat, then sleep. Everything I do is so I can get stronger, for my trainer.”

Jung set the cups aside. “That sounds like a fulfilling routine, then.”

Beat relaxed, letting go of his legs. What was the point of all this small talk crap? Why was his routine outside of battle any of Jung’s business? And yet, Beat played back what Jung said in his mind.

“Whaddya mean by fulfilling?”

“As in, satisfying, something that makes you happy.”

How could Beat be happy when he was so stressed? But it was fine. It should’ve been fine. He should’ve been able to handle it since he was tough.

“Uh, yeah, it does. It’s all I live for.”

“It’s good to have a goal like that. I never really got into training myself, but—”

“What, were you too scared to fight?”

That came out of nowhere. Oh no, Jung was gonna walk away and leave him like everyone else did. But he only smiled.

“No, I wasn’t scared. I can fight if I need to, and unfortunately, as a Hypno, I have to be in a position to defend myself if needed.”

“But you’re not with a trainer.”

“It just isn’t the lifestyle for me. I can see why it gives others meaning, and I’m happy for them, but I find enjoyment more in other things.”

“Well, lucky you.” Beat scoffed. “Must be nice, not feelin’ that pressure to win every moment you wake up.”

His claws shook. Goddamn it, what was wrong with him? He should’ve been proud to be in the ring, to prove himself in front of hundreds of trainers. He truly was. Then why was he acting so weak now? And the tears as well. He backed away and covered his face, turning himself away from Jung’s sight.

“Beat, who’s pressuring you? If your trainer is punishing you because of your results, then you can tell me.”

“Don’t talk about him that way!” Beat dug his claws into the ground and snarled. “Who do you think you are, you quack?!”

Jung stood up. Beat hoped that if he acted scary enough, it would make that Hypno disappear. But he stayed where he was, adjusting his glasses.

“I’m not accusing him of anything.” Jung took a deep breath. “If it’s not your trainer, then who is it?”

“No one, okay!” Beat threw a clump of mud at Jung’s face, which bounced off his snout. “Just get lost!”

That quack still didn’t move. What was he, some kind of robot?

“I’m sorry, Beat. I think I overstepped my bounds there. Perhaps we can talk about this another time, when you feel ready.” His shoulders slumped and he started packing away the blankets with the empty foodstuffs. Except for the cake. Beat was desperate for some, even though he had eaten so much. What a Grumpig — grumpy and a pig. But he couldn’t help himself.

Beat gave in and dove into the box, eating the last half of the peanut-buttery goodness in one fell swoop. He wasn’t even hungry. He was already quite full. But he didn’t care. Eating was the only other thing Beat had to look forward to in his day. Jung didn’t even stop him, not that a puny Hypno would’ve done much.

After Beat decimated all that cake, he expected to feel better. But there was nothing left but an empty, crumb-filled box and a belly full of fattening cream. And that was Jung’s cake, the one he probably bought himself. Or someone else bought it. Beat didn’t deserve it. He didn’t deserve anything.

He didn’t flee this time when the tears came. Beat hated hiding. Always hiding like a fraidy Bunnelby. No, wait, Jung was right. How was expressing his emotions weak when showing them made his claws shake more than going up against a Salamence did? That took some strength.

“Doc, what’s wrong with me?” Beat croaked. “Just tell me. I’m so sick of feeling like this.”

Jung stepped forward. He hesitated at first. Probably afraid of what Beat would do. Then he took another step, within arms reach again, and laid a paw on Beat’s flank.

“You’re dealing with a lot of stress. Stress is normal, and even a helpful response. If you feel like that all of the time, however, you’ll burn out. Have you heard of that before?”

“My trainer…” Beat wiped his eyes. “Pierre, he told me not to push myself too far while I trained, else I’d burn out all my energy.”

“Right. Same here, except it goes on inside you, not in your body.”

“But it’s all in my head. It’s not real.”

“Your mind affects your body, Beat. If you get too stressed, you might get stomach aches, headaches, a lack of energy, no sleep, and lots of other things.” He eyed the messy box. “I’ll admit, whenever I feel really down or stressed about something, I gorge myself on sweets. Especially cake. That’s a physical result of what goes on in my head.”

“But you’re so strong, though.” Beat turned away from Jung. He didn’t feel proud enough to look him in the eye. “You didn’t flinch when I went all aggro on you.”

“Because I know how hard it is for you. And I know you didn’t want to hurt me, not deep down. Knowing when to hold back takes strength. So you’re not weak, and I’m not weak either, because we all have these emotions that claw at us from the inside.”

“My trainer doesn’t.” Beat sighed. “Pierre can block some of my strongest punches. He always knows what to do. He always smiles it off. I bet I’m just dead weight to him.”

Jung sat cross-legged before Beat and gripped his paws.

“Pierre calls me a lot to see how you’re doing.” Jung hummed. “He misses you. He misses how much you enjoy sharing those peanut butter cups with him. He misses your enthusiasm whenever you get to fight. And he told me that he hadn’t been sleeping lately because of this situation.”

“Really?” Beat cocked his head. “Did he ask you to put him to sleep?”

“Oh heavens no.” Jung chuckled. “What I mean is, he adores you, Beat. If you were dead weight to him, he wouldn’t think this much about you.”

Beat couldn’t grasp that. If he wasn’t doing something, if Beat didn’t dedicate every waking moment to his trainer’s success, then what was he? Who was he? There’s no way Beat would’ve gotten away with that while Bro was around.

“Point is, feeling negative isn’t a weakness. It’s a part of who we are. If you’ve been raised to think otherwise, then we’ll have to help you to think of it in another way, like another battle tactic. And just like training, it will take hard work.”

“How can you help, though?” Beat’s claws extended, threatening to puncture Jung’s hands. With enough self-control, Beat softened his grip. “What the heck can you even do to fix me?”

“That would imply you’re broken.” Jung frowned. “You’re not, Beat. Nobody here needs to be mended. So I’m not here to fix you, I’m here to listen to you. And until we have a more extensive chat together, I won’t be able to give much advice on my end. I want to know how you’re feeling from day to day, about stuff in your past, stuff you’re going through right now.”

“And all we need to do is just, er, talk?”

“Yes, whenever you feel up to it. Don’t feel as if you have to let it out all at once, though.”

Beat thought of what to say next. He had never talked to another Pokemon this way before. Not even his own teammates, who he stayed away from anyway. Every other Pokemon he met was an opponent for him to conquer. Not Jung.

“Actually, doc,” Beat started, “can I talk to you for a bit longer?”

“Yes, of course. What would you like to tell me?”

Where would Beat start? All this pressure made him feel like his chest would explode. He loved battling, lived for it, but before his biggest failure, every time he stepped into the ring felt like life or death. He trained for so long so he could bury those feelings, pretend they didn’t affect him, because his trainer depended on him. They all did. But if Pierre was okay with him losing, then what was the point of all this stress?

“I feel lost and alone and scared, and I don’t know why. That’s where I want to start.”
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2. Part 2


    
    Homework was dumb. Why did Jung even call it homework if Beat didn’t do it at home? This wasn’t a house, and he’d hate to live here with all of these Pokemon. If only he was ready to return to Pierre. But Beat knew that if he got better, then he would go back, and if homework helped, then he would do as much of it as it took.

All he had to do for now was fill out a diary with drawings. Apparently, humans were usually asked to write in an exercise book for some cog behaviour crap. Since Beat couldn’t read or write, he had to draw whatever came to mind, and different coloured pages had different themes. The first theme was red for all of his worries. Jung asked him to think about different types of worries, including the way he acted when stressed, what bad thoughts went through his head, and how he felt on the outside when this affected him.

Beat sat down with a black crayon and stared at the blank page. This was silly. He was wasting time. Beat should’ve been out there battling or making himself useful, not waving his paw around a piece of paper.

‘Stop sitting on your butt all day,’ Bro said in his mind, ‘you’re a born fighter, so act like it.’

That was an example of a bad thought that went through his head. Whenever Beat sat down doing nothing, Bro’s words came back to him. Whenever he wasn’t battling for Pierre, he felt at sea, like he wasn’t doing enough while he was out of the fray. But Jung mentioned a Komala that did nothing but sleep all day, and they needed that downtime to keep their strength up. Wasn’t it okay for Beat to feel like this as well?

The first thing Beat drew was a scene of Bro standing tall and bossing him around while a frowning younger Beat lifted a tree ten times his size.

Huh, this was actually kind of fun. Beat turned the next page and drew, then the next one, then the next one. One drawing featured Beat roaring like a mighty Ursaring with the mouth of a Loudred, since he often yelled or lashed out when upset. Another featured Beat clutching his stomach, since his tummy sometimes twisted whenever he thought too hard about his battle performance. Now he knew why Bro said he had such a weak stomach.

Some of what Jung said went over Beat’s head, sure. Wrapping his head around his own head still took some getting used to. But for the first time in a while, Beat forgot about his present and past worries as he got lost in the book.

Most of his days spent in the clinic were slow, spent either lazing in the garden and the recreational room, or eating there or both. Sometimes he talked to Lotte or some of the other patients, but he was still alone with his own thoughts. As he scribbled, though, the clock ticked forward, and it halted the turning gears in his mind even as he recalled his memories on the page.

Beat came to Jung’s next session fully prepared. Sort of. Before Jung arrived, Beat took a peek at his drawings, only to find unrecognisable messes that didn’t even pass as scribbles. Granted, using crayons and charcoal with his big paws was a feat in itself, but he thought it looked much better than it actually did while he had fun drawing.

“Ah, hello,” Jung said, entering the garden. Beat snapped the sketch pad shut.

“H-hey, knock first!” Even though the garden lacked a door.

“Are you alright?”

“Yeah, fine, none of your business, you quack!”

Beat considered lobbing the book into the bushes when Jung looked down.

“Is that your homework?”

“No, I’m not a dweeb! Does it look like I care about doin’ your stupid dirty work?”

Jung tented his paws. “Well, if I was a mind reader, I’d say you do care.”

“You Hypno probably are mind readers anyway,” Beat grumbled.

“I’m not, but I’ve seen you drawing in there as well.”

“Oh.”

Was it too late to eat the paper? How did it taste anyway? Nah, probably not very good. He didn’t want to think about how he’d eject it out once it went in.

“Sorry,” Beat said, clutching the book. “Everything in this book just sucks, that’s all.”

“Well, I’ll be the judge of that.” Jung sat down beside Beat. “And the point of this exercise isn’t to come up with a masterpiece, it’s only here for you to express yourself and what you’re going through.”

“I know.” Beat sighed. Right, time to tear the scab off. He gave the book to Jung, who turned to the first page. Beat grimaced as soon as he saw those childish scribbles again. Jung probably thought it sucked and would laugh at it.

“Is that you as a Pancham?” he asked.

Beat blinked. “How’d you figure that out?”

“The likeness is there. You know, the leaf and those little round ears. And that’s Bro to the right?”

“Yeah. Bossing me around as always.”

“And was it fun to draw out this memory, or at least cathartic?”

“What’s that mean?”

“It’s an abstract concept, but it means a strong release of emotions, like feeling relieved after winning a difficult battle.”

“Oh, then I guess it was, yeah. And kind of fun to draw as well.”

“Well then, that’s all that matters.” Jung flicked to the next page and smiled. “The key is to find the fun in whatever you do, whether that’s drawing or fighting. You aren’t always going to be in fight or flight mode, so why not make the most of your time doing what you like?”

“That’s what I thought battling was, what I liked. And I wanna like it again.”

“You will, Beat.” Jung focused on the next few drawings, all unpleasant memories from his past. Looking at them gave Beat a record of his life, all the way up until leaving Pierre. “And when you look back at these drawings, how do you feel?”

As Jung leafed through the pages, Beat tried his best to parse his emotions. “Nervous. Angry. Afraid. Lonely. Tired.”

Jung stopped at one page in particular, of a Pancham looking up at a flexing Pangoro. Beat liked drawing that since muscles were kinda satisfying to put down even if it didn’t look exactly how he envisioned it. His only reference was of a beefy Machoke he remembered admiring once.

Jung chuckled. That damn Hypno.

“You’re laughing at my work,” Beat grumbled.

“No, no, I’m not laughing at your drawing, I’m laughing with it.” He covered his mouth. “I just think you have a good way of conveying humour in your artwork, like the one where you lifted the tree.”

“That wasn’t meant to be funny.”

“Oh. I apologise. Anyway, is that you looking up to Bro?”

“Yeah.” Beat brought his paws together. “I always thought he was strong and cool and stuff. I wanted to be like him. I wanted to make him proud with all my battles.” He sighed. “And now I realise how badly he treated me. I feel like such an idiot.”

“You’re not, Beat.” Jung gazed at him. “If you depend on any sort of role model, then you’re going to see them through rose tinted glasses, and they might even take advantage of that. You were an impressionable Pancham as well, and Pancham have adapted to imitate their elders as a method of survival.”

“You make me sound like I belong in some kinda zoo.”

“Ah, I apologise for that as well.”

“Never mind. Anyway, each time I fight, all I can see is him drilling me.” Beat traced a claw over Bro, poking the crayon drawing of his face until it tore the paper. “I can’t get him out of my head.”

“Well, that’s what the next part of the exercise is for.” Jung turned to an orange page. “In this section, think about what you might do to change those thoughts. Let’s take this memory for example, where you put Bro on such a pedestal.”

“And?”

“When you fight, it’s because you’re living under the shadow of his expectations, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright, so right before you’re about to battle, for any reason, ask yourself ‘what’s the worst thing that can happen?’”

“Pfft,” Beat snorted. “What a dumb question. I’d embarrass myself in front of the whole crowd, Pierre would be mad at me and leave me behind, I’d be in the wild again, I’d either lose against a bigger Pokemon or get poisoned and die and turn into a ghost and scare people forever and ever until some other loser picks me up and—”

His stomach churned. Goddamn it, not now. And all that talking made him breathless. Or was he freaking out again? Why did that quack make him think about that? He wanted to run. He—

“Beat, Beat, stay with me here.” Jung stood up, holding his arms out. “You’re not in the wild. You’re here, in a place where you can relax. What can you see?”

“What does that have to do with anything, you quack?!”

“Just tell me. What do you see in front of you? Focus on that first.”

He hated his stomach, his body, his brain. Everything about it was stupid. He wanted to get out of here. But Jung stayed by his side. He had to answer his question, at least so he could shut up.

“I see you. The grass. The trees. The building. Okay, you happy now?”

“Never mind that, how are you feeling?”

Beat would’ve said he felt terrible, but he didn’t. He wasn’t thinking about that other stuff as much, even though his tummy still bubbled and his claws shook.

“Still not good, but less bad.”

“Alright, now focus on me.” Jung lowered his hand. “Now, breathe in.”

Jung breathed, his chest rising along with his motioning hand. This time, Beat did as he was told and sucked in some air.

“Hold it for a bit.” Jung held out his hand. Beat kept it in. He grunted as if the breath tried to escape.

“Then let go.” As Jung exhaled, Beat did too. His body felt funny. The air felt less stuffy. His heart slowed a bit. “Good, now repeat after me a few times.”

Beat did. With each breath he took and released, his body relaxed until Beat sat on the floor again. He was still here. He was safe in the garden. Bro couldn’t touch him here. He looked to Jung. His necklace swayed with the light breeze.

“You didn’t do your thing on me again, did you?” Beat prepared to throw another clump of mud.

“No, absolutely not.” Jung clutched his pendulum. “What you just did was a grounding exercise, usually practised by humans who have no powers at all. It’s meant to remind you of what’s happening in the present. You focus on what’s going on around you, then you become mindful of your own breathing. This is meant to stop you from getting caught in a loop with your thoughts.”

“Huh.” Beat felt a lot better. He didn’t even remember why he felt so scared in the first place. His mind truly was his worst enemy. “What were we doing earlier?”

“I asked you the worst thing that could happen if you lose a battle.” Jung sat down. “Now, let’s think about this in another way. You said that Pierre would leave you behind if you lost. When you lost against that Obstagoon, though, how did he react?”

Beat blinked. It felt so long ago that he didn’t remember why he got so mad at first, but it came back to him.

“He told me that it was a tough battle and that I tried my best.” He looked at his claws. “I didn’t believe him. And he also got me a PB&J sandwich though I didn’t want it.” Beat pawed his face. “Idiot, idiot, idiot.”

“No, you’re not, Beat. You were still thinking in terms of survival. That’s understandable. But Pierre didn’t leave you behind. He supported you when Bro probably wouldn’t have.”

“But I lost in front of all those people. Everyone watches you fail when you’re in a big arena like that. They record stuff as well from what I heard. And now they see how much of a loser I am.”

“Tons of Pokemon lose battles every day in the league. There’s always a victor on one side, that’s how a competition works. But they know that it’s not a reflection on your own abilities, necessarily, and as Pierre said, you tried your best. Sometimes, you can do your best and still be outmatched because of lots of different factors. Does that make sense?”

Bro’s voice echoed in his head. ‘If you lose in a real wild battle, that’s it. You’re dead meat.’ He said it while he patted Beat on the back, like he was all buddy buddy with him. But Bro wasn’t a friend at all. What friend would make him feel so worthless?

“Yeah, it does, doc.”

Beat picked the book back up, staring at the blank page. Then he snatched Jung’s pen and furiously scribbled in the sketchbook. He drew the worst thing that could happen: that he’d have to train more and improve for the next fight. But he also drew his teammates and his trainer smiling in the background, staying by his side.


Jung wasn’t a battler by any means. He was a writer, not a fighter. Fortunately, Jung wouldn’t be fighting against Beat today since Elise took the reins and had her own Pokemon to spar with. Elise’s Pokemon had lives of their own, and therefore took time before the session could start. Although Jung was out of his element analysing a live fight, he would do his best to include it in his ongoing research.

All three of them waited in the garden while Elise’s Pokemon arrived. Elise passed the time by doing stretches and occasionally stopped to observe Beat. Beat, in turn, petted Lotte, running his paws through her coat.

Jung sat within arm’s reach and smiled as he scribbled in his notepad. Beat made so much progress in these past two weeks. Hopefully, this fight would give him the ego boost needed to pull Beat out of his funk, given his healthier attitude on life.

Even though he was meant to be an impartial observer, Jung couldn’t resist getting in on that Furfrou action, and sat closer to pet Lotte.

“How are you so well groomed?” Beat asked.

“That’s a secret,” Lotte said with a wink.

“Aw. My trainer uses this shampoo stuff that smells like lemons. Whenever he coats me in it, I hafta be careful not to bite myself, I smell so delicious.”

Both Jung and Lotte chuckled.

“I wonder if there’s a shampoo that smells like cake,” Jung said.

“Oh yeah, do you get your hair cut or groomed, doc?” Beat laid a paw on his shoulder. “You look more like a human though you’re still covered with fur, so I guess someone grooms you.”

Jung’s face felt hot. It was embarrassing to talk about his care routine, and he didn’t know whether it was more humiliating for him or the groomer to have his fur trimmed alongside Eevee and Litleo. He might as well have said he ate from a dog bowl.

Elise’s Gallade, George, popped up, saving Jung by the bell. He came in with wooden sheaths attached to the sword-like protrusions on his elbows.

“Hey!” George said as he waved. “Long time no see, June!”

Jung snorted as he stood up. “How many times have I told you that it’s Jung?”

“Enough times for me to keep calling you June on purpose.”

“Fair enough.” Jung shoved his hands in his coat’s pockets. “How is your dojo doing?”

“Alright, yeah, busy as ever. Never too busy for me not to come in today, though.” George went away to hi-five Elise. “This Beat?”

“Uh huh,” she said. They congregated in the corner of the garden behind a bush and talked, which Jung couldn’t make out. Eventually, they reappeared. “Jung? Is he ready yet?”

Jung patted Beat’s back. “How do you feel about fighting right now?”

The Pangoro released Lotte and stood up. “Good right now. I’ll let you know if it’s too much.”

“Alright, I’ll be watching. And remember what I told you.” Jung stayed where he was with his notepad at the ready. George turned to Beat and extended his leafy arm, but Beat didn’t return the shake and stiffly moved into a battle stance, stomping his paws into the grass. Lotte bowed and left the garden, possibly attending to other inpatients that needed their daily dose of serotonin.

“Start?” George asked Elise. Once she nodded, George entered a stance of his own, arms raised like a shield. It looked natural and relaxed, fitting his personality. Beat’s stance seemed more rehearsed in comparison.

Both of them waited for each other to make the first move. Beat stood still as stone. George tapped his foot on the ground, occasionally switching arms. They were at an impasse before the battle even started.

“Beat,” Jung called, “are you okay?”

He didn’t respond. George dropped his arms, exiting his battle stance, and opened his mouth as if to talk.

Beat swung his fist at George’s face. The Gallade stepped back in time to avoid the punch, then countered by hitting Beat’s flank with his wooden attachments. This didn’t stop Beat from diving into the fray again, swiping at George with his claws.

Jung took notes. Beat just took advantage of George’s moment of hesitation. He wasn’t kidding when he said there was no room for weakness in the ring.

The battle went back and forth for a while. Beat swung, swiped and body slammed George, but George dodged most of his attack with grace, moving across the garden like a ballet dancer. This only seemed to encourage Beat’s aggression as he roared and shouted more with each of his subsequent attacks. At this rate, Jung expected Beat to tire himself out before he planted another hit on George.

To Jung’s surprise, Beat got on all fours and swiped at George’s legs instead. Of course, Beat must’ve sensed that George only guarded his torso, exposing his lower half. This successfully knocked George to the ground.

Beat wasted no time. He punched George while he was down, swinging at his face and his chest. George tried to shield himself with his wooden sheaths, which provided some resistance against Beat’s fists. He couldn’t hold the Pangoro back for much longer, however, as the wood splintered through Beat’s sheer force.

Well, Beat certainly got his groove back. From what Jung saw of George’s sessions with Elise and his occupation, he was born to fight, and yet Beat gave him trouble here. Elise only looked on as if the fight was a televised match, and to her, it probably was as mundane as that.

The punches abruptly stopped. An invisible force suspended Beat’s fists. Probably George’s psychic capabilities. Although it only gave George a one-second window, that was all he needed to turn the tides. He struck Beat’s paws with his extensions. Beat backed away, but not swiftly enough to re-enter his stance before George put him on the defensive again. Although Beat’s fists countered George’s swipes, his breathing grew heavier with each strike.

Jung sat up and waited with bated breath. Whether Beat won or lost was irrelevant: all that mattered was how he responded to it.

Beat’s shoulders slumped. He panted like a Growlithe. That gave George room to deal the finishing blow, shoving the tip of his extension into Beat’s belly. He doubled over in pain, falling to his knees.

George took a few paces back and bowed.

“You gave me quite the workout, there.” He grinned. “That was a good match. Are you still up for one more?”

Beat went silent. Everyone else did too. This silence lasted for a moment in the garden, enough time for one of the other inpatients to duck into the garden and walk out again. Jung laid the notepad on the grass and went to his knees, about to check on Beat. George beat him to it as he extended his hand to the Pangoro.

“Hey, you alright?”

“Shut up.”

Jung pawed at his face. George narrowed his eyes.

“Excuse me?”

Beat spat on the grass. “Don’t act all nice, I know what you’re thinking, I know I’m a loser. Just say it.”

“Um, I don’t, actually. You’re better than some of my prized students.”

“I don’t believe you.” Beat tried to stand back up, only to falter. “Those wooden things are still on your arms.”

“And?”

“You’re doing that because I’m too weak, you’re just putting on kiddy gloves for me.”

George scoffed. “I put them on for everyone I fight, not just you. It’s not worth killing someone over a match, league or otherwise.”

“Just take them off.”

George looked at his elbows, knocking the sheaths together like clackers. “You have no idea what you’re asking for, panda guy. Do you think I wear these for fun? Imagine living knowing that any second, you could stab someone because you accidentally bumped into them in the street. I’m sorry you’re offended, but this isn’t a game to me.”

Jung stood at last. He expected this to happen, somewhat. It was common for some patients to regress during therapy since what worked in theory didn’t necessarily work in practise.

“Beat.” Jung put on his calm, yet authoritative voice. “Step back and take a few deep breaths.”

“Are you tellin’ me to calm down?” Beat stomped over, glaring down at Jung. “What, so you think I’m crazy? Like all the other wackos in this loony bin?”

Jung chose not to reply. Beat probably needed to let it all out, and questioning him would’ve been pointless in his state. After a moment of silence, Beat eventually took his advice and sucked in a few deep breaths. However, his angered expression didn’t change.

“I’m goin’ back to the rec room.”

He stomped back into the clinic, leaving Jung, Elise and George on their own. All of them looked at each other, taken aback, particularly Elise since she was the only human in the bunch.

“Jung,” she said, scratching her head, “can you fill me on what happened?”

Jung sighed and adjusted his glasses. “Beat didn’t take the defeat well.”

“Sore loser,” George mumbled, which earned a glare from Elise and Jung. “Sorry Elise, sorry Jung. I know there’s more to it than that. But wow, what a reaction.” He took his sheaths off and brandished his swords as if he was about to dice a massive onion.

“What I mean to say is that Beat may not have taken my lesson to heart.” Jung joined the two. “He still seems to have a heightened fear of failure and he takes that out on himself. Of course, I’ll share my notes with you when I finish the next report.”

“Yeah, thanks. I can’t say I have much input right now, I just wanted to be here to see it unfold myself, or step in if things got too hairy.”

“Of course, but I still appreciate you being here.”

“Thanks.” Elise glanced at George, then back to Jung. “If you want my two cents, I’d say he also wanted to release a lot of pent up aggression. If you saw his face right before he fought, it looked like he wanted to murder someone. What did he ask you, George?”

“Take my sheaths off.”

“Because Beat didn’t want to feel like he was being patronised.”

“Given what you told me, that checks out. My other theory is that he saw something in George that really set him off. It had nothing to do with him personally. And from what you told me, that Bro guy’s still on his mind a lot. So I think it’s more to do with him.”

“Huh.” Jung cupped his chin. “I think I know what you mean there.”

“Cool, I’m glad I could be of some help.” Elise picked up George’s sheaths. “I’ll see you at the dojo later, okay? Or we could go for a walk if you’re not too busy.”

“Sounds good.”

Elise escorted George out of the garden, leaving Jung on his own. He needed to get back and attend to the other patients, but he also needed some peace and quiet for now. Even as a spectator, battles always made his fur stand on end.

Objectively, Jung knew this was a part of the healing process. Sometimes, it was necessary for patients to step back and make mistakes so they could learn from them. Did that mean Jung didn’t feel a tiny stab in his heart? Absolutely not. He sighed and headed for the break room. Hopefully, the catering staff delivered more of those cronuts.

  



3. Part 3


    
    The ring was empty. Beat called out to a silent audience. His claws tried to find purchase in the ring’s rubber floor, but failed. And so, he fell. The floor consumed him, wrapping around him like jelly. Mmm, jelly. He would’ve killed for some strawberry jelly. He liked the pots Pierre got from the store. The jelly turned redder and redder, and less viscous. It tastes like metal. Beat tried to breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

Beat woke up. Then stayed awake without moving.

Pathetic. Weak. Whiny.

Beat lost again. Loser. Bro would’ve been so ashamed. He wanted to disappear. He didn’t want to sleep or go in a Pokeball or anything like that, he just wanted to poof into a ball of smoke like a Gastly.

Why did anyone in this clinic help him, anyway? He was just a waste of space. To think things were getting better. That Hypno was still a freaking quack. And that Gallade as well, the nerve.

Beat didn’t get back to sleep at night. He didn’t sleep during the day either, despite feeling tired. Jung came in again at some point.

“Hello,” Jung said, though Beat didn’t turn around to face him. “You haven’t moved much since yesterday. Are you alright?”

Beat didn’t feel like talking.

“We could have another picnic today, if you’d like.”

“No.” Beat sighed. “Leave me alone, please.”

“Alright, just let me know if you need anything.”

He left Beat to his own devices. Other Pokemon drifted in and out of the room during the day. Some paid no attention to him, others waved to him, though Beat didn’t wave back, and some tried to talk, but he wouldn’t respond. Eventually, they ignored him and went about their own day.

Someone else, probably a staff member, left him food throughout the day too. Beat didn’t always eat, even though his mouth drooled. Even the offers of peanut butter or bamboo didn’t change his mind.

Beat had another nightmare. His stomach left his body and he tried to run after it, but he tripped on his own feet and his face flattened on the ground. Then all the Pancham laughed and pointed paws, telling him he had a stupid face.

The next few days dragged on like rusty clockwork. Sometimes, Beat ate, sometimes he didn’t. That sketchbook went untouched, probably gathering dust. He thought about that Gallade battle again, replaying the fight in his mind, and reflected on the loss. Not just losing the battle, but losing his face by lashing out, like he always did. And just like that quack said, the worst thing that happened wasn’t so bad after all.

That Hypno and Furfrou occasionally checked in on him, but he waved them away. They were paid to check up on him. That’s the only reason why they helped him. Who would want to help him after that embarrassment earlier? Especially Jung? Beat snapped at the only other Pokemon who tried to understand him. None of it was real, though. He only pretended to care.

Maybe if Bro got paid to pretend, then he would’ve been a lot nicer to Beat.

Bro this, Bro that. Beat saw him more often now. He hated it. Hated him. Detested him. Loathed him. If Beat went back to that thicket, he would’ve rearranged Bro’s face. Or eaten his arms and legs so the Pancham had to take care of him for the rest of his life. Whenever he went into battle, he saw Bro’s face in the opponent’s. It made it so easy to fight, to channel his anger into his body. It carried him through the whole league.

He saw a bit of Bro in George as well.

Beat wanted to tear this building down. Especially the garden. He wanted to pound those trees into dust and leave it in tatters. No, Beat, breathe, just breathe. Jung taught him that. That pain still ate him up from the inside, but he needed another outlet that wasn’t destroying everything he touched.

Beat sat up for the first time in hours and furiously scribbled in the sketchbook. He did it in the last red page, knowing right away what he wanted to draw. The end result was a crude sketch with jagged, angular lines, featuring a Pancham stabbing a Pangoro with a knife, like the one Jung used to cut up that cake.

Oh god. Beat thought he was a loony before, but now he was a psycho. Like in those films Pierre sometimes watched. Yet, like that quack suggested, it felt good to draw it. It wasn’t the first time he thought that either, it sat in the back of his mind for ages, just with different variations, like dicing Bro to ribbons with his claws or poisoning him with a Zubat bite or hiding a spike in one of his bamboo shoots.

After Beat finished the drawing, he laid on the floor, once again alone with his thoughts. Day turned to night. Beat’s stomach grumbled, but he didn’t care. His throat was dry, but he didn’t care. What made him care was when that Furfrou Lotte padded into the garden. Her coat was unkempt and stringy.

“What?” Beat asked. It was his first word in days.

“I just thought I’d check up on you again.” She blew at one of the white bangs that obscured her eyes. “I’ll stay out of your fur if you still need some space.”

“Yeah, get lost.”

Lotte hummed and turned around to face the hallway’s dim light. She was about to disappear. About to leave him. Beat didn’t want to be alone. Not again.

“Wait,” Beat called. Lotte turned back and cocked her head. “Lemme ask you something.”

“Okay, go on.”

Beat tried to find the right words for this. Dammit, he wasn’t good at telling people what went through his head.

“Why are you here? Surely, you don’t wanna spend your life babysitting a bunch of messed up Pokemon like me. I bet they pay you, that’s why.”

She lowered her eyes, pawing at her stray strands. “I don’t get paid, I have no use for money.”

“You don’t?”

“I’m a Pokemon. Jung gets his share, but Jung is more human than Hypno in my opinion. I’m just an old dog who’s seen her share of struggling Pokemon in her lifetime. I don’t have long left, so while I’m here, I want to help others feel safe and loved like my trainer made me feel.”

Beat shifted slightly. “Well, I don’t deserve it.”

“Beat,” she crooned, “why would I come to you if you don’t feel like you’re worth it?”

“Because I…” He was about to say it was because Lotte got paid, but that was silly. Beat had no way to argue with her. Finally, he curled up in a ball, cradling his paws. “I don’t get it. I mooch off of everyone’s food here. I make Jung miserable because I’m always miserable. Back in the wild, I wouldn’t have gotten handouts like this.”

“We’re not in the wild.” Lotte sauntered over to him and nudged his side with her muzzle. “You don’t have to worry about that here. You’re in a place where Pokemon give you the care you never got.”

“But Bro did care about me!” Beat didn’t care it was nighttime, he stood up anyway and stomped around the field, pacing back and forth. “I know he did, he spent all that time on me, so why did he treat me like a steaming heap of droppings in a Bunnelby hole?”

“It’s not my place to say.” Lotte sat on her hindquarters, tail slowly swishing. “But from what I know, he probably did love you, he just didn’t know how to show it in the right way.”

“I know. And that’s why I don’t trust this place.” He was too tired. So tired. Beat crumpled like sheets of scrapped drawings and collapsed on the cool grass. “What if you turn around and suddenly hate me? Or kick me out? Taking me in and saying you’ll love me, then turning on me, that’s just cruel.”

“From what Jung told me, what Bro did was cruel.” Lotte’s ears drooped. “But he isn’t here to bug you anymore. You’re here. You have a trainer that loves you.” She smiled. “And you can be a sweet fella when you sit down to give me headpats.”

He stared at his claws. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. You’re gentle, you’ve told me what’s on your mind before, you’ve flattered me about my fur, you ask me how I’m doing and all that. So trust me, I know you have a big heart. And a big heart needs a lot of love to last.”

Huh. Beat never thought of it like that. Bro always made him feel worthless. It felt ridiculous, wanting his approval, his love. But that was everything any Pokemon, no, person should’ve had.

Beat’s vision grew misty. He scrunched his eyes, which felt wet. One wipe and it was all gone. No, more came out. Dammit, he became such a crybaby ever since he entered the clinic. It wasn’t the first time, or the second time, or the third time Beat made himself look like such a fool. But it felt good, like drawing his memories or talking to Jung.

When Lotte approached him, he pulled her closer, wrapping his big, ursine arms around that strawberry-scented Furfrou.


Jung popped into the garden again, expecting Beat to remain sedentary. Sometimes, patients took a long time to come around, and sometimes, they simply didn’t want help. He had to accept that. This time, Beat sat up, occupied with his sketchbook.

“Oh, morning, Beat.” Jung waved.

“Hi, doc.” Beat rubbed his wax-covered paws. “Sorry about what happened the other day.”

“It’s alright.”

Jung sat down beside him and peeked at the sketchbook. It was on a green page, signifying goals for the future. This drawing showed a Pancham walking away from a Pangoro.

“What does this drawing represent?”

“It means I wanna move on from Bro, duh.” He sighed. “I did some thinking, and I realised why I fight. It’s all because of Bro. Not just because I wanted him to be proud of me, but also because I really, truly, hate him.” Beat dug his claws into his palms. “Every time I battle, I imagine battling Bro. I think that’s why I got so mad at that Gallade guy.”

“I considered that a possibility, yes, but I’m glad that you also figured that out on your own. So what do you think we should do to move on from Bro?”

Beat flicked through the book and stared at a blank green page. This colour represented future dreams.

“I dunno.” Beat blinked. “Bro’s been with me for so long, I dunno how I can forget what he did.”

“You won’t be able to forget, but that doesn’t mean you have to forgive him.”

“I know. But if I can’t even look my opponent in the eye without seeing him again, then I dunno how I can keep battling either.”

“That’s something you might have to learn as you go along.”

Jung outstretched his hand, gesturing to Beat to lend him the sketchbook. Once he relented, Jung flicked back to the red pages, stopping on a new drawing of a Pancham stabbing a Pangoro.

“Uh, ignore that, doc, I’m not some murderer, I swear.”

“No, no, it’s okay to be angry, or even have these thoughts sometimes. They’re fantasies. They allow you to express your emotions without letting them become you. That’s what you have to do, Beat.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re allowed to feel disappointed when you lose, or sad or lonely sometimes. That doesn’t make you weak. I don’t have the best advice for how to avoid those negative emotions.”

“That’s kind of your job.”

Jung chuckled. “I know, I know. What I mean is, even as a doctor, I can’t help but be angry or sad sometimes.” He didn’t want to mention how it was mostly down to him being a Hypno. This was about Beat, not Jung. “So what I do is that I try to accept them at that moment, then I give myself time for self care. I had to do that recently.”

“Like the cake thing?”

“Perhaps a bit healthier than gorging myself, like going for a walk or talking to friends.” What little friends Jung had anyway. “Or imagining myself in a better place.” Like planning vacations to Alola he would never go to. “And thinking of all the people that currently support you.”

“Like Pierre. And you, and Lotte.”

Jung smiled, rubbing Beat’s back. “And when you eventually feel ready to go back to Pierre, you’ll still be able to contact me. You know, if things get worse or you just need a pep talk.”

Beat hugged Jung. They had never been this close before, as doctor and patient. It would’ve been lying for Jung to say he didn’t like this attention. But he was also glad that Beat opened up more. Jung returned the hug, somewhat clumsily since he had to wrap himself around Beat’s big bear body, but they eventually got there.

It occurred to Jung that they hadn’t had a single dream reading session. It wasn’t always necessary, and in a way, Jung was glad to not use his capabilities as a crutch. However, his powers were ultimately a tool to use like a computer or a clipboard. That gave him an idea.

“Beat?” Jung asked. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure, go ahead.” Beat released Jung.

“I don’t want to ask you to do anything you wouldn’t want to do. And I still apologise that I read your dreams when you were in such a vulnerable state.”

“It’s nothing, doc, you only did what felt right.”

“Right.” Jung clutched his pendulum. “But have you ever heard of lucid dreaming?”

Beat cocked his head.

“It’s when you’re aware that you’re dreaming. So you can control certain parts of what appear there. I’m just thinking, if you want to meet Bro again, or even fight him in order to move on, do you want to try it?”

“Yeah.”

“Really?” Jung hummed. “Just like that?”

“Well, yeah, I trust you, doc. We’ve known each other for, I dunno how long. I’m not good at telling time.”

“Nearly three weeks.”

“Wow.” Beat stared at his feet. “Pierre must be worried sick about me.”

“Well, I’ve given him regular updates about your situation. He’s glad you seem to be doing better.”

“And if I give Bro that knuckle sandwich I’ve been cooking up all these years, I’ll feel even betterer.”

“Alright.” Jung undid his necklace, concealing it in his paw. “I must warn you, in order to open you up for a lucid dream, you either need to go to sleep or I’ll have to hypnotise you into it. I’d much prefer doing the first option.”

Beat forced a yawn, only for it to come out as an ‘eh’. “Well, I don’t feel sleepy yet. I don’t mind you doing your thing.”

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“Oh come on, doc, don’t tease me.”

“I’m not.”

Beat grinned and laid flat on his back, stretching his arms out as if making a mud angel. “Just do it already, long nose guy. Zap me or do whatever you psychics do.”

“It doesn’t work like that!” Jung tried to come across as serious, though his laughter betrayed that. Right, time to get down to business. He knelt down to Beat and held out his pendulum. “In order for this to work, I need you to participate as well.”

“Alright, alright, whaddya want me to do?”

“I just need you to take a few deep breaths and focus on the pendulum as it sways. This works best if you’re already relaxed.”

“Got it.”

The garden was completely still. The Pokemon and the other staff probably would’ve popped into the middle of their session, but that wasn’t a huge worry. The distant calls of bird Pokemon, the swaying trees and the chittering wind chimes provided the perfect environment to doze off in. It was spring as well, a bit cool, but warm enough with the sun bathing them in its rays that it was comfy.

“Ready, Beat?”

Beat inhaled and exhaled as asked, his big chest rising and falling.

“Ready.”


The stale air stank of sweat, spilt soda pop, nacho cheese and ale. Flashing lights bombarded him. The audience cheered and roared in equal measure. His claws dug into the padded floor of the ring. His trainer chanted his name from behind. The ring was Beat’s home away from home, his proving ground, his perfect square, where he had everything he needed.

The spotlight shone on the other side of the stadium, where the opponent entered. An Obstagoon levitated above the ring, holding a microphone with a never-ending wire.

“And in this corner, weighing a hundred tonnes, you have The Undefeated Champion! The Shadow! The Destroyer of Worlds! The Punisher! The Wanton Flexer of Muscles! The Goddamn Bastard That Ruined Beat’s Life! The Devourer of Bamboo! Let’s give it up for Broooooooooooooooo!”

Bro appeared holding a bamboo shoot. As soon as the audience cheered, he dropped it to flex his muscles wantonly. Then he did both at the same time, flexing while holding a shoot the size of a tree. He took a big bite out of the stalk, crunching and munching, making sounds like claws on a blackboard.

The Obstagoon glanced at Beat and coughed into the microphone.

“Oh, and Beat, I guess.”

The audience booed, throwing tomatoes at him. He took it in his stride. All he needed to focus on was Bro, who cannonballed into the pool-like ring. Oh yeah, it turned into water for whatever reason. And they both walked on it. Beat tested this out by stomping in the square puddle, which sent waves rippling over the surface.

Right, that Hypno fella sent him here. This was a dream.

Beat looked down at the water. What if it wobbled like jelly instead? And hey presto, the water turned thick and red. Not blood red, cherry pop red. His feet slapped against the gelatin, making the whole arena wobble. Bro tried to stabilise himself, only to fall flat on his ass.

The audience laughed. Now Bro was the tomato recipient. He shielded himself.

“T-t-t-t-that’s not fair!” Bro wailed. “I want mama!”

Bro grew smaller and smaller until he turned into a Pancham again. He turned his back and continued sobbing, forming puddles on the gummy ring.

Beat didn’t want to beat up a helpless Pancham, even in his dreams. He tried to evolve Bro back into a Pangoro, but he lost control. Oh no. And he moved towards Bro too. He knew it was a trap. The one time Beat let his guard down, Bro had to come and haunt him again. And the instant Bro was in claw-swiping distance, Bro doubled in size and charged at Beat with a furious strike.

Beat had a hollow hole in his chest. He still maintained his form, and none of his guts spilled out, but Bro did a number on him. He fell to his knees, sinking into the jelly like quicksand.

Bro grabbed his neck, lifting him off of his feet. He grinned, teeth shining like a bear trap. Beat tried to move, but he had turned into a bamboo stalk again. And he was gonna take a bite out of him. He screamed, but he had no mouth. No. Help. Help. Help!

“Here comes a new challenger!” The Obstagoon pointed to a new part of the stadium that wasn’t there before. A shadow emerged from the entrance and glided across the arena like a superhero. Beat couldn’t tell what person or Pokemon it was.

It stepped on the ring’s rails. The spotlight shone on the shadow to reveal Jung. He donned a new outfit, different from his real self. Instead of a lab coat, it was a rainbow-coloured costume with a cape that swished along with invisible gusts of wind. The starry pattern in the cape didn’t move, as if it was a portal to outer space. Jung also had roller skates on, like he was some dancer. All they needed was a disco ball.

The stadium’s roof opened up to reveal a shimmering moon, beams of light reflecting off of its myriad of mirrors. The moon was a disco ball.

Jung jumped off of the rail and flipped around endlessly before falling towards the ring, foot aimed to dropkick Bro. Pow, right in the kisser! He sank into the ground, half of his body concealed in gelatin. Served him right. Even on the unstable floor, Jung skated on it like ice, spinning around in place. Beat turned back into a Pangoro.

“Is this what you look like in your head?” Beat asked Jung.

“No, it just happened!” He swayed his hips and pointed his finger at the moon. “Dreams do that sometimes.”

“You look kind of, er, gaudy.”

Before Jung could reply, Bro rose from the ground as well — he had freed himself by chomping through the jelly. He wiped red stuff from his mouth and swiped at Jung. But Beat stepped in before he struck Jung’s nose, rearranging Bro’s face, literally. It looked exactly like one of Beat’s weird drawings, down to the jagged snout. Bro pawed at his face, trying to swipe it off.

Jung took advantage of this and planted another wheelie into Bro’s face. Now it looked like one of those abstract paintings Beat saw in a museum once with his trainer. Another punch. Back to the doodle. Another kick. Back to the painting. Punch. Painting. Kick. Drawing.

Bro fell into the cage, a sweating, panting mess. Jung and Beat smiled at each other. They raised a fist at the same time. Then drove it right through Bro’s chest. He exploded into hundreds of crayons, which rattled on the floor which was made of rubber again.

The audience cheered. Jung and Bro held hands. The Obstagoon made devil horns with his paws and raised them in the air.

“I guess teamwork really does make the dream work!”

He got a tomato in the face for that one.


After that dream session, it only took a couple of days for Beat to get back to Pierre. Considering how much Beat backslid, Jung found his progress remarkable. Progress being relative. The key thing about mental health was that therapy never cured any patient of their affliction like a disease. It was a lifelong process. Beat was no exception.

A day or two after Beat was discharged, Pierre had to call Jung again. Beat struggled with feeling down, though it wasn’t because of losing a battle, it was just a matter of getting used to Pierre’s routine again, plus he felt guilty for all the worries Beat caused his trainer. Although he called out of hours while Jung was in his pajamas, he talked Beat through it and he was able to recuperate from that low period.

Even as Jung worked with other patients who needed immediate help, he always tried to make time for his previous clients. Pierre was kind enough to update him on Beat’s situation as well. He started talking to his teammates more. He also drew more regularly, both inside and outside the workbook. As was often the case with cognitive behaviour therapy, it was also a continuous process of practising self help. Beat apparently still had off days where he sat around or seemed deflated after a battle and wanted to be alone. But then there were good days where Beat smiled more, which he never did in the past.

A whole week passed after Beat’s discharge. Jung had a day off and he didn’t know how to spend it. It would’ve been nice to find Jet in the middle of the day since that Blastoise always lifted his spirits, but he was apparently busy. George was a bit too intense for Jung’s liking but that would’ve given him something different to do. Amelie was always busy too.

Jung sat at his computer desk with a snack pile and his plushies to accompany him, poised to catch up on the films in his bucket list. The next one was an animated film about a Braixen on a broom who opens a delivery service for a bakery. He’d heard good things about it. He just wished he had someone to watch it with. Then a call came in through the computer: Pierre again.

“Hi, Pierre!” Despite his weariness, Jung still tried to come across as inviting. “How are you doing?”

“Good, thanks. Sorry for calling again, I just wanted to thank you, really.”


  “Oh, of course, it’s no problem. You know I’m always happy to help.”


“I know. Beat’s doing fine as well, great today, in fact. We’re having a picnic by the beach with all of his buddies. I packed that peanut butter cake he likes.”


  “Ah, always a good choice.”


“Yeah.” He clicked his tongue. “So, uh, I dunno if I’m allowed to do this, but apparently, you’re not working, so… I’ve saved you a slice.”

Jung blinked.


  “Oh, you have?”


“Yeah. And I thought you’d like to come along and catch up. We’ve got sandwiches, finger foods, cupcakes and other stuff too.”

This wasn’t the first time Jung got invited to dinners or received gifts as thanks for his treatment. Granted, it wasn’t always appropriate, and to some extent, Jung had to maintain a level of professional distance, but he wasn’t one to look a gift Ponyta in the mouth. They came so rarely that Jung savoured every moment.

He could’ve said ‘I have other plans’ or ‘oh no, I wouldn’t want to burden you’. Truthfully, Jung had nothing else going on that day and for once in a while, he wanted to be selfish.

“Er,” Pierre started, filling in the silence, “I dunno what food you like, so I just got what we’d usually eat anyway.”


  “Ah, no, it’s not a problem at all, I’m not picky.”


“Okay, cool. So, do you wanna come?”

“Yes.” Jung smiled, clutching his chest. He felt warm inside. “I’d love that.”
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1. Dream

Author’s Note:
      Well, hello there! Turns out I’m not completely done with fanfic (just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in). I ran out of inspiration for original stuff so I ended up coming back to the other Jung WIP I was working on alongside Teamwork Makes the Dream Work. I think I started work on it all the way back in April last year, then kept picking it back up in bursts. 

In any case, this is probably the longest Jung project I’ve worked on and also my most ambitious one at a whopping 6 chapters (30k words altogether) and with a lot of chapter art to illustrate it. I will be posting these chapters every 4-5 days, and everything has been written in advance, so I’m confident that it will stick to a consistent schedule.

About Dreamdiver: Dreamdiver is a collection of episodic stories that each follow the adventures of Jung: a Hypno therapist who reads the dreams of distressed Pokemon in order to help treat them, each story following a different patient or problem. While this is an ongoing series, you don’t need to read the previous stories to enjoy this one as they’re self-contained, though it also enhances your reading experience if you have caught up with everything. You’ll be able to find them linked together in the AO3 series. Currently there are 4 stories in the Dreamdiver series, including this one:

1. The Inalienable Dreamless

2. The Dreamer Is Still Asleep

3. Teamwork Makes the Dream Work

4. The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters

Content note: Although it still sits at a T rating, this fic is darker than my other Jung stories. The nightmarish imagery from Dreamless is back, but this fic also focuses on themes of discrimination, which can get quite heavy at times, so be forewarned.
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  The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters




  Chapter 1: Dream
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Tar-like sand enveloped Jung. It covered his feet, his legs, his chest, his neck, everything save for his face. He barely breathed with the grains blanketing him like a steel duvet. It was barely enough to see the world ahead of him.

The sun bled into the sky. The sky was the colour of decayed oranges. There was nothing but tar ahead. Brown in a million different shades. A cold, dead wind blew dust everywhere, invading Jung’s dehydrated eyes and mouth. Not enough to bury him. Never enough to bury him. Just enough to make him suffer slowly, and for him to digest every particle of sand that life threw at him.

Wind howled. Roared. Screamed. Sang. The sand absorbed all the sound into tiny pockets, making the tone sound as dull as a rusted pendulum. Pendulum. Chimes. Clocks. Bong. Bong. Bong.

Nothing. The wind cut short. The dust settled. The sun’s wound dried, then decayed, oozing black. Black. Blaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaack. It loomed over Jung, taunting him. His only friend, the sun, a shell of its former self, like a hollowed walnut. Now he was alone. Alone. Always alone. Trapped, but never sinking. Living, yet suffocating all the same. Everything stayed still. He was the only living thing that moved. Or maybe, everything else moved along with him while he remained stationary. Like time. Clocks. Chimes. Pendulum. Pendulum. Pendulum.

Hypno.

“Hypno. Hypno… Hypno!”

He lost his ability to speak. All he’d been reduced to were the ramblings of a skipping record or an infant. No words, only names. All Jung had was a name. Not even a name. His species. The only thing that mattered. The only thing that made him matter to people.

“Hypno! Hypthhh! Fhhhh. Ghhhhhhhahhghghghghghg–”

Sand climbed down his throat and filled his maw.


Jung’s heart thundered in his chest. The sheets suffocated him, he couldn’t breathe, it was so dark, everything was disappearing, help, help, help–

No, that wasn’t it. Deep breaths, deep breaths. Oh god, his poor heart. Was this cardiac arrest? No, he just woke up. He remembered sand. Suffocating. Feeling completely and utterly alone and helpless.

Jung had another nightmare. Great.

This had been happening for the past few days. It had affected his performance to some extent – the sleep debt took its toll on his ability to dream read, but he still functioned and carried out his duties. This, however, was getting old. Jung didn’t even remember his nightmares in broad strokes, just that it felt petrifying and he hyperventilated after he woke up. But whatever he experienced, Jung didn’t want it to happen again. He already had a tough week since that Eevee had a breakdown and got aggressive with the other inpatients, though that wasn’t necessarily their fault. They had been through hell and back in the past.

Jung held onto his Plusle for comfort, though it did very little. Ultimately, it was just some stuffed toy he got from the local Make a Mon shop. Still, cuddling it relaxed his heart. Eventually, it slowed to a steady pulse, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

What would he do next? Jung wanted to go back to sleep, and he could’ve hypnotised himself into slumber, but that still wouldn’t remove the nightmares since he must’ve been troubled by something deeper. If that was a risk, then he was better off staying awake. Then what would he do? Twiddle his thumbs or cuddle his plushies all night?

He got out of bed to see what was on the news. First, on worldly affairs, Galar just launched their new Pokejobs programme. Good for them. There was a local article from the Daily AniStar, featuring some fluff piece about a Gogoat who won a gold trophy in a race, plus a champagne hamper for his trainer. He wondered if the Gogoat got any compensation for it.

Then, something else caught his eye, with a picture of a Hypno in the woods, no less. The headline read: ‘Police send out search party for missing Pokemon’.

Jung dove into his desk and chomped on a couple of chocolate bonbons. This wasn’t going to be pleasant.

‘Multiple Pokemon have been reported as missing from numerous trainers, including the famed battler Thierry Matthias. No concrete details have surfaced, though Hypno were found wandering Route 18, and as a precaution, police have sent out patrol Pokemon in order to investigate.’

There was a lot more to the article, but Jung couldn’t focus on that as he ate the whole bag of bonbons in one sitting. Oh, crumbs, this was a palaver and a half.

First, there was the fact that Pokemon went missing. That could’ve been anyone, including his patients or even himself. Second, Hypno were rumoured to be involved, and whether or not they actually were, it didn’t bode well for either party. Third, the news already framed the Hypno being behind it even if they didn’t confirm it as such. If someone who didn’t know any better read that, that would give them another reason to go against any Hypno they saw.

Oh, crumbs, crusts and…

“Crap.” That was all Jung could say.

He had purposely avoided all of this discourse about Hypno until now. There was no point in reopening wounds about how his kind was perceived. But that nagging voice at the back of his mind needed to know. When he searched ‘Hypno Pokemon’ into Rootom, he found his own Pokedex entry:

‘It carries a pendulum-like device. There once was an incident in which it took away a child it hypnotised.’

It. What an ugly word. Jung wasn’t an it. Hypno weren’t ‘it’. They were just Hypno.

The rest didn’t inspire much hope, even with a plethora of articles and web pages to browse through. One popular site for trainer resources had one blog titled: ‘Can You Train a Hypno?’, which basically advised trainers to avoid Hypno at all costs even though it wasn’t illegal to capture and train one. They were seldom seen in actual league battles according to the page. There were also numerous mentions about Hypno horror stories in the Spookyghetti genre, which involved fictional accounts of Hypno kidnapping children or hypnotising people for certain… purposes. The less he knew about those purposes, the better.

Then there was that article about the Dreamdivers–

No, not now. Jung didn’t want to think about that now – he was doomscrolling at this point.

Either way, there wasn’t a lot of official coverage about Hypno as they mostly kept to themselves, and humans mostly kept away from them. It was like looking into a black box. But he also found an article that featured Drowzee and Komala hanging out with each other on a tree, documenting how some Alolan Drowzee kept Komala company in the wild. That was something to cling on to at least, like a cookie in a box of razor blade apples. Mmm, cookies.

Jung took his mind off of that report for now as he surfed through the web and played some browser games, including one that involved clicking cookies for hours on end, while eating from a pack of cookies in his stash. Before he knew it, light streamed in from the blinds of his window.

Did he seriously just spend hours pushing on a virtual collection of pixels to see numbers go up? And he also went through two packs of those choco chip confections. Jung massaged the lumps on his waistline… this was troublesome indeed. More hours at the gym today. But he had to work. There was another meeting soon. And he had to shower, and groom his crumb-crusted fur, and… oh, drat, he couldn’t remember.

Jung rubbed sleep from his eyes as he clicked on that imaginary biscuit, occupying himself until it was time to go. He didn’t even get changed into his uniform.

His movements through the hall were sluggish, so the hallway that only took him a minute to navigate to the briefing room felt like one of those five-and-a-half-minute hallways he encountered in his dreams. His three coworkers stared as he entered the room and gave a half-hearted reply.

“Are you okay, Jung?” Amelie, his boss, asked. “You’re five minutes late.”

“I am?” That jolted him awake like the shock from a splash of ice water. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry, I lost track of the time!”

“Just sit down,” she curtly said.

This was bad. He was never late. Oh well, he’d make up for it by hanging onto Amelie’s words— wait, no. If her speech was a precipice, then Jung had long since slipped off. His head bobbed up and down with the rising and falling cadence of her voice. He took a sip of coffee to awaken himself, but that didn’t cure his ailment. His eyes felt heavy, getting heavier, until finally, they shut and his head hit the table.

The noise startled everyone, Jung included. But pain overtook shock as he nursed his crooked nose. Definitely dislocated. Why did Arceus have to give him such a huge snout?

“Ow…” he groaned.

“Jung.” Amelie pointed her marker at him. “What are you doing?”

“Ah…” It suddenly dawned on him. “I just… fell. Fell asleep.”

He smacked his forehead. What a stupid Hypno.

“I couldn’t sleep, I had those night terrors again. It’s no excuse, I know, but–” he stopped to yawn–”I’ve never felt this tired before, I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright, Jung.” She put the pen down. “Look, you’re in no condition to work at the moment. Have a break for the weekend and get some rest if you can.”

“No, I’ll be fine.” He straightened his undone collar. “I can’t not work, especially with everything going on, I need to make myself useful or else–”

“No one else here takes their job as seriously as you do.” She looked to the two other therapists, and they nodded along with her. “Of course, it’s serious work, and it’s challenging as well. But you can’t work running on fumes when it’s such a cerebral process.”

“What about that Eevee?”

“We can handle them.” Amelie took a deep breath. “Just give yourself some time to relax and sort this out.”

So they took Jung off his schedule. Dammit, what a failure. There was no point in arguing, however, and deep in his heart, he knew she was right. But what would he do with the rest of today? How would he get some rest? Maybe he could’ve had a herbal solution, or that Roserade’s aromatherapy, anything would’ve helped.

If it meant going to her shop, Jung would even buy some of Liliane’s wares. Besides, a part of him wanted to check up on Tupelo’s progress.

Jung couldn’t be bothered to get dressed. He only grabbed his bag, then ventured into town, retracing his steps back to her place with the nearby store. He tried to focus on the path ahead, not the people staring at him or occasionally whispering in hushed tones. After the news of that kidnapping, he imagined what they were all thinking, especially with the police being very active here.

The one saving grace was that he knew someone on the patrol force: Jet. He took a detour to the ice cream vendor to see if he was on break, but it was still morning. Right, of course. Jung already took too much time diverting from his path. He noticed more people staring. More humans questioning. He passed by a group of teens and–

One poked their leg in front of Jung’s feet, tripping him up, though he didn’t fall down.

“Go back to Lavender Town, creep!”

Fortunately, they just laughed it off and went on their way. Jung continued his journey, as usual, forcing himself to smile. He couldn’t let anyone see that it got to him.

The various strong scents of herbs, spices and berries greeted Jung’s lopsided nose as he entered. There were many leaves, nuts, vitamins and other health foods on display, and the woman, Liliane, was in the middle of the shop floor, stocking shelves from a trolley. As soon as she heard the bell, she turned and smiled, though it didn’t entirely reach her eyes.

“Hello, Liliane,” Jung said, straightening his posture.

“Oh, hey Jung.” She glanced at the floor while holding a bag of cashews. “Um, how can I help you today?”

Jung rubbed his head. “I’ve been having these terrible dreams lately. I thought about possible solutions, and I think one of your remedies would help.”

Liliane paused for a moment, either thinking about what to recommend or mulling over Jung’s presence. She probably still hated him for what went down with Tupelo. Finally, after a few uncomfortable seconds, she put the bag of nuts away.

“I recommend chamomile tea — the Galarish blend is the best, though I’d start with the teabags just to test the dosage.”

“Would these get rid of nightmares or does it only help you to relax before bedtime?”

“Depends on how your body reacts to it. I don’t wanna force you into it if you’re not sure, though.”

“Well, I might as well get this.” Jung grabbed the teabags. He also found a box of pills on one of the shelves. Jung inspected the label, peering through his glasses. Somnifera. They were sleeping tablets, manufactured using the spores of various Grass Pokemon.

“Oh,” Liliane started, “and those would definitely work, but the dosage is a lot stronger. I’m not sure I’d recommend it since…”

Jung peered at the small print, which said ‘please consult your vet before giving to Pokemon’. What a load of steaming Houndour… manure. What was Jung supposed to do, go for a consultation himself? Would they give him a cone? Then again, he went to a groomer to get his coat trimmed, so it wasn’t a huge stretch.

“I might as well get these too. They might not work well for me, but I’m just desperate at this point.”

“I know, but I don’t want to be liable in case you get hurt.”

“Trust me, I’m capable of making my own decisions.” He said it in a much sharper tone than he intended. Damn his lack of sleep. “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound so cranky.”

“Well, alright, I guess if you’re sure.”

Liliane went behind the counter to serve him. She scanned the items, recited the price, accepted Jung’s money then gave him his change and his purchases in a bag.

“Thank you, Liliane. I hope you’re doing well these days.” He turned to the door. “Take care.”

“Wait,” she called, reaching out from behind the counter. She maintained eye contact with him that time. “Um, I just wanted to say, I’m really sorry about the way I treated you the other week. I thought about it after Tupelo’s session and I honestly just felt really crappy afterwards.”

“It’s alright. I know it takes some getting used to, talking to a Hypno like it’s normal.”

“It shouldn’t be that way, though.” Liliane looked at Jung with lowered eyes. “I guess I had it in my head for so long that Hypno were bad news with all the stories I heard that I couldn’t shake it off. Like a gut reaction, you know?”

“I know.” He sighed. “I appreciate the thought, and I hope we can move on from here.”

“I do too.” She smiled, more genuinely this time. “If you’re curious, Tupelo’s doing better. I took your advice and–” she clicked her tongue– “okay, I only took part of your advice. I got him a new friend, one that can keep him company while I’m out of the house.”

“Oh, which Pokemon?”

“A Pidgeotto, another rescue from his old reserve. He’s pretty intelligent and docile, and he can sit atop that tree, so he’s a good companion for Tupelo.”

“Ah, good to hear.” He smiled back. “Let’s hope that his condition improves from here on out. Though if he doesn’t, please consider my other recommendation.”

“Yeah, of course.” Liliane slunk to the counter, resting her elbows on the surface. “It’s scary stuff. I heard this thing about traffickers, and if it’s anything like what Tupelo experienced, I can’t imagine what they’re putting other poor Pokemon through.”

Right, that. He offered a sympathetic look.

“I expect the police will do all they can to find out the cause of it.” Of course, it meant a few Hypno were caught in the crossfire, but there was nothing he could do about that.

“Right. Well, I hope you get some sleep.”

“Yes, thank you, and I hope the rest of your day goes well.” Jung waved before he left the shop for good, bag in hand.

Jung went on his merry way, skipping as he walked. He was happy that his efforts paid off and didn’t fall on deaf ears. As he walked through town, he also got a box of cupcakes from his favourite bakery as a pick-me-up. Now all he had to do was go back to the clinic, safe and sound, get to bed, put on some music, and relax to a nice hot cup of–

Bonk.

He fell to the ground. His head burned. He didn’t entirely know what happened at that moment, but once the pain cleared, he got up and saw the empty Pokeball which lay on the paved road. Did… someone throw that at him? And his cupcakes, oh no! All splattered on the cobblestones, baking in the sun.

Jung saw a pair of booted feet which belonged to a young trainer, who kept on guard with his Delphox while bystanders watched. The boy stood in shock, staring at the metal sphere.

“Oh, shoot,” he said. “It’s already got a trainer.”

It? Did he just call Jung an it? All this time carving out a name for himself, as an individual, only to get reduced to an it. An object. Inhuman.

That was it, indeed.

Jung stood and grabbed the Pokeball.

“You, boy!” he yelled in human tongue, which really got his attention, as did everyone else. “What on earth were you thinking, throwing it at me?!”

“I—” he sharply turned to his partner, who shrugged. “I thought you were one of those kidnappin’ Hypno.”

“Does it look like I’m snatching Pokemon away?” He gestured to his longcoat– wait, no, he didn’t put his uniform on. Everybody probably thought he was a wild Pokemon, yet why would he be wearing glasses or carrying a bag around if he wasn’t civil? Arceus, forgive him for what he was about to say. “Pardon my Kalosan, but are you effing kidding me?! I look after Pokemon for a living, the ones who need protecting, and all you do with your life is run around fighting animals and collecting trinkets, you waste of human skin!”

Even though it was directed at someone who totally deserved it, Jung felt bad for that insult, but it was too late to stop once he started.

“And look what you’ve done to my cupcakes!”

“But, I…” The boy was close to tears. “I didn’t mean–”

“I don’t care, you owe me 800 Pokedollars! You know, the thing you use to buy money, which I own and use because of all the work I’ve done! What, you’ve never seen a Pokemon using money before?! You’ve never seen me before, oh look, a dream therapist, he’s actually using his powers for good this time, he isn’t just some rotten Hypno that wouldn’t think twice about biting the heads off of newborn babies, I’ve never been more insulted in my life! I–”

Jung went on for what felt like minutes, so long that his throat burned. He had already caused a scene giving this youngster the dressing down of his lifetime, and as Jung went on his rant, nobody stepped in, not even the Delphox who passed the time by polishing their claws with a wooden nail file.

Then Jet arrived, that Blastoise who was usually always seen with ice cream in his stubby paws. Oh, great, what was he going to do?

“What’s goin’ on here?” he asked as he stepped in.

“I’ll tell you what, this utter troglodyte threw a freaking Pokeball at me, which, by the way, is classed as assault! It’s assault, for god’s sake, human or Pokemon!”

Perhaps it was because some form of help arrived, or because he had ranted and raved to the point of exhaustion, but Jung collapsed to his knees and swiped his glasses off, pawing at his teary eyes.

“Is this all it amounts to, being pelted at in the street?” He laughed, but not out of amusement. “What’s the point anymore? I’m so sick of dealing with this, every day.”

Jung tried to take a few deep breaths, but he was tired. So tired.

“Jung, breathe.” Jet held out his paws. “Breathe with me.”

“No, no, no!” Jung couldn’t be bothered to speak in human anymore. “Don’t tell me to breathe, I’m trying to do exactly that, all I can ever do is keep calm, god forbid I show any sort of emotion or express any sort of disagreement, I have to be the bigger Hypno all the time, I–”

Jet splashed water in his face. The cold rush, as well as the odd sensation of his wet fur clumping up, distracted him for a moment.

“What did you do that for?” Jung asked.

“Well, you needed to calm down. I’ve seen people on my trainer’s TV do that all the time. I hope it helped.”

Jung took a deep breath, running his hand across his drenched face. Well, it stopped his tirade, and people no longer looked on in morbid curiosity, having a mix of reactions from puzzlement to remorse. In the middle of this mess, the kid slunk away and his Delphox followed. Chasing him was pointless. He didn’t care about the money he owed at this point.

“Well, I feel better. Not good, but better.” Jung stood up, handing his glasses to Jet so he could dry his face. “Thanks, Jet.”

“No problem.” Jet presented his lanyard to the crowd and waved in an effort to drive them away. Thankfully, they took that gesture to heart as they dispersed. “Say, shall we talk about this over some ice cream? My treat.”

Jung took those glasses back and forced a smile, shaking Jet’s paw. “Yes, I’d love that.”
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Jet spared no expense when he said it was his treat. They went to the gelato truck that Jung frequented, and that was a usual place of solace for him outside of the clinic. The vendor knew Jet quite well as he gave him a gallon of his favourite vanilla bean ice cream. When Jung explained he was Jet’s friend, the human gave him a choice of up to three scoops on the house, even though Jung insisted on paying. So there they sat, on the fountain next to Anistar’s seaside.

The sun glistened on the sea, and the Wingull soared through the air, crying their various battle caws, mating calls and squawks as they swarmed this part of Anistar, preying on unsuspecting patrons for their meals.

“Sorry ‘bout that,” Jet said. “I know it ain’t always easy for you anyway.”

“It never has been, Jet.” Jung took a big bite out of a strawberry and clotted cream scoop. He was about to speak when his head suddenly ached, and he groaned in pain.

“Brain freeze,” Jet said.

Jung waited for the sensation to die down, then exhaled. “I thought people in Anistar would know better by now.”

“Well, it’s a mighty big place. Lots of trainers comin’ in for gym battles.”

“So it makes it okay for them to treat Pokemon like objects?”

“Nah, it doesn’t.” Jet ran his claws along Jung’s back – that always felt nice against his fur. “You’d be surprised by all the humans I run into that just don’t get it.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised, I’d just be saddened.” Jung sighed. “Sorry I’m being such a negative Nancy.”

“It’s alright to be upset.”

“I know.” Jung kept forcing a smile, hoping it would trick himself to feel better. “How has your day been so far?”

“Eh, okay.” Jet smacked his vanilla-coated lips. “A little boring, just keepin’ watch since a lot of trainers are comin’ in today.”

“So you’ve got nothing to do with the patrol going on at Route 18?”

“Nope.” Jet ate another big spoonful. “I know the actual police force have started lookin’ while I’m here patrollin’. Lookin’ for grunts, basically.”

“Grunts?” Jung tilted his head. “From what, Team Rocket?” He let out a hollow laugh, then coughed. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

“If I had a nickel.” Jet groaned. “But these guys aren’t made up like in those cartoons, they’re legit. Whoever they are, they’ve caused a great deal of trouble. Drugs, mainly.”

“So I’ve heard, not that I’ve known anyone having that problem.”

“Though, it’s when Pokemon like us start going missing that the real trouble starts. But that’s usually a job for the Lucario and such to chase after – mind readers, y’know.”

“I can imagine.”

Jet grit his teeth and dunked his head into the whole tub, slurping up its remains until he had more of it on his face than he did in his body. He shot a tiny splash of water from his back cannon into his hand.

“I still wonder how your water powers work.”

“Beats me, all I know is that this ice cream fills it back up. Anyway, this kidnapping business’ bad stuff. All of it.” He washed his face with the remaining water. “And unlike that show, these thugs aren’t just from one group of bad apples, they’re from trees that keep growin’ bad apples that keep growin’ into more trees, if that makes sense.”

“Yes.” Jung mixed it up by combining the strawberry with the coffee ice cream, which was delicious. “And now people are thinking that I’m responsible, or Hypno are responsible for what happened, just because some of them happen to live near where it happened.”

Jet crossed his blubbery arms. “They don’t think you guys are behind it, they’re just not rulin’ it out.”

“That’s absurd!” Jung crammed another scoop in his maw to pacify himself. “When was the last time a Hypno did something criminal in your line of work?”

“Well, I haven’t had to deal with Hypno, and the one Hypno I know, I trust with my life.”

Jung tried not to blush at that, burying his surprise and annoyance with yet another mouthful. “Okay, but you’ve heard the stories, right? What about outside of your area? Does your trainer watch the news?”

“Sometimes. But a case like that hasn’t happened with Hypno for a while.”

“Exactly!” Jung got to his scoop of lemon sorbet, about to take another bite when he saw that scoop looked suspiciously Hypno coloured. He couldn’t go anywhere without something reminding him of Hypno outside of living in his own skin. “You know what, I’m going to prove it and go out there.”

“To Route 18?”

“Yes. I want to know for sure that they’re not behind it.”

“But what if you get caught while you’re out there, if it is a trafficking problem?”

“Yes, that’s a good point, I suppose.” He chomped on the crispy wafer cone. “I’ll have to be on my guard. I don’t like using my powers, but if it’s in self defense, then by all means, I’ll do it. I just have to get to the bottom of this, I don’t think I can sleep knowing I’m not safe in my own city. Literally, I can’t sleep.”

“Why?”

“I wish I knew myself, but maybe those Hypno would help me find the cause of it, if I can find them.”

“It’s a long shot.”

“Absolutely. But I want… no, I need to do this.” Jung bit the last of his ice cream and stood up. “Besides, it will be nice to go for a bit of a walk. Clear my head. Get out of the city. I don’t do that often enough.”

“Well, you’re always free to walk along the beach with me again if you ever want to ask.”

“Thanks, Jet, I appreciate the offer.” He smiled. “Don’t you have to get back to patrolling soon?”

“Yeah, I do.” He returned the tub to the vendor. “I wish I could come with you but, you know, it’s not my place.”

“Of course.”

Before they left, Jet gave Jung one of his ‘big ol’ hugs’. Jet was substantially stronger than Jung and could’ve crushed him with his weight, yet he showed a great amount of restraint. Jung always appreciated his cuddles, especially at times like this. He wished it would last longer than this, but alas, they both had plans.

Jet stomped off into the distance, and Jung looked the other way where the sign indicated the distance to Route 18. He didn’t know how far the journey would be or where it would take him, but he had nothing to lose at this point.

  



2. dReAm


    
    For whatever reason, Jung thought it was a good idea to use repellent spray on himself. He only wanted to repel other Pokemon and avoid conflict, but if anything, it repelled himself with its noxious, musky stink: a mix of ammonia and carrion flowers. He preferred to smell like his favourite strawberry flavoured fur conditioner, not like a Skuntank.

Jung’s biggest concern was bumping into a human along the route, particularly another trainer. Sure, nobody wanted to capture a smelly Hypno, but what was the chance of another self righteous trainer looking to scapegoat a smelly Hypno?

For the most part, any trainer he crossed paths with moved out of the way. Their travelling Pokemon wanted nothing to do with him, especially put off by his odour. An Oddish even muttered ‘gross’ as she brushed past him. But Jung took it on the chin, unlike last time. He walked for long enough that the trek through Route 18 felt like a leisurely stroll rather than an uncertain march through a rocky path next to a Pokemon-infested river.

While Jung didn’t need to worry about trainers or wild Pokemon, he found that he needed to worry about rangers instead.

Rangers were valuable peacekeepers most of the time. They surveyed the land to rescue anyone that had wandered too far off. Feral Pokemon straying too far into the route would be considered both a danger to humans and themselves. Pokemon like Hypno, apparently.

Jung tried to ignore their suspicious stares and their battle ready postures, Pokeballs gripped tight. A lot of them saw his clothes and seemed to sense that he wouldn’t do any harm, though they still kept guard.

One in particular, a hardened-looking man with faded scratch marks on his face, blocked Jung’s path. He pointed forward and a Houndoom emerged from behind to protect him, snarling at the sight of him.

“Wait, what are you doing?” Jung pleaded, holding his paws up. “I bear no ill will, I’m just going for a walk.”

The ranger’s face shifted ever so slightly, but the Houndoom still stood, hackles raised. Jung’s heart was a jackhammer. He loved dogs, just not this one. Especially not one that breathed fire. And that ranger wouldn’t stop staring at him.

“What’s your business, Hypno?”

“My name is Jung,” he said between clenched teeth. “What’s yours?”

“Fabian.”

“Well, Fabian, I’m sorry my presence intimidates you so much that you have to send out Pokemon on me.”

“Hey, I’m just doing my job. We’ve all been told to keep a lookout for anything suspicious.”

“Because I’m a Hypno?”

“That includes Hypno, yes, but only because they’ve been seen where other Pokemon were last found before they were kidnapped.”

Jung’s ears twitched. It was best not to mention his quest searching for his own kind.

“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

Fabian stepped forward, flowers crunching underneath his boots. The Houndoom accompanied him as well, sniffing Jung down. Hot breath tickled his leg fur. Jung straightened his back and inhaled. He wasn’t going to be bullied into submission.

“You have no reason to interrogate me. I live in Anistar, okay? I’m a therapist, I help Pokemon with their problems, and it’s a highly stressful job, but somebody needs to care for them, someone who understands them.”

Fabian stepped back.

“I don’t know any more than you do, but I’ve experienced the aftermath through you humans. All I want is to spend my spare time peacefully without being bullied or badgered by ignorant trainers. So, no, I don’t know anything about these other Hypno, especially since I’ve never known any other Hypno in my life.”

Fabian glanced at the Houndoom, who pawed at something in Jung’s longcoat. For good measure, Jung pulled out his wallet, his ID, and a pack of bonbons he brought as travel snacks. He had more in his backpack, but that dog didn’t seem interested in that.

Finally, Fabian knelt down and patted the Houndoom’s rump.

“Right, I’m sorry. As I said, I’m only doing what I’ve been told to do, and I didn’t expect you to speak either.”

“That’s okay. I don’t blame you for keeping everybody’s best interests in mind, I’m just tired of these kinds of questions.”

“I bet.” He looked ahead to the rest of the route’s path. “So you said you were going for a walk, then?”

“Yes, I’ve been stressed lately so I need to clear my head for a while. Is that a good enough explanation?”

“Yeah, yeah, perfectly fine.” Fabian tilted his cap. “Well, stay safe. If you do see anything suspicious or are in any sort of danger, report it to another ranger ASAP.”

“Alright, I will.” Jung forced a smile. “I wish you the best of luck with your search.”

He walked off with a huff, shoving his paws into the pockets of his longcoat. That Houndoom still stared even as Jung strolled away.

Jung didn’t face any more trouble on his journey, but the more he walked, the more his encounter played on his mind. He only had a jumbled puzzle board to play with, and none of the pieces told a complete picture. As much as Jung didn’t want to, he came up with his own theories about what happened, about people taking Pokemon to that coal mine and committing unspeakable atrocities and performing illicit deals. It would be the perfect place to hide.

Perhaps the truth was simpler than that. Jung wouldn’t know for sure until he found what he looked for, but where would he find it? The only lead he had was an old, stuffy mine, and that was…

Just up ahead.

Jung’s blood curdled as he saw the first tracks to his right. His sight lingered to the rest of the ruins. Interlocking rails. Rusty minecarts tipped over to the sides like abandoned shopping trolleys. Stray lumps of coal strewn about carelessly. The tracks disappeared into the pitch black of the caves.

He sensed psychic energy pulsing from there. That was enough for him to go off and investigate.

Jung gulped, then took the first step into the ruins. Dusty pebbles crunched beneath his paws. No one else could be seen nearby. Birds chirped overhead, disrupting the disquiet. For his own protection, Jung clutched his pendulum. If there was a malevolent force behind this all, then Pokemon spray wouldn’t be good enough to stave it off.

Despite having no map or compass, Jung trusted his intuition as he followed the tracks. As he walked, cold wind blew through his longcoat. Clutching his body didn’t ward the chills away. The further he walked, the colder he felt, except it was a different type of cold. Like a draft blowing through a window.

Jung could’ve turned back at any point. He could’ve returned to a warm, comfy bed with all his plushies and his sweets beside him. And what would finding other Hypno solve? It’s not like he had the power to change other people’s opinions on his kind. But what if he didn’t like what he saw?

A figure appeared in the distance. A familiar set of pointy ears. A familiar yellow coat. A familiar human-like frame. A Hypno. With a… cape? Jung held the grip on his pendulum.

The Hypno shambled with a zombie-like gait and stood before him in a slouched stance. Jung got a good look at them, or her. She had a blanket tied around her neck. For what purpose, he didn’t know yet. She opened her maw and released a mighty yawn.

“Yo,” she said, covering her mouth. “Thought you were a human or something at first, especially with those funky clothes.”

“Well, I’m pleased to meet another Hypno at last.”

“Where are you from?”

“Anistar City.”

The Hypno scratched her wiry neck. “Hmm, why’d you live there, of all places?”

“To help other Pokemon.” Jung sighed. “I don’t know what you think about how I use my powers, but I read the dreams of Pokemon and give them advice to deal with their trauma.”

“And those humans are fine with this?”

“The humans I work with are.”

The Hypno nodded and sat on the stony ground, tucking her impromptu cape behind her. “And what are you doing here?”

Jung matched his sitting position. “To talk to more Hypno, I suppose. I had a feeling you resided here. So I’d like to visit.”

“Yeah, but why should we let you in?”

Good question. Jung didn’t have a proper response for that. “I don’t know. Why wouldn’t you?”

“Because some people are funny about letting outsiders in. Even another Hypno. Unless you can bring something to the table.”

He dug into his pocket and retrieved a bag of strawberry bonbons. “Maybe I could share these, if anyone wants to try them. They’re really good.”

The Hypno sniffed and raised a paw. Jung tossed a bonbon from metres away, expecting it to fall, when it levitated in the air, spinning like a basketball on an athlete’s finger. Right, telekinesis. One trick Jung never taught himself. The Hypno wiggled a finger to guide it into her mouth, chewed, then swallowed.

“Interesting,” she said, expression unmoving. “I’ve had many dreams that have tasted like this before, except much stronger. The powder’s nice, though.”

“That’s sugar… wait, you’re a dream eater?”

“Why’s that a surprise? You got a problem with that?”

“Oh god, no.” Jung laid his hand on his heart. Well, he didn’t think he had a problem with it. “I’d be a huge hypocrite if I did. You could say I’m on a dream diet, though.” He massaged the lumps on his waist. “I’m out of shape.”

“You’re weird. And we’re a weird bunch so you’ll fit right in.” She licked her lips. “That just makes the dreams taste sweeter.” A chill trickled down Jung’s spine. She was hard to read. Her cravings didn’t help matters either. But those fears dissipated when the Hypno stood up and offered her paw. “I’m Moony.”

What a peculiar name. Jung returned the handshake. ”Jung, nice to meet you.”

“Well, that’s a weird name.” She lifted Jung up. “What does it mean?”

“It’s a name I got from someone else, an inspiration of mine.” Jung had had a name before that but he had thrown that one away long ago. “And yours?”

“The moon is the first thing I dreamt about.” Moony gestured to the sky. “I always like to see it at night. How the light reflects off the ground, how it scrapes past the trees. It feels alive somehow, and in my dreams, it is.”

“How were you named after the symbol that appeared in your dreams before you were born?”

“Time travel.” Moony stuck her tongue out. “Nah, I’m kidding. We get them when we’re Drowzee.”

Right, that made sense. God, Jung wasn’t used to being so out of touch.

“Anyway, I should probably take you to our hiding place.” Moony let go and walked along the tracks, Jung tailing her.

“What do you mean, hiding place?”

“We don’t like humans sticking their noses in our business. So we’ve been living in these ruins.”

That made sense, especially if there were kidnappings going on. Moony led Jung past the tracks and walked further among the ruins until they found a long building.

From the outside, it had seen better days. The sun-bleached wood made the foundations look brittle, and there were holes in various places, especially on the roof. It looked like it could’ve collapsed at any minute. Jung guessed this used to be a dormitory for the miners. He wondered how it was still inhabitable. And with the psychic energy that radiated from the building, it felt like a haunted house.

Jung’s fur stood on end. What for? These Hypno meant no harm, right? Right. He couldn’t let it get to him.

The wooden steps creaked beneath Jung as he climbed up the porch. The door squeaked open. This led to a common room where various Hypno and Drowzee congregated.

Both on the outside and the inside, the place showed its age. Monochrome photos and parchments in damaged frames decorated the walls. Overcast light streamed in through the cracks in the planks and the holes in the ceiling. Old, ratty sofas sat in various places of the lounge, and debris littered the dusty floor. The snores of Hypno filled the room — two lay down to the right of the room covered in patchy blankets while Drowzee crowded around them in a trance, snuffling with their long snouts. They appeared to be eating their dreams. Jung could smell them too, and they were pleasant dreams that tasted of vanilla icing and curry.

“Yup, this is our home,” Moony said.”

“Right, it looks… quaint.”

“You can just say it looks like trash, I don’t care. I know that’s what you’re thinking.”

Jung could’ve slapped himself. He really needed to choose his words carefully.

To his left, another Hypno slept upright on a hole-filled armchair. She clutched a book close to her, which she must’ve picked up from the stack of tomes lying at her feet. Her dream scent was hard to pin down. It tasted like beef stew and sauteed onions, but also had a strong waft of charcoal and molten metal. Unlike the other Hypno, she was completely unoccupied.

“So is this all that you do, just sleep?” Jung asked.

“Nah, just during the day.” Moony stretched and yawned. “The Drowzee feed off the Hypno around this time, and the Hypno feed off the Drowzee when it’s night. And in between, we do all sorts of stuff since we have different roles.”

“So what do you do?”

She slouched back in her zombie-like position. “I’m the patroller. That’s why you saw me out there.”

“You seem very drowsy for a guard,” Jung said.

“Because I have to be awake when all the other Hypno are sleeping. But I can put up a fight if I need to.” Moony yawned as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “I need to get back out there, you never know what humans could be nosing around where they don’t belong.”

Jung turned to the sleeping Hypno, then back to her. “So I’m okay on my own here?”

“Eh, just talk to Hoothoot.”

“Wait, who’s—”

Before he could finish, Moony shambled off, closing the front door behind her. So Jung was all alone in that house. What was he supposed to do? Rudely awaken a bunch of Hypno, who could easily hypnotise him to—

No, wait, what was Jung thinking? This was his kind. He supposed he never grew up around Hypno, so despite everything he’d heard second hand, it was different being in a room full of them. The time ticked by, except there was no clock to tick. If Jung spent any longer standing around, he would’ve twiddled his thumbs all day until they woke up.

Jung wrinkled his nose. It only occurred to him now that a really bizarre smell wafted from one of the other rooms. It wasn’t necessarily bad — somewhere between really strong cheese and flour. Just odd. He peeked into the room to investigate.

As soon as he entered, he covered his nose. Definitely really strong cheese. Maybe overripe. Putting that aside, the room turned out to be the kitchen of the mining quarters. The main thing that caught his eye was the wood stove in the corner. Its mere presence made the room look frozen in time — who still used a wood stove in this day and age? Another Hypno dozed off on the floor, snoring as he clutched a half-eaten wheel of blue cheddar like his life depended on it. That explained where the smell came from if he had those cheese dreams.

Perhaps it was better to dive into the dreams of the bookworm as opposed to the cheesemonger. Maybe she could tell him where Hoothoot was. Or who Hoothoot was.

Jung re-entered the lounge and approached the upright sleeping Hypno. On closer inspection, the front cover depicted a female human knight, probably Jeanne D’Ardu, so he gathered it was a history book. He raised the pendulum before him, putting himself in a lowered state of consciousness so he could link up to this Hypno’s dreams. One… two…

Wait, he didn’t think about sitting down before—

Three.


Jung skydived through the clouds. The air whipped his face and snatched his longcoat away. His pendulum rattled in the wind. Beneath him, he saw everything: a castle with a moat, a green expanse with many Pokemon roaming through the forests, and a giant theme park, sticking out like an iridescent splinter in one’s paw. He much preferred rollercoasters to medieval castles. Then an Alolan Exeggutor beneath Jung expanded his neck to skyscraping heights, helping Jung to slide down to land. The Exeggutor’s neck snapped and swayed like an elastic palm tree, and lights also stuck out of their spine, shooting rainbows out of their lamps.

“Oh, right,” the Exeggutor said, “where are your tokens?”

“I didn’t know I was supposed to bring them,” Jung said flatly, despite the G-force in his face.

“Alright then, you sneaky sneak, you ain’t getting a smooth landing.”

“But wait, I have money!” A purse materialised out of nowhere, but Jung couldn’t catch it, so it fell a hundred stories to the ground. Jung was about to reach the end of the ride. “Oh cr—”

The Exeggutor’s tail swung and catapulted him into the kingdom. Jung’s landing wasn’t smooth at all as he left a crater in the cobblestoned road. As soon as he dusted himself off, he got a good look at the townsfolk, who all gathered around him with various looks of surprise and horror on their faces. They all wore tunics and armour, fitting for their time.

“Is it the Organ Grinder?” one said in hushed tones.

“’e’s come ta take our kids!” another shouted.

Someone’s baby cried in their grasp, and they wrenched themselves away from the Hypno’s sight. A royal guard wielding a crystal halberd pointed the tip of his spear to Jung.

“Move, beast,” he snarled. “You are brave to show your face again after what you did.”

Jung raised his arms in defense. “Wait, what did I do?”

“You took our children and murdered them, you foul Hypno.” He stepped forward, and Jung stepped back, not wanting to be a living shishkabob. “And you’re unarmed as well — you don’t have your organ grinder on hand.”

“Hold on, who said anything about grinding organs? That’s barbaric!”

“You probably ground their bones into dust and made bunting out of their guts, knowing you.”

The flags decorating the town centre’s walls were now lines of intestines — flecks of rainbow blood blew over everyone in the wind, including Jung. It tasted like chocolate. He put another pawful to his mouth— wait, this was gross, what was he thinking?! The townsfolk were just as horrified as they groaned at the sight of the cocoa-thirsty Hypno.

“I will make a coat out of your hide, Organ Grinder!”

“Wait a sec!” a voice called from far away, along with the pounding of hooves on the pavement. Everyone stopped in their tracks, including the guard, who retreated his spear. The bloody chocolate had melted in the sun, and the bunting became a colourful set of flags again.

The townsfolk bowed as a knight in shining armour approached on the back of a Rapidash. They were also accompanied by a band of merry men, all historical figures throughout the ages: a priest, a samurai, an aproned man holding a chisel, a Delphox with a feather quill. The knight hopped off their steed and fed him an apple.

“Thank you,” the Rapidash said, “m’neighdy.”

“You’re welcome.” The knight took her helmet off, revealing a Hypno with lustrous lemony fur. She turned to the halberd-wielding guard, bopping him on the nose, turning his face inside out. “What’ve I told you about the Organ Grinder?”

He sighed, rearranging his broken face. “An organ grinder isn’t a barrel organ, but a hurdy gurdy, Dame Jeanne. Nor a machine that turns stomachs into sausages.”

“Exactly.” Jeanne turned to Jung and smiled. “Hope these guys didn’t give ya too much trouble.”

“It’s no problem.” Well, almost being made into a scarf was a problem, but that was water beneath the Grimmsnarl’s bridge. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dame Jeanne. I am honoured to be in your presence.”

“Well, aren’t you chivalrous? You know you’re in a dream, right?”

Jung blinked. Oh, right. It was easy to forget sometimes, and it depended on the dreamer as well. But this wasn’t his dream either, so he didn’t have much control over the dreamscape.

“I got distracted by the guards here.”

“Ah, lemme fix that.” She snapped her fingers and they all turned into clucking Torchic, leaving their clothes and armour behind. The townsfolk went about their day as if nothing happened, washing their clothes in basins, playing the lute for coin, tap dancing with the stray Meowth. A glass table also materialised in front of them with tea sets and cakes before them. It didn’t take long for Jung to gorge himself on those sweets, even though they tasted of nothing. That took empty calories to a whole new level.

“So,” Jeanne said, “where’d you come from?”

“My place,” Jung said, wiping the cream off his nose. “Well, I’m not from your dwelling since I came from the city.”

“A city slicker, cool! So you’re with a trainer, yeah?”

“Not exactly.” Jung started talking about his business in the human world. He rattled off his job like a resume since he was so used to telling strangers in Anistar what he did to ward off suspicion. Even in his dreams, he still couldn’t escape from reality. Jeanne listened intently as she read a book where all the pages were blank.

“I never knew you could do that with your powers,” Jeanne said, ”that’s awesome.”

“Well, thanks.” Jung’s heart warmed – finally, a compliment for his hard work. “I try my best to help who I can.”

“And I know a lot of Pokemon who have to deal with stuff trainers can’t fix. Heck, Chansey historically offered soldiers and their Pokemon emotional support off the battlefield. Did you know in one account, 200 years ago, that an Arcanine of a soldier who was killed in action waited 20 years for him to come home?”

The samurai from before walked in and sat by the table, nursing a cup of green tea. “Have you seen my dog? I think I left him in the car— no, wait, he’s a fire dog, he can take care of the heat.”

“Okayyyy.” Jung swirled his tea — it turned into sludge which overflowed from the cup like molasses. “But yes, I’ve seen the statue in pictures—”

“And that statue was built in Saffron City 4 years after the Arcanine’s death, and the sculptor who created it also erected 50 statues across Kanto, and–”

An Alakazam levitated the table up in the air, spilling all of the plates, cakes, and tea sets on the floor. He flung it against the spires of the castle, knocking it into another set of spires like dominoes.

“I, the Great Balthuqur, shall save you from your corrupt parasite of a king!” the Alakazam shouted.

“Isn’t Balthuqur supposed to be from that book, The Five Towers?” Jung asked.

“Yup. I read all sorts of stuff, anything involving wizards or knights is my bread and butter.” She took a bite out of a plain sandwich with no fillings in it. “I get a bit carried away though, though at least you can’t get bored in a dream.”

“No, that’s alright. I know the feeling. I don’t know the last time I gave myself the luxury of reading a book in my spare time, but I have stacks of them waiting at home.” A leaning tower of books emerged behind her, which stood higher than the towers around them. “You seem well read.”

Jeanne raised the blank book, which flapped its pages and flew away like a Wingull. “Yeah, I read for fun a lot when I was with a trainer.”

“You had a trainer? I heard they were discouraged from training Hypno to begin with.”

She hugged herself. “Yeah, you could say that. But whatever, now I’m here, I enjoy it a lot more than battling other Pokemon. I can read whatever I want without anyone bothering me, well, except everyone else in this dwelling—” she stopped when a human in trainer gear strolled past, playing the hurdy gurdy, followed by a line of Rattata who were hypnotised by his song. “Anyway, I’d say it’s like a family over here.”

“It seems like quite the community,” Jung said. Even though most of the Hypno and Drowzee there were asleep, including himself and Jeanne. “And on that note, one of your kind, Moony, told me to meet Hoothoot, whoever that is.”

“Who?” a Hoothoot hooted behind him.

“That’s what I’m asking, who.”

Jeanne blew a raspberry — razzberries sprayed from her mouth. “Eh, that old geezer, just another Hypno. You only really need him if you’re new to the dwelling and want his blessing. Either that or you’ve got nightmares for him to gobble up.”

Jung leaned forward in his invisible chair. “Wait, he can eat nightmares?”

“Yeah, that’s what I said.”

“Then he can help.” He stood up. “I’ve been suffering from terrible ones lately. I can’t sleep on my own without experiencing them, I’m falling behind at work, and I’m tired and I really hate it.”

A storm cloud formed above him, hovering over his head like a Honedge. Jeanne’s eyes widened and she snapped her fingers, making the sword hover over her own head instead.

“Wait—”

The cloud swung like a toy hammer, bonking her head off like a pumpkin off of a scarecrow. Jung stared, trying to process what he had just witnessed.

“But yeah—” Jeanne’s decapitated head spoke—”Hoothoot’s upstairs in the Fire Boss’ Quarters if you need to see him. Just wake him up.”

Her body picked her head off the floor and screwed it back onto her neck like a loose bolt on a screw. Jung nursed his temple.

“I need to get out of this dream before I lose my mind.”

“Then eat it!” Jeanne offered her arm, which turned into a corncob. “That’s a surefire way to get out of a dream, and I’ve got a few free ones, so I don’t mind.”

Her corny arm dripped with salty butter. He wanted to bury his face in those kernels and chomp it all down. But… he couldn’t. That would go against his personal code.

“Um, I’m on a diet. Is there any other way I can get out?”

Her arm turned back to normal. “Wait, so you don’t eat dreams at all?”

“I swore I would never do that as long as I stayed in the human world.”

“Woah, so you went completely cold turkey?” Jeanne nibbled on a tiny finger of corn. “That would drive me mad.”

He pointed to the splattered cakes on the floor. “I have a sweet tooth to compensate – it’s the only thing that satisfies that craving.”

“Well, I hope you have a good dentist. But whatever floats your Gogoat.” She closed her eyes, fiddling with the fluff by her neck. “Hmm, I don’t think I can just click my heels and say ‘there’s no place like home’, but there are ways to force you to wake up.”

Jung gulped. He knew where this was going. “I have to die in the dream to wake up. The mind’s response to that sort of primal fear is to release adrenaline.”

“Yeah, whatever you said, sounds like a lot of technobabble to me, though.” She stood up. “And how do you wanna die?”

“Quickly and painlessly, please.”

“Alright.” Jeanne raised her fingers, about to click them, when she smiled back at Jung. “If you’re still around when we wake up, it’ll be nice to talk in person. I hope the snoring hasn’t put you off too much.”

“No, not at all. In fact, I find you to be rather charming and a good conversationalist.”

“Well, thanks, Jung. I’m not looking for any guys, though.”

“I’m not interested in girls myself.”

“Fair play. You ready?”

He took a deep breath, anticipating how he’d meet his untimely demise. Whatever happened, it would be good to tear off the band aid. “I’m ready.”

She clicked her fingers and just like that, a falling piano crushed Jung.


Jung woke up in a cold sweat and with a pain he couldn’t quite describe. He remembered what happened in the dream, but that didn’t explain why his body ached. Then he realised he lay flat on his nose — he must’ve fallen to the floor when he hypnotised himself into slumber. What an idiot. When Jung sat up, he nursed his poor face. He didn’t know how much more abuse his snout could take today.

The next thing he noticed was the cracked window near the entrance. It was still daylight, but the early evening sun reared its head, casting the dilapidated building in an orange glow. How long was he out cold for?

“Hey, hey, hey!” A Drowzee ran into the room like an overgrown potato with legs. “Hi! You’re new! Who are you? How are you doing?”

“Oh, hello!” Jung said, putting on a smile for the young chap. “I’m Jung, and I’m fine, thank you. What’s your name?”

The Drowzee sucked his thumb. “Don’t have one yet, but that’s okay, just call me Drip, that’s the name I kind of like, everyone calls me that, cuz I’m always drooling and stuff, oh hey, I’m drooling now!” He sniffed his pig-like snout towards Jung’s pocket. “What’s that? Is that a bag? I’m starving as well! Bored and starving and tired, like a… I dunno, a Slowpoke in the desert! Can I have it? Can I have it?”

Jung pulled out his pack of bonbons. He was going to save that for himself, but there was no harm giving his sweets to a child that wanted some. “Help yourself.”

“Thanks, four eyes!”

The instant Drip got ahold of the pack, he tore at it with such voracity that the bag exploded, bonbons rolling all over the floor. This didn’t deter him as he planted his face on the floor, sucking the sweets up like a vacuum cleaner. His nose certainly looked like a nozzle for one.

Even though Jung didn’t expect to have his travel snacks pilfered, somehow he didn’t mind. He giggled at the sight of the hyperactive tapir. Now he needed to get down to business and meet this Hoothoot. That name still threw Jung off — he pictured a giant owl roosting in an office, but he knew it was another Hypno.

Before Jung made his way towards the dorms, he glanced at the Drowzee, who continued to chomp at the last of the bonbons with delight. Once he finished, however, Drip deflated, tracing his finger along the cracks in the floor.

“Are you going to be alright on your own?”

“Yeah.” Drip looked at Jeanne. “I’m gonna stay with her — I like her dreams.”

Jung stared at him a moment longer. He didn’t want to judge his parents, wherever they were, but leaving a kid alone to his own devices in a place like this, Drowzee or not, put a pit in his stomach. This was no environment for any ordinary child. But it also wasn’t his business to intrude on another dwelling’s business.

The rest of the old mining building stood in various states of disarray. Cracked hardhats sat on rusted coathooks in the corridors leading up to the dorms. His feet left impressions on the dusty floor – the building had probably accrued decades of detritus. There were loose floorboards, heaps of clothes and all sorts of other debris.

As Jung searched the hallways for the staircase, he heard snoring from one of the rooms. He followed the source, taking him to a communal dorm room where dozens Hypno slept on ruined bunk beds and disused mattresses, with different Drowzee resting by their feet to feed on their dreams. His heart sank at the sight. They deserved better than slumming in a ruined building.
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Jung ventured upstairs to where Hoothoot apparently stayed. As Jeanne stated, he resided in a room of his own where the Fire Boss’ Quarters used to be. Lucky him. Jung almost knocked on the door when he remembered this dwelling wasn’t too concerned about privacy. Since Hoothoot could’ve been asleep, Jung carefully turned the knob and the door creaked open.

Hoothoot’s room was relatively more lavish compared to the common rooms, though the quarters still showed their age with the chipped plaster walls and the tiny spots of mould in the corner of the ceiling. In the middle of all of this, Hoothoot slept with his legs crossed, surrounded by an abundance of blankets and pillows, some of which looked too fancy for an old mining facility. Jung wondered if it was stolen.

The squeaky door didn’t wake the elderly Hypno up. Nor did Jung’s footsteps upon the aged floorboards. Although Jung got up to arm’s reach, he considered turning back since he never liked rudely snatching someone from their slumber. But Jeanne told him that it would’ve been alright, so he needed to tear the bandaid off.

Jung patted Hoothoot’s head. His fur was all coarse and wiry. He wouldn’t budge, so Jung did the only thing he could think of at that moment: tug on his ears.

“Huh?” Hoothoot whispered and yawned all at once. “Who’s there?”

“I’m new to this dwelling,” Jung said, kneeling down. “I believe you’re Hoothoot.”

“You woke me up just to tell me that?” Even as he talked, he kept his eyes closed. “And just as I was about to have a good dream.”

“Sorry for intruding. Jeanne said it was okay.”

“Oh, her.” Hoothoot scratched his yellow and grey beard. “Well, I like her, so I’ll let it slide. For now.”

Jung inwardly sighed in relief.

“So, Hoothoot. My name’s Jung–”

“Did I ask?”

“Not really. I’m just saying, for formality sake.” He wanted to ease himself into the conversation, but he didn’t know if he wanted to spend more time than necessary with Hoothoot. “I’ll be direct with you, I might need you to read or eat my nightmares.”

Hoothoot stopped scratching.

“How interesting!” Hoothoot grinned, showing his toothless gums. “Come on now, go to sleep so I can chow down.”

“Just like that? You know I can’t just do it on the spot.”

“It’s okay!” He pulled out a huge pendulum from beneath the covers, which looked like it was broken off of a grandfather clock. “I’ll do it myself!”

“Wait, hold on a minute!” Jung almost tripped over the hem of his longcoat. “Please don’t do it right away!”

“You wanted to be direct, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but not like this.” He sighed. “I’d really like to avoid hypnosis if I can, both getting hypnotised and hypnotising someone.”

“Ah, right.” Hoothoot crossed his arms and grumbled. “I sometimes forget we can’t just do that anymore.”

This was going to be a long day. “Wouldn’t you like to know what’s been going on first?”

“Not really. Lots of Hypno come up to me and I just eat some of their nightmares on the spot. Last one I ate tasted like blue cheese.” He smacked his lips. “Delish.”

Jung didn’t want to know what Hoothoot considered disgusting.

“I’m surprised you can do such a thing. I always throw up after eating one.”

“Then you need to build up your tolerance, I’m surprised you’re still alive with such a weak stomach.”

“That’s not the problem, I want to stop these bloody nightmares from happening in the first place!”

This wasn’t like Jung. Well, maybe it was. He didn’t know how to deal with an old Hypno, let alone old people in general. In any case, that got Hoothoot’s attention as he defensively waved.

“Hey, there, I’m just playing around. What’s troubling you?”

Jung sighed. Finally, they were getting somewhere. He repeated what he told Jeanne and also explained his job situation. As he spoke, Hoothoot stroked his beard like a kung fu master from an old action flick.

“Well, stress can cause nightmares, indeed.” Hoothoot said. “When I was your age, I was still in the wild, and believe me, the stuff you’d see there gave me plenty of nightmares. Imagine being chased by an Ariados the size of one of them tall buildings!”

“Skyscrapers.”

“Yeah, those. Then getting caught, trapped in its web, then forced to have its babies.” If Jung had tea, he would’ve spat it out by now. “Well, I adopted them in that dream, I didn’t lay them myself.”

Marginally better.

“I don’t even remember what dreams I had.” Jung shuddered. “I just remember waking up, feeling like I was about to die, like my heart would stop, it was beating so much. Sometimes, I thrashed in the bed before I realised I had woken up.”

“Night terrors,” Hoothoot hissed. “You have it worse, then.”

“Yes, and I’d like nothing more than to stop this mess.”

Hoothoot paused, continually stroking that beard. Jung scratched his chin reflexively, wondering if he was capable of growing stubble that long, or what equated to stubble for Pokemon with fur.

“I’ve had young’uns, much younger than you, that have had these night terrors. It’s the most common in Drowzee. Although they have parents they can confide in, they often come to me and tell me about their nightmares. A lot of things can cause it. Stress, as I said. Seeing someone else’s nightmare. And other Hypno pass on as well, which they sometimes see in their dreams, and it can kick up quite the fuss. We grow up to, what, how many years? You’re a doctor, aren’t you?”

“38 years.” Jung shivered. Saying it out loud really put into perspective how little time Jung had to make his mark on the world, especially compared to humans.

“And that’s assuming you don’t get caught by any predators, battle yourself to death, or die of some other cause. Here, though, we don’t have to worry about that. We basically farm each other and bother nobody else.”

“But then…”

“So, Hypno eventually pass on. And when they do, they linger, like an afterimage. We see them in our dreams. We might even talk to them for a little bit, sometimes consciously, sometimes not. They either die a second death when that memory fades, or they morph into something unrecognisable from when they were once flesh.”

Jung focused on the spots of white mould in the corner. Did he know anyone like that? Yes. But he didn’t want to think about that for now.

“What are you getting at, Hoothoot?”

“Oh, nothing.” He grumbled. “I know I don’t have much life left, so I’m just reflecting, I suppose.” Jung wanted to offer words of comfort to him, but his mind drew a blank. “Anyway. When you’re ready, go to sleep and I’ll be there to chow down on your tasty nightmares.”

Jung grimaced and laid down, getting into a comfortable position in that fortress of blankets. As expected, it felt like lying on a cloud.

“I still don’t know how you can stand eating them. They stink to high heaven.”

“Well, yeah, they do, but compare them to human delicacies. Did you know some humans have this dish where they incubate the eggs of certain Pokemon, particularly Ducklett, just long enough for it to develop but not long enough for it to become a hatchling?”

“Well, I wish I didn’t know now. But it’s not implausible.” He traced his hand over his face. Even outside of work, he couldn’t stop thinking about that Eevee.

“Alright, then compare it to that. Or Durin berries. If you think of it as an acquired taste, then that makes it digest a little better.

Jung put that thought aside for now. He didn’t want to have even worse nightmares than before, imagining what other barbaric delicacies humans cooked up.

“If you want, you can hypnotise me into sleep.”

“Sure thing.” Hoothoot retrieved his giant pendulum. “Be warned, you will experience parts of those nightmares before I reach them. Not all of it, but you won’t like it one bit.”

“I understand.”

“Alright, so you’ll drop in an instant once I use my powers. Nod and I’ll do the deed.”

Jung took a deep breath. He must’ve been very powerful to have those capabilities. Hopefully, he used them for good in his lifetime. With nothing left to lose, Jung nodded, and Hoothoot’s eyes flashed pink.

—

Jung peeled his own face off like a sticker. He still saw with his bare eyes wide open, but the outer shell fell apart like the rind off of an orange. He offered it to the first Pokemon in line: a Yamask. It wore Jung’s face over its clay imitation of a countenance.

“Please, don’t.” Jung’s mouth flapped over the clay’s etched line. “You don’t need to do this – you’ve already given so much.”

Jung waved them away for the other Pokemon in line to come out. The next in line was a Machop. He peeled off a bit of muscle of his own arm and offered it to them. They ate the pieces of his bicep and smiled with a chocolate-covered mouth. He didn’t bleed. His body was all a confection. It didn’t even hurt to take pieces of his body away. His eyes were gobstoppers. His teeth were pieces of candy corn. His bones… were just bones, made of marrow, but everything else that connected to them was made of sweets.

A Sylveon with no ribbons. Jung gave them his arms. Although he couldn’t use his hands, he still offered himself to the other Pokemon in line. And when he had no more parts, he offered his bones as well. A Banette. A Froakie. A Pikachu. A Komala. A Pangoro. By the time he was finished with all his patients, he didn’t even have a claw or a metatarsal left. Just his soul, floating outside of its shell.

An Eevee popped out of the darkness, the one with scars lining their body. He begged at the floating orb with his eyes, whimpering like a beaten dog. Jung would’ve loved nothing more than to help that Eevee. But neither of them were ready yet. If he gave too much, then Jung would disappear too, and he wouldn’t have anything left.

“Jung?” He finally spoke. “It hurts. Everything hurts.”

One of the scars reopened a gash on his side. The wound was pure black.

“Please, help me.” He tried to nuzzle against Jung’s spirit, but his snout passed through Jung’s core. “I don’t wanna go back. Don’t take me back there. They’ll kill me.”

Jung tried to say sorry, but he had no mouth to apologise with. Another scar reopened across the Eevee’s face.

“You’re just like them. You’re a monster. You wanna eat too?” The Eevee offered his paw. “Then eat. Think about it. I’m tasty. Imagine sinking into those nice dreams. And flesh. I bet you wonder what Eevee meat tastes like too. Just like the others.”

Jung wanted to run away, but his soul was fixed into place.

“Or what if I eat yours?”

The Eevee’s face contorted into something completely unrecognisable. All Jung saw was that hundreds of teeth and eyes replaced the face, and the tails behind the body whirled like a whip. All of the eyes squinted at Jung. Behind all of that darkness, there were faint shades of yellow, as well as stitches that connected each eye together. They looked like they were all grafted from the faces of dozens of Hypno.

[image: ]



Before the maw consumed him, Jung recognised one set of eyes from the patchwork mouth. Brown eyes. Her eyes. Those sunken lids.

“Jung, play that record for me again, please.”

Hoothoot popped out and twirled his pendulum. Instead of sucking Jung’s soul, everything else, the malformed Eevee included, got sucked into the Hypno. Everything turned blacker than black, except for the glow of Jung’s soul and Hoothoot, whose belly expanded with an orange glow like a Toxicroak’s sac. Then Hoothoot deflated like a balloon, squeaking as he floated away.


Jung appeared inside a giant birdcage. It had everything him and Alice needed: a hallway, a kitchen, a lounge area, a bathroom, a bedroom, a piano room, an attic, a hamster wheel, some birdfeed, and an electronic chandelier, spread across three floors. But aside from the artificial light, there was nothing else illuminating the indoors — outside the birdcage, it was just pitch black. A Fletchinder bigger than Jung chirped inside the lounge room, head touching the ceiling. Alice. The feathers on her body fell like snow, melting onto the floor. She yawned as she nursed her broken wing.

“I don’t even know what to do today. I just feel so sluggish.”

“Don’t strain yourself, Alice.” He gently grasped her good wing. “Better to rest than to keep spinning your wheels.”

“I know, I know.” She looked outside the draped window. “I mean, we’ve watched everything you suggested, I’ve got all these books but I never feel like reading them.” A whole library of books spun around the room like disco lights. “And I keep buying them.”

“You can never have too many, I suppose.” Jung looked through the translucent walls into the piano room. “Perhaps you could try opening up your slots for more students.”

“I’m not doing that.” Alice pecked the floor. “I can’t even play a note without freaking out anymore. I try to calculate the notes I’ll play, then I’ll worry about messing up the next one, then— oh, what’s the point anymore?” She plucked one of her own feathers out — a bad habit of hers as her plumage had many gaps in them, revealing her bare skin. “How can I teach anyone in this state?”

Jung didn’t have an answer for that. He knew how debilitating her anxiety was. For all the time he spent studying psychology online and trying to get into the programme at the university, he still didn’t know how to help her, and her family didn’t think she needed a therapist. The sertraline sat in the bird feeder, packed like Wishiwashi in a crushed tin box.

“Why won’t you switch up your medication?”

“I don’t know,” Alice sang. “I’m scared of what’ll happen if I stop taking them — they’ve been helping me sleep at night.”

“But they might help you — and you might be able to play the piano without spiralling or feeling like a zombie, with the right pills.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” She preened her remaining feathers. “I think I might put on that jazz record, see if that inspires me.”

“I’ll be in my room.” Jung traced his hand along her fuzzy side. “I hope you find something to get past your block.”

“Thanks.” Before Alice left the room, she turned to Jung, her head drooping. “I don’t deserve you, Jung.”

“Don’t say that.” He forced a smile. “You’re good company.”

“I wish I could be better, though.” She shook her tail. “Never mind.”

Jung was alone now. The notes of the saxophone and harp drifted from Alice’s bedroom. That would be good background noise as he got back to his studies. He didn’t know if he wanted to leave, but he didn’t know how long Alice would be around in this state. He didn’t even want to think of what his life would be like without her, even though that possibility loomed above him more than ever.

Something else crackled from the record player’s sound system: voices.

“Ugh, disgusting creature,” Alice’s mother said.

“I’m surprised she still keeps that thing around,” her sister said.

“Well, she doesn’t want to get rid of it,” her father said. “Besides, it still helps with her insomnia.”

Before Jung could listen to any more of this nonsense, Hoothoot phased through the cage. He didn’t immediately raise his pendulum, instead, staring at Jung with lowered eyes.

“What are you waiting for?” Jung asked, realising this was a dream.

“This isn’t a nightmare. At least, it doesn’t seem like one.”

A Fletchinder skeleton materialised in the room, strung up, hung on hooks, and encased in glass as if she was an archaeological exhibit.

“It is a nightmare. For me, anyway. I don’t like to revisit this place.”

“Alright. I’ll get down to business.”

Hoothoot half-heartedly opened his maw. The birdcage, Alice’s skeleton, everything in it, dissolved into a murmuration of Starly, flying away, taking Hoothoot and Jung along with it.


Jung stood in chains. His back was bruised. His arms shivered, struggling to stay up even if they were bound above his head.

A long-haired human with a blank face, a long powdered wig that reached their waist, and a star-studded sceptre that doubled as a microphone approached Jung, tugging his ears.

“Well, do you confess?”

Everyone waited. Liliane. Amelie. Alice. Pierre. The rest of the judges, juries and executioners, most of which were taken up by Kangaskhan. They stood before him on their podium. Most of them sat idly as they stuffed their faces with fried Torchic or chocolate truffles.

“Confess what?” Jung asked. Just for that, the human struck his face with the sceptre on the jagged end. He was numb to it.

“Your sins.”

“Did I eat too many sweets without brushing my teeth?”

“Yes.” The human caressed their sceptre like a baby. “But also, look at the screen.”

A large, silver screen materialised from nowhere and flickered to life. A CGI intro to some courthouse show played, the one Jung was live on. Judge Judgy appeared as a presenter, recapping the case as they waved their sceptre. The plaintiff was everyone in the world. Humans and Pokemon alike. The defendant was Jung, chained to the chandelier. The crime? Existing. And giving the dentist a migraine because of his sweet tooth.

“Can I call a lawyer?”

“Did you forget that Pokemon don’t have legal rights at all?” Judge Judgy cocked their head at a 90 degree angle. “Why make laws for something that has no right to exist? At least, among humans. You have no defense.”

“Oh, right.” Jung only had himself to blame for being born with yellow fur. “I apologise then for being born.”

“That’s more like it.” They turned around, hair swirling around them like rolling waves. “I suppose I could give you a lighter sentence for confessing and apologising, but remember, you have no rights.”

“Why bother talking to me at all then?”

Judge Judgy turned back and snapped their crooked fingers. Jung’s knees buckled and his arms stretched to impossible lengths to accommodate the chains. This made Jung into a chair for the judge to sit on.

“Know your place, you foul Hypno.” They ground their heel into Jung’s fingers. “What are you even talking about? Why do you think I care about the azimuth compass? The skipping record? The Ekans eating itself? That’s all I hear from you, even though you learned our language. We’ll never learn yours, we don’t owe you that much.”

“What do you want?” he groaned.

“I’ll tell you what I want, what I really really want, and that’s for you to decide for yourself. Why would I give you the satisfaction of having an answer? What difference does that make to the way I treat you?”

“None.”

“Exactly, so shut up.” Judge Judgy pointed their sceptre to the Kangaskhan. “Judges, juries and executioners? What is your verdict?”

The cubs popped out of their mothers’ pouches and pressed the big red buttons that sat before them on the jury’s desk. It made a buzzer like the losing sound on a game show. Jung scowled. Liliane, Amelie, and Alice pressed a smaller green button, which dinged like a doorbell. They were outmatched.

“Alright. The verdict has been decided.” Judge Judgy mercifully stood up. “Jung Hypno, for crimes against humanity and Pokemon alike, and for not flossing your teeth, you are sentenced to an eternity of humiliation.” They pointed the microphone towards him. “Now, bark into the nice little Mikey.”

“Woof.”

They bashed his head with the end of the rod.

“Not good enough! You need to be convincing, acting is reacting, you’ll never hit the awards season if you don’t put your all into it! Walk on all fours and bark like the dog you deserve to be!”

Jung tried, though his arms were still stuck to the chandelier. He couldn’t reach his arms down.

“What do you expect me to do with these chains holding me?!”

“Nothing. Even though you have no control over it, we still expect you to fall in line. Remember, you are beneath us, not even worth the dust at the bottom of my shoes.” They raised their heel, sharp tip aimed above Jung’s head. “Now put your hands on the floor and bark.”

Hoothoot appeared in a Houndour suit, plastic horns protruding from his head. With one bark, he sucked up everything in the room.


Jung stood in a white room, facing an invisible mirror that reflected himself. He admired his features. He tugged at the tip of his ears. He adjusted his glasses. Look at that fur. Look at that longcoat. Look at that long nose. Every feature was fixed perfectly into place. Except, one thing was missing, his pendulum.

It didn’t matter. Jung had tossed it away in the ocean on Alola’s fine beaches. He watched it sink to the seabed. From now on, that blasted piece of metal would no longer dictate his life.

The reflection moved. Jung’s soft, round eyes morphed into angular features until Jung’s mirror image stared back at him. Its squinting, pinprick eyes peered into his soul.

“████,” it said.

“Yes, that’s what I am.” Jung crossed his arms.

“█████.”

“Oh, so you have a one word vocabulary, that’s fine, I guess. I only thought it happened in that TV show…”

The Hypno pointed at him with one hand. The other raised a silver pendulum. Polished to perfection. Not a speck of orange or green on it. It dangled the pendulum in its paw.

“█████, █████, █████,” It chanted along with the swaying of the coin.

Jung tried to speak. He couldn’t. The psychic force stitched his mouth shut. His body was now a cage for the Hypno to open, and it possessed the skeleton key to his soul. It raised its arm, then Jung raised his. It tapped its foot, Jung tapped his foot. It took a few paces back, as did Jung. It ran towards the mirror, and Jung crashed through the substrate.

Shards pierced through Jung’s skin. He broke through the psychic field long enough to scream, like a Chespin jumping on hot coals. His mouth closed again. Damn it, that Hypno did this on purpose. Of course it would. All Hypno were complete, utter bastards that deserved to be put down like dogs.

Including Jung.

The Hypno didn’t stop there. It grabbed a huge glass shard off the floor. Jung grabbed a huge glass shard off the floor. It raised it to its stomach. Jung raised it to his stomach—

No, no no no, no no no, no no no no no no no nonononononononononono

Jung resisted, pushing with all of his might as if pushing a bulldozer. The shard stopped short of piercing his belly. It stopped.

That Hypno opened Jung’s mouth, letting him breathe a sigh of relief.

Jung knew what was coming before the glass plunged into his—


Jung woke up thrashing and screaming. His heart thundered in his chest. His breaths, raspy and choked. Hoothoot embraced him, hugging him as he cooed against his face.

“Shh, shh, it’s alright. You’re awake now.”

Jung felt like such a baby. He hadn’t been this scared since— no no no, he was always scared. He didn’t want this. Jung didn’t want to be a part of this anymore. He didn’t want to be a Drowzee or a Hypno.

Hoothoot’s body was so warm. So soft, despite age frizzing up his fur. Jung couldn’t stop himself from sobbing into it as it soaked up his tears.

“Oh dear me.” Hoothoot stroked the back of his head. “I’ve seen nightmares in my lifetime, but yours… yours is the worst I’ve come across by far. You’ve given me the first stomach ache I’ve had in a while.”

“I’m— I’m— I’m— I’m so sorry—”

“No, shh, it’s okay.” He squeezed Jung tighter. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”

Jung had no immediate reply to that. Hoothoot kept hold of him until he gathered himself, however long it took. Even when Jung’s heart slowed, he still clutched Hoothoot for dear life, and Hoothoot didn’t let go either.

“Hoothoot,” Jung croaked. “Why is this happening to me?”

“You… you’ve experienced a lot in your short life so far. I don’t know the details, but I felt it in your dreams.” He caressed his back. “We bear a huge cross, being Hypno. It’s hard to keep one’s spirits up when the world is against you.”

“How do you deal with it?” Jung sighed. “I don’t want to put up with this for the rest of my life. No matter how I make myself look or what I do, it’s still not enough for people.”

“I’ve put up with it all my life. Even back then, Hypno were feared all around the world, some of which was for a good reason. Do you know about the Dreamdivers?”

Jung’s breath quickened. He never wanted to remember them ever again, in dreams or reality.

They were a nomadic pack of Hypno in Kanto, travelling from place to place to search for prey. They hypnotised people. Pokemon. Human children. They even kidnapped some of them and harvested them for their dreams. Some of their victims either died of starvation or other causes as a result of the hypnotism. The offending Hypno were tracked down and culled on sight. Then word spread through the region, then the rest of the world.

It may have happened decades ago. Or centuries ago. They might as well have been urban legends. Either way, it wasn’t a rare occurrence for Jung to get comments comparing him to them.

“Yes, I do.”

“Then you know how they ruined everything for us. The thought that a member of our species would do that to innocent people shakes me to my very core.”

Jung pried himself away from Hoothoot’s embrace. He wanted to run. He didn’t want to listen to any more of this. Seeing Hoothoot’s surprised expression, Jung gripped his paws.

“Sorry, I don’t know how much more of this I can take. So you’re saying that humans are right to fear us and there’s nothing we can do about it?”

“You can, just that you can’t change people’s minds all at once, as much as we are capable of doing so if we’re truly desperate to. The damage has already been done and I’ve accepted that.“ Jung was unsure if he echoed that sentiment. “Besides–”Hoothoot shut his eyes–”I’m with other Hypno that admire me, and I admire them too. I don’t need the approval of stinking humans to feel content. So why do you?”

Jung blinked. “Why do I do what?”

“Well, you said it yourself, no matter what you do, it’s still not enough for people. And caring after other Pokemon, some of which despise you on sight for what you are, sounds highly stressful as I said. That could be what’s causing your nightmares.”

Jung pulled back, clutching his arms. “But I haven’t felt like this before and I’ve been working there for nearly a year now.”

“Alright, then do you make sure to eat plenty of nice dreams? You need them to keep your strength up.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You mean you don’t eat any dreams whatsoever? Isn’t that like a carnivore deciding they want to only eat veggies?”

“ I eat plenty of other stuff that my body digests, thank you very much. Sweets and cake satisfy similar needs to those dreams.”

“Sweets and cake, you’ve got a whole nightmare platter there.”

“Again, what does this have to do with anything?”

“Those foods make you hyper. If you go to sleep while your brain is active, you might have more nightmares. And if you’re using them as a substitute for dream eating, that leads to more nightmares because of stress. I thought someone like you would know that.”

“I’m a psychologist, not a doctor.” Jung scoffed. “And I’m not eating another Pokemon’s dreams if I can avoid it. I’ve only eaten nightmares lately in order to put my patients at ease, just like you have now.”

“Then quit your job.”

Jung backed away, standing by the door.

“This job is all I have. Without it, I’m worthless. And–”

“You seem to tie your self worth to your work.” Hoothoot gazed through him, his eyes as piercing as a Noctowl’s talons. “Is that what you tell your patients, that if they don’t give themselves selflessly into every action they take, they’re not worth the same comforts any decent Pokemon should afford?”

“No, that’s…” Jung sputtered, trembling on his own words. “That’s not…”

“I’ve said it before, but if this job is causing you this much grief, then what’s the use? Especially if you don’t seem to enjoy it?”

Jung took a deep breath. He needed to gather himself. Jung was the therapist, not the one needing therapy.

“Enjoy isn’t the right word. As an adult, you simply have to do things you wouldn’t otherwise want to do.”

“I know a lot of adults, well, adult Hypno, and they beg to differ.”

“But these Pokemon need me!” Jung covered his mouth. He didn’t mean to yell. “I’ve found a community with them and my human coworkers. And I feel like I have a purpose when I’m helping others move forward in life. So I want– no, I need to look after them.”

“Alright.” Hoothoot sighed. “It seems like you’ve made your mind up about that. The point about the sugar still stands. And really, what is the worst thing that can happen if you eat another Pokemon’s dreams?”

“It steals sleep away from them.” Jung paced back and forth across the room. “I couldn’t live with myself if I ended up draining their energy to the point they couldn’t function.”

“But it’s all in moderation – we know that first hand since we benefit off of one another. And eating one person’s dream doesn’t have too many lasting effects, just like losing an hour of sleep doesn’t. So why not ask another Pokemon or human if they’re willing to lend you the dreams that they want to volunteer?”

Jung opened his mouth, then closed it. He didn’t have a retort there. Of course, asking his patients was out of the question since that would be taking advantage of their vulnerable position. He still wasn’t particularly close to many people, save for Amelie, and asking her felt wrong.

“Because I have nobody to ask.” Jung looked at his feet. “I don’t have what you have. I don’t know any other Hypno in my life right now. I don’t have many friends. I can’t get too attached to my patients either, it’s not proper.”

Hoothoot hummed, stroking his beard again. As he pondered. Jung’s stomach rumbled and ached. It was worse than all of the hunger pains he had before. And of course, he forgot to bring more snacks, because he was a stupid Hypno. How was he supposed to know he’d be out this long? But Jung hid his grimace.

“I don’t know what the other Hypno think of you. And of course, we try to be careful about how many Hypno we allow in this place. But while you’re here, why don’t you ask if any Hypno or Drowzee have any dreams up on offer? Tell them I gave you my blessing.”

Hoothoot’s words put a bitter taste in his mouth. It felt wrong to suddenly waltz into their dwelling and make such a request as an outsider. And it felt even worse to break his streak after ages of abstaining from dreams. He came close to eating the dreams of his patients a few times, sure, but he swore he wouldn’t give into temptation.

But what harm could eating one tiny little dream do?

  



4. DrEaM


    
    Jung’s feet felt like cinderblocks, walking through those hollow hallways. Those nightmares were a shock to his system. His tummy cramped with the mother of all hunger pains. What he saw in there as well… was that what happened in his subconscious? Oh god, what was wrong with him?

No, that had to wait. No point in psychoanalysing himself for now. All he needed was to go back downstairs and mooch off of somebody else’s dreams.

It was dark. He must’ve been out cold for god knows how long. He could barely find his way down the stairs, almost missing the first step. Jung took a moment to catch his breath. After a few seconds, his eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he continued his descent. The floor creaked beneath his weight. The air tasted stale. The chatter of Hypno echoed from afar. With the ambience of the hallways, he half expected a Gastly to pop out of the walls. As he came downstairs, the draft blew in through a cracked window, making him shiver. That did little to elevate his mood.

Thankfully, he found solace in the newly-occupied lounge room, lit by candlefire. This time, the Hypno were awake, and the room bustled with activity. Some Drowzee played together, chasing each other around the house. They were probably hyperactive waking up from their dream-eating sessions.

Some played with Hypno, either amusing each other by using telekinesis on different objects in the room, or playing board games. From the tattered game boxes, they had probably been left in the building since before it was abandoned. The air was filled with yawns from the Hypno, though. One, then another, then the rest of the room. Even Jung yawned.

“See?” one Hypno said. “Told you you’re contagious.”

“Aw, shut up.” The other Hypno threw a chess piece at them, only for the offending Hypno to stop it in mid air. “Anyway, it’s your turn — you’ve been staring at the board for, like, a while now.”

Despite their tiredness, it was nice to see them having fun even under these conditions. Jeanne was awake too, reading one of her books by candlelight. She was separate from the others, sequestered in her book nook, but she smiled as she read, so she seemed satisfied.

“Oh, hey,” Jeanne said. She was a sight for sore eyes after all that dream nonsense. “Wow, you look much different in person.”

“How so?”

“Those clothes.” Jeanne tilted her head. “You look like you’re about to dissect a Politoed.”

“Well, I guess I am a doctor in a sense.” Jung yawned again. He didn’t realise how tired he was that even the act of standing still felt like an ordeal. “Sorry, can I sit down on one of these armchairs?”

“Go for it!”

“Thank you.” Jung sighed and slumped to the adjacent armchair. “My word, I feel dreadful.”

“So he showed you your nightmares? Must’ve been bad for you to get winded like that, though we all get ‘em at some point.”

“I know. It’s not just that, it’s–” Jung shook his head. “Nothing. I… I’m fine.”

“Okay, if ya say so. What did Hoothoot tell you?”

“To start eating dreams again.” Jung sat up, patting his belly. “I’m honestly considering it at this point.”

“Well, I’d be happy to lend a hand, but us Hypno need to recharge our batteries, y’know. That’s why we have times where we stay awake and feed off the Drowzee — we need to refill the well so there’s a bit of meat to our dreams.”

“Ah, understandable. I don’t wish to intrude on your dwelling, it’s just that I don’t know who else to ask. Not that I know if I want to ask.”

“It’s tough, especially if you’re mixing with humans and all.” She puffed her cheeks. “My trainer used to think the whole idea was creepy. And even if he let me eat his dreams, that meant having to share the same tent with him while he slept.”

Jung blinked. “That’s… I never thought of that, but I can imagine how difficult that would be. Not to mention embarrassing.”

“My teammates offered, so at least I got my fix.” She scratched her nose. “Tell ya what, when Brie wakes up, I’ll ask him if he’s got a free slot.”

“Thank you.”

Jeanne went back to reading her book. All the other Hypno and Drowzee did their own thing. As much as Jung wanted to talk to them, he didn’t know how willing they were to approach him, if they even noticed him. He saw no sign of Drip anywhere either. Out of boredom, Jung glanced at the disused grandfather clock towed away in the corner of the room, missing its pendulum.

Eventually, Jung stood up and peered at the book Jeanne read. The paper was off yellow and the pages had a few tears in them — the page Jeanne read featured an illustration of a menacing-looking bard with some sort of instrument leading a line of Rattata through a medieval street.

“Is that the man I saw in your dream?” Jung asked.

“Yeah. I only read it once before, but dreaming about that made me think of it again.” She hummed. “It’s not my favourite story, but it has an interesting history to it.”

“I don’t think I’ve heard of the Organ Grinder before — the legend, not the hurdy gurdy. How does it go?”

“Okay then…” She flicked back to the starting page. “In the old Kingdom of Camfora, which was later named Camphrier, there was a Rattata infestation.” The illustration featured a horde of Rattata chewing through wooden crates, food supplies, and the flooring of peoples’ homes. “And along came a bard, the fabled Organ Grinder, bedazzled with colourful garments. He promised to hypnotise the Rattata of Camfora in exchange for coin.”

The bard looked suspiciously Hypno-like, especially with the ears in his pointy hat.

“And so, he struck the hurdy gurdy, ensnaring the throng with his song. One by one, he led the Rattata to the edge of a cliff, where they each fell to their doom. The mayor, however, only paid a pittance for his services, snubbing their saviour.”

The next page featured the Organ Grinder leading a mass of human children down the same path as the Rattata.

“As revenge, he played to an audience of 200 children of Camfora. None of the townsfolk noticed as their young were led astray, for they were enchanted by his song too.”

The last image featured the Organ Grinder staring back at the reader with a mischievous grin. They were completely naked for they had turned back into a Hypno and abandoned their clothes. The hurdy gurdy was absent, replaced instead by a pendulum.

“Neither child nor adult knew he was a Hypno in human skin.”

Jung scoffed and sat down. How preposterous. That was just a shaggy dog story, no investment in the characters whatsoever. Wait, why was he critiquing a fairy tale, of all things? No, he had to read in between the lines.

“So… the message is to not trust any Hypno you see. Or perhaps, anyone in general, for they may be a Pokemon in disguise plotting to kill you.”

“Sorta? Could be about paying your debts and keeping promises, could be about stranger danger.” Jeanne flicked through more pages. “Back then, a lot of humans still feared Pokemon, and vice versa. The only thing you could do back then was simply survive til the next day. So they wrote fairy tales to warn children not to play with fire or cry wolf, or follow the suspicious Pokemon.”

That checked out, as sad as it was to think about. Again, he had to count his blessings. Then he had a thought.

“Was there a time where we weren’t feared?”

“Hard to tell, not a lot of stories really talk about us, so I dunno if it was always the case. We were used as therapy mon, like Chansey, though more for putting patients to sleep.” She winked at Jung. “You couldn’t have picked a better job.”

“Yes.” Jung took a deep breath. He was very lucky to be in this position. He had to remind himself of that.

The cheese-eating Hypno walked in from the kitchen. If Jung had to wager a guess, that would’ve been Brie. He waved at Jeanne, only to lower his hand when he noticed Jung.

“Who’s this?”

“A city slicker,” Jeanne chimed in. “He just needed our help with something.”

“Mmm hmm.” Brie squinted, staring through Jung. “We shouldn’t be taking anyone else in.”

“According to who? It doesn’t bother Hoothoot.”

“It bothers me. I’ve dealt with enough trouble getting back here, I don’t want some rando in the mix at the moment.”

Brie huffed as he went back to the other room. Jung rose, looking at the door.

“I don’t mind leaving if I’m being a problem here.”

“Ignore him. I’m sure you understand why we have Moony out there guarding the place.”

“To stop humans from getting in.”

“Yeah, and Brie doesn’t like anything that poses a risk to that. If those rangers found out where we’re staying, they’d kick us out.”

“But you’re not doing any harm here.”

“It won’t make a difference to them since we’re Hypno.” She slammed the book shut. “And this is a historical site, after all.”

“Right.” He remembered the state of those mines. “What happened here?”

Jeanne cleared her throat. “From what I remember — don’t know where I got it from —, decades ago, everyone used to dig here for coal, since they still used steam trains and had boilers and such. When coal became useless, all the mines in Kalos went bust, and all the workers either moved on or struggled to find their feet afterwards. I think the folks left in charge of protecting this place wanna do something with it, so we’re not even supposed to be here.”

“Balderdash. This place seems like it’s been closed for ages, what are they even planning to do with it?”

“Turn it into a theme park? Or a mansion? I dunno, beats me.”

“And ignoring that, you all have every right to stay somewhere safe, especially taking care of your Drowzee.”

“I know that.” She shook her head. “But whatever. It is what it is.”

Brie popped out from the other room. “I don’t suppose you can read out that recipe for me, Jeanne?”

“On it!” She grabbed an old cookbook from the shelf and padded across the lounge room. “Oh, you can come with, if you wanna sort this dream eating thing out.”

Jung had nothing else to do, so he followed her into the next room.

A pair of Drowzee sat beneath the kitchen table, munching on morsels of cheese. Jeanne and Brie were hunched over the dusty counter, where there was an empty plastic bag, a bag of flour, and a few other ingredients in the mix as well.

“Oh, I wish we had one of those seashell moulds,” Brie said, adjusting his ratty apron. “Those madeleines sound scrumptious.”

“Imagine stealing a whole metal tray and carting it back, though,” Jeanne replied.

“Don’t tempt me.”

“Hide it under your fur, maybe?”

“I wish. I’d steal a whole kitchen from those humans if I could, imagine all the stuff I could make. Don’t suppose you’ve ever tried madeleines while you were out there, Jeanne?”

“Nah, my trainer was more of a spicy sort of guy.”

“He had bad taste, then.”

Jung felt like he was intruding, but somehow, despite the age this place showed, it felt like home.

“I love madeleines,” Jung chimed in, trying to get a peek of what they were working on. “There’s one bakery in my city that sells massive ones with these hard chocolate shells as well, it really compliments the soft spongy texture.”

Brie sharply turned. “I didn’t ask you.”

“Aw, come off it, Brie. This guy has quite the sweet tooth, don’t you, Jung?”

“Yes. And I can’t say I’m an expert at it, but I’ve dipped my paws in the dough before, so to speak. I’m certain that cakes make up 90% of my diet.”

Brie silently turned back to the counter.

“I’m surprised you can bake anything with that stove.”

“Barely.” Brie huffed.

Jung pushed himself next to Jeanne, giving him a view of the counter. Brie’s dust-caked paws whisked some batter in a chipped pottery bowl.

“So, I think Jung has something to ask you,” Jeanne said.

Brie’s frame deflated like a balloon. “What is it?”

There was no chance Brie would be so accommodating towards Jung right now. He needed to change the subject.

“Have you tried making madeleines without the mould?”

Jeanne knitted her eyebrows, while Brie raised them.

“You need the tray for that, don’t you?” he asked.

“Not strictly, the shape doesn’t affect the taste. The seashell is only a tradition. Therefore, you don’t need a mould to make them since they only require the same ingredients.”

“So they’d just be tiny sponge cakes.”

“Yes, but you could also press a fork into the mixture on the tray.” Then he had another idea. “Oh, Jeanne, do we have enough ingredients to make them?”

She blinked, then turned her nose to the book as she flipped back to the page with the recipe on them. “We’d need two eggs, some caster sugar, flour, baking powder and butter, and maybe a grepa berry for some zest as well.”

“Well, it’s not as if I can make grepas grow on trees, can I?” Brie mixed with gusto, spraying flecks of batter flying on the counter.

“Well, yeah, they’re berries.”

“Oh. Whoops.” He blew a raspberry. “I guess I could try, though. Wait, I’m making something with similar ingredients, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” Jung said, “and you can have choco chip madeleines as well.”

“Wow, so this might actually work!”

“Indeed! I can help you if you’d like as well!”

Brie shifted over, making some room for Jung at the counter. From there, they got to work, mixing in the extra batches of ingredients for the changed recipe. Jung didn’t mind a bit of dirty work in the kitchen, and thankfully, Brie seemed to mellow out in his presence.

Next, they poured the mixture onto the tray. Each cake was supposed to be tiny and evenly spaced out, but because of the delicate nature of the work and their limited supplies, the sizes varied from pea sized to cookie shaped. But this didn’t deter their experiment as they popped it in the oven.

Brie wiped his paws on his apron and rested against the counter, exhaling contentedly.

“Well, I hope this works. Then again, it’s always fun just messing around in the kitchen.”

“Indeed.” Jung smiled. “I forget how fun it is to bake sometimes.”

“Oh yeah, Jung, was it? What’s your situation? Who trains you?”

“Ah, no, no. I work by myself, so I don’t need a trainer.”

“No way.” Brie hummed as he cut up a morsel of blue cheddar on the side. “What sort of place would let a Hypno in?”

“A place that needed my abilities and my expertise.” He wrinkled his nose as Brie offered him some cheese. “I’m good, thank you.”

“You’ve got to keep your strength up.” Brie patted his stocky belly. “Besides, you’re missing out on some crazy dreams.”

“Yeah, I can always smell ‘em,” Jeanne scoffed.

“I know what cheese dreams feel like,” Jung said, “I just don’t like the taste. Anyway, they let me use the kitchen in the canteen sometimes, but even then, I don’t have much spare time to bake something.”

“You get a whole canteen to yourself?” Brie put the piece aside and bit a whole chunk out of the wheel. “Can we swap places?”

He would’ve said no, but given their circumstances, that seemed foolish. “I wouldn’t mind.”

“We’re lucky that we have this kitchen at all,” Jeanne piped in, flicking through the recipe book. “Not that we need to eat or anythin’, but it’s nice to have something that isn’t spirit food sometimes.”

“I’m sure both of you need a dose of reality here and there.”

“Indeed.” Brie chewed slowly, swallowed, then sighed. “Well, it’s the only thing that gives me hope here, baking. It reminds me that I’m living, not just surviving.”

“I suppose that’s all we can do, find hope in hopelessness.” Jung stared at the old, dusty floorboards. “I apologise if we got off on the wrong foot. I hope all of you are finding ways to cope with this living situation – I also realise I’m in a privileged position myself.”

“Nah, it’s okay.” Brie shook Jung’s paw. “We’ve been managing on our own for some time now, like…” He pulled back, tenting his fingers. “Um, Jeanne, help me out.”

“I’ve been here for two years, and Brie’s been here longer than I have, so it’s not like this is new to us. We’re all misfits here.” Jeanne glanced at the two Drowzee who happily dozed off next to each other, murmuring in their sleep. She pointed at one of them. “We found her abandoned in the woods.” Then pointed to the next one. “Him and his parents came here, but one of them passed away after an encounter in the wild.”

Jung clutched his chest. “How horrible.”

“As I said, it is what it is.” Jeanne patted Brie’s shoulder. “At least we’ve got each other.”

Jung never felt something like this before, this sense of community among Hypno. It was impossible for him to stay here for too long, but he could dream. And helping Brie out brought heat to his cold chest.

He came here for a reason, however. And the tension between him and Brie eased for now, so perhaps it was a good time to bring it up.

“I came to ask for a favour,” Jung started. “I’ve been having terrible nightmares lately, and Hoothoot recommended that I eat somebody’s dreams. Is there anyone that would be available in your schedule?”

“Ah, of course! I’m pretty sure I can fit you in.” Brie pulled out the clipboard and Jeanne picked up a pencil from the table. “Drip’s the odd one out at the moment, so he still needs to give his dreams to someone, if he’s willing to.”

“Okay, we’re sorted.” Jeanne scratched something out, then scribbled in Jung’s name. “You know that Drowzee you gave the bonbons to? You’ll be feeding off of him.”

Jung grimaced. “Somehow, that sounds wrong. Especially from a child.”

“You’re eating his dreams, not biting his head off. Besides, he went to sleep early, so you’d be doing us a favour by putting his dreams to good use.”

“Sorry, I’m still not used to that. Anyway, I’m immensely grateful for you two. I–” Jung’s nose twitched at the smell of burning dough. “I think those cakes are ready.”

Brie pulled the tray out with his own telekinesis, placing it carefully onto the stovetop. The batter solidified and rose to mixed results. Some came out with their signature dome shape and fluffy texture, others came out lumpy or conjoined. For the finishing touches, Jung grabbed a fork and pressed its prongs into the batches. They served as suitable facsimiles of seashells, which Brie hummed at.

“Now the moment of truth.” Brie peeled the cake off with his powers, then placed it on his tongue. He chewed, chomped, and savoured before swallowing. All the while, Jung, and Jeanne waited with bated breath.

“It’s… bland.” Brie stuck his tongue out. “Even the sugar doesn’t seem to help.”

“Oh.” Jung tried one, which only confirmed Brie’s comments. It tasted like cheap chocolate with a spongy texture. And there was an odd, smoky aftertaste from the charred wood. “Ah, well, I’m sorry this didn’t work.”

“Nah, I have the same problem with those other cakes I keep making.”

Unexpectedly, Brie put the tray aside and hugged Jung, burying him in a sea of fluff. This was… nice. Really nice. Jung could get used to this. Before he could hug him back, Brie let go.

“Thank you, though, for helping me.” Brie smiled. “I had fun. That’s what matters.”

“I’m glad.” Jung stroked his hot cheek. “I had fun too.”

“Get a room, you two.” Jeanne picked one madeleine off the tray and popped it in her mouth. “I mean, chocolate is chocolate, so that’s nice. I give it a solid C minus.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Brie asked.

“It’s passable, barely.”

“Passable is good enough. Next time, I might add some of that zest.“ He turned to the two dozing Drowzee. “We should start giving these out – they’ll be first come first served.” Brie put a few more on a chipped plate, along with some cheese. “I’m saving this for Drip when he wakes up.”

“Ah, right, where is he?” Jung asked.

“He’s snoozing in the dorms.” Jeanne waved to the door. “I’ll lead you there.”

So that was settled. Jung waved back to Brie as he re-entered the lounge area. Then back through those dark, dank hallways. Something bumped. It was subtle, but noticeable. Where it came from, however, he couldn’t quite place. He listened again. It stopped. That was bizarre. It certainly didn’t do wonders for this place’s vibe.

“Jeanne, can I ask who on earth’s knocking?”

“Ah yeah, it’s nothing.” Jeanne replied. She walked to the source of the sound and pulled open the door to reveal an old water closet with rusty pipes. “This place has baths and everything, though we don’t really have running water here. So sometimes, the plumbing gets all creaky.”

Jung inhaled. It smelled musty, but not terrible, and Jeanne didn’t have any odour to speak of. “How do you bathe then? And even with the dream-eating, you need to stay hydrated as well.”

“Well duh. There’s a quarry we bathe in near the mines. That has a freshwater spring as well we usually drink from. Or we steal the bottles from different places.”

“Right, I wondered how Brie was able to acquire those ingredients.”

“I hope you don’t have a problem with it. It’s not like we have much choice.”

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t dream of judging you for it.”

Jeanne turned back and cocked a finger gun. “Ha, dream. Good pun.”

Jung scoffed. He didn’t even plan that joke.

After that detour, they reached the dorms, the exact same one Jung visited before. Drip lay curled up like a baby on a floor, clutching a blanket. Beside him was a candle and a few picture books — one in particular was Perry Pignite, which featured the titular Pokemon tending to a farm in a soft, watercolour art style. Beside it was another book on cultivating farmland. And Drip’s dreams tasted of strawberries, bonbons, soil and… metal. Like the taste of blood.

That made Jung stop in his tracks. He considered turning back when Jeanne sat beside Drip, stroking his side.

“He’s been going through a lot lately,” Jeanne said. “I’ll let him tell you when you see him in his dreams.”

“Alright, thanks, Jeanne,” Jung said, sitting down alongside him. He stared at Drip for a moment, observing as he muttered in his sleep, tossed and turned, and sometimes kicked at the air. He looked so relaxed. Who was Jung to take that away from him? And yet, those dreams were being presented to him on a silver platter.

“Jung.” Jeanne patted his back. “Ya don’t have to if you don’t want to. Either way, I think he’ll like you visiting him. I also think he took quite a shine to you, from what he told me in my dreams.”

“He did?”

“I mean, you gave him your sweets, so that’s one way to get on his good side.”

Right, of course. He’d forgotten after getting swept up in all that nightmarish chaos. But no, it would be fine. Jung laid down beside Drip, held out the pendulum in front of him, and chanted one, two, three…


Jung was a Diglett, poking through the earth and back into the soil. He found himself in various clearings, forests and odds and ends in the world, even poking through the seabed at one point, until eventually he popped out into a farmland filled with strawberry trees. Those strawberries were ripe for the picking, glistening in the sun, juices dripping down their pips.

A Drowzee in overalls emerged, holding a shovel. He dug the Diglett out, using all of his strength and might to uproot him. The rest of Jung emerged, sporting a regular Hypno body except with a very smooth, Diglett-like head and a bulbous nose.

“Hey, hey, four eyes!” Drip greeted. “Well, beady eyes, this time, anyway, this is my dream! How’s it going?”

Jung smiled. “Well, it’s quite the impressive farm you’ve cultivated here.”

A Drilbur in a sunhat sniffled and snuffled at the soil, finding Jung and Drip.

“Oh hello, Perry,” the Drilbur said, “I hope those Bunnelby aren’t going to pester us today!”

“I’ll whack ‘em with this if they do!” Drip held his shovel out. “Hey, let’s have one of those tea parties, haven’t tried one of those before, four eyes, have you had one?”

All three of them sat at a table, pouring each other tea that changed colour out of its spout at random.

“Why, yes, I love tea parties and picnics,” Jung said, taking a sip. It tasted like freshly mowed grass. “I especially like a good afternoon tea for lunch.”

“Whaddya mean, afternoon tea, so you drink tea when the sun’s in one spot, why not drink it at any time, and also how is tea supposed to be lunch?”

“No, afternoon tea is a type of ritual that involves drinking tea and eating scones with jam and cream.”

“Ooh, I’d love that, but not the way Brie makes ‘em.” He stuck his serpentine tongue out. “Brie tried baking scones and they tasted like coal!”

A bunch of charcoal pellets fell onto the table, smashing up all the tea sets. They continued drinking regardless. Drilbur nursed a Sinistea in his claws. He drank it and immediately dropped to the floor, legs sticking up in the air.

“I’m fine,” the Drilbur said, “I’m just getting acquainted with this fine chap.”

“This fella’s body’s really interesting!” the Sinistea squeaked. “He’s gonna make a good host!”

Jung couldn’t decide whether he was amused or discomforted. Either way, he had to know what was ailing Drip.

“Jeanne tells me you’re going through a lot,” Jung said, gently placing his saucer on the messy table. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, I’m fine!” Drip shouted, jumping up and down on his seat. “I’m good! D’you wanna see the farm, I’ve got Leppa berries growing as well, they’re really juicy!”

Jung chose to indulge in this fantasy for a bit longer. He stood up and followed Drip, holding his hand. Despite his small stature, he managed to pull Jung along with so much force that he yanked his arm off. Drip politely popped it back in place.

“Thanks, Drip, I hate it when that happens.”

As Jung strolled along the muddy patches, he saw all kinds of berries. Oran, Lomen, raspberries, starberries, nozzleberries, berryberries, until they stopped in front of a large Leppa tree. It was upside down, its roots holding up the sky, and its branches digging into the earth, Leppa berries hanging off of the leaves. An Ekans snaked across the deadwood, wrapping itself around a Leppa. Something smelled of carrion — a bunch of Murkrow pecked at a spot in the ground.

Jung’s stomach churned. This smell didn’t deter the Drowzee, however, as Drip elongated his arm and dug into the Leppa, shaking off the Ekans.

“Sssilly boy,” it hissed. “I’m protecting you, don’t eat that.”

“Why, what’s the worst that can happen, Leppas are Perry’s favourite food, I wanna try!”

“So, Perry’s the Pignite on the picture book?” Jung asked. He was a regular Hypno again, except he held the shovel this time. “Can you read, then?”

“A little, Jeanne taught me a bit, words are still funny to me but I like the pictures, and I like Perry!” He smiled widely. “He’s a farmer! I’d like to farm as well! Can Drowzee work in farms where you are?”

“Well, they could in theory.” Jung twirled the shovel in his hands. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be possible.”

“Cool! I’m gonna do that, then!” Drip twiddled with the strap of his overalls. “Ain’t anywhere to plant though, this place is full of rocks, wild’s too dangerous, ‘specially since—”

A mouth-sized chunk fell off of the Leppa, getting swallowed up by the mouth-shaped ground. Drip nursed his head, letting go of the Leppa, which sank into the soil.

Drip fell on his knees, holding up his hands to Jung. “Get that Leppa, please, I’m starving!”

Jung dug into the soil, digging out patches of the earth, digging tunnels into the ground, digging into the earth’s core, until he hit something.

A dead Drowzee. It held its skeletal hand to Jung.

“I’m only gonna go and explore,” it said, “I won’t take long, Drip.”

Jung screamed, dropping his shovel, trying to dig his way back out of the ground. Then the hole closed over, leaving him underground. With that thing. He lit a match, from a box that materialised out of nowhere, and struck it until him and Drip were inside the caves with the body. Jung stared at the corpse.

“I…” Jung didn’t know how to find the right words for it. “Who is that?”

“My bro, Droop.” Drip tucked his legs to his chest. “He’s gone… dunno where he is.”

“Gone…” Jung started assembling the jumbled puzzle pieces, connecting the decayed limbs of the Drowzee back to its original body. “Do you mean, kidnapped?”

“That’s what they told me, the Hypno. I didn’t wanna think about it, but I know it’s true. They keep tellin’ me there’re bad people out there, snatching Pokemon away.”

“Right.” Jung grabbed a fistful of soil, letting it run from his palms. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this at the moment — I can imagine it’s a huge burden for you to bear.”

Drip’s face fell. “I keep seeing him like this.” The soil moistened, turning from dirt to water. “I dunno if he’s dead, but if I’m never gonna see him again, he might as well be.” Droop’s body floated in the water, carried by the Wishiwashi, Magikarp, and eaten by the other weird fishes.

“I wish I could tell you I knew where he was.” Jung sighed. “In fact, that’s what I came here for, since people have been accusing Hypno of kidnapping Pokemon.”

“Right.”

They sat on the seabed, observing the schools of Magikarp, the shoals of Inkay, the reefs of Corsola and the swarms of Frillish. Jung’s pendulum floated underwater, glinting in the sunlight refracted by the waves. Drip was silent, expression morosely looking on, but he was holding himself together, it seemed. The dream seemed stable enough that it didn’t collapse, unlike his other patients. There was an eerie pleasantness to the environment, unlike his nightmares.

“You seem to be coping quite well,” Jung remarked.

“I guess.” Drip swam through the currents. Jung didn’t follow him. “I still have everyone else. Jeanne’s nice. Brie’s nice. Hoothoot’s nice. Everyone’s nice. I know I’m not alone, even if it’s hard sometimes.”

“Yes, you know that, but you know you don’t need to put on a brave face either. Grief, well, any form of loss can work differently for people, and it might only hit you much later on when you’re given time to let it sink in.”

“I know. I mean, I dunno, but I know. Other Drowzee like me know, so I know.”

“But you shouldn’t have to deal with something like that when you’re so young.” Bubbles from his breath cascaded upward. “At your age, it just seems so… I don’t know. It’s unfair.”

Drip didn’t have a further response to that, getting carried away further by the undercurrents. How was he so calm about this? Jung sank rather than floated, staying where he was on the ocean floor. He came here to eat his dreams. How could he in good conscience do that when Drip was going through so much?

Drip reappeared with a mermaid tail, weaving through the ocean like silk through a loom.

“Did you say you wanna eat?” His tail turned into a battered Clauncher tail. “Go on, take it!”

Jung stared at the crispy, succulent looking shrimp. “No, I can’t.”

“Why not? That’s what everybody does here, what does it matter?”

“But you lose something each time your dream gets eaten, right?” He wrung his hands together. “It’s wrong.”

“What’s so bad about it?” Drip spun around underwater. “We all eat, I eat, they eat, we give and take, we share and share alike. Your tummy looks so empty.” He shrank and swam through the whole in Jung’s stomach, then back around. It tickled.

“I’m fine.” Jung ground his teeth. “I swore I wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“BecauseI know the harm it can bring if I let it get out of hand.”

A Fletchinder floated down to the seabed, unconscious but not drowning. Drip stared at it and poked at its side with a finger.

“Don’t touch her— I mean, it.” Jung tugged at his ears. “Without getting into specifics, I used to know a human who would let me eat her dreams. She knew how much it meant to me. But one day, I got greedy and ate too much. She couldn’t get out of bed for two days.”

He still remembered the rising and falling of her chest. His wide-eyed panic, reflected in her soft gaze. The shouts and swears of her family. That time he spent floating in that dreadful pocket dimension.

“We don’t do that here.” Drip turned into a whole fried Clauncher. “I share. Jeanne shares. So it’s okay.”

“I know, but…” Jung shook his head. His features shifted. His body expanded. Hair rapidly grew, floating down to his shoulders. He stood tall over every sea creature around him. He felt monstrous. He felt unstoppable. And he was hungry.

He seized Drip, holding him up to his open maw. Jung was about to chomp down, but he restrained himself, just barely. Drip’s form rapidly changed between his Drowzee self and his Clauncher self as Jung’s drool showered him.
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“It’s okay, four eyes. Really.” Drip’s ears drooped. “I’m gonna be okay. And you seem nice, so I know you won’t eat too much. Everyone here’s nice too. You’d like it here.”

Jung wished he could believe that. He had a job. And responsibilities. And a duty. And something to atone for. Not just for his past greed, but for every Hypno who humans looked down upon. He would prove to them that he wasn’t a filthy, dream-gobbling predator. He—


It took a moment for Jung to adjust to reality. Whenever he experienced a rude interruption during his treatment, it always scrambled his brain, like unplugging a hard drive from a computer before it was ready to be ejected. His hands shook. His feet wobbled. The room spun before him. He supported himself on one of the bunk rails until his vision steadied. Then… noise. Banging. Screaming. Blows being exchanged. What… what on earth was—

Drip tugged on his longcoat.

“Jung… I… what…”

Jung grabbed his hand, clutching it in a death grip.

“Hold on. Don’t worry.”

Jung crept through the empty dorms, hoping nobody saw him. He hid to the side of the doorway and peeked out. Nothing there except the darkness. But he heard a frenzy of shouts echoing from afar — some in the human tongue, some in the Hypno tongue, all slurred together into a cacophonous soup. Paws thumped across the hallway, getting closer, inching closer. Jung clutched his pendulum. Drip whimpered.

It turned out to be Jeanne. She pointed at the two, wide-eyed and panting.

“Guys!” she yelled, “they— they’re coming!”

“Who’s coming?”

“Those rangers! They found us!”

  



5. Reality
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    Jung stared blankly at Jeanne, loosening his grip on that poor Drowzee. What? How? What was going on?



Jeanne grabbed Drip’s arms, taking him away from Jung. Drip sniffled into her chest.



“Jeanne… I’m… I… help…”



“Drip, please, listen to me—”



Drip covered his face and shook his head.



“Listen to me.” Jeanne’s tone was calm yet firm. “You’re gonna be okay. Now, hide in one of those beds.” She pointed to the nearest mattress.



“But—”



“Nobody’s going to hurt you as long as you stay there. I guarantee it.” She smiled — Jung could tell she forced it. “And if they lay even a finger or claw on you, I’ll make sure they regret it. Alright?”



Drip locked eyes. He stared for a moment, blinking away the tears. Then nodded.



“Good.” Jeanne led him to the bed, almost tugging his arm. She tucked him in. “Keep the blanket over yourself. Pretend you’re sleeping. Cover your ears. Whatever you do, don’t get out.”



Drip reluctantly pressed his hands against his ears and curled up in a fetal position. Jung stayed where he was, watching this unfold, his blood turning colder and colder with each passing second.



He’d entered bedlam. This was complete madness. In all these years, putting up with being a Hypno, he never had to deal with this situation. Was this what they regularly had to go through? The rangers. Why were they here? Was this a raid? What did the Hypno do to them to deserve this?



“Jung, not you too.” Jeanne knelt down and grabbed his shoulders.”Pull yourself together.”



Jung didn’t respond. He tried to. Whatever words he had for this situation only came out as random sounds. But he knew he needed to act. He managed to give her one tiny nod.



“Can you stand?” she asked. He supported himself up by using the wall, though his feet felt like clay again. “I need you to come with me. Can you fight?”



“F-fight?” he spluttered, “no, I swore I wouldn’t—”



“Tough shit.” She grit her teeth. “We’re outnumbered. We need to stop those guys otherwise we’re all gonna be captured.”



“But—”



Jeanne pinned him against the wall.



“D’you think they’re gonna stop? We’re Hypno! I can barely get through to ‘em myself, but you speak human all the time, don’t you?”



Jung blinked. He started to see what her approach was. “Yes.”



“Then talk to ‘em. Tell ‘em what’s really happening.”



“But how if they’re fighting the others—”



I don’t know how — I’ll make a distraction or somethin’, but we need to get their attention first. So will you help me?”



Her gaze could’ve turned him to stone. He didn’t want to stay in the dorms and hide. But he didn’t want to go either. What would Jung contribute? He was a writer, not a fighter. They would outnumber him in seconds. What was the alternative? Turn tail and abandon everyone? There was no way he could do that, not after getting to know them for a day. So, steeling his resolve, Jung took a deep breath.



“Yes, okay.”



“Good.” She slapped his shoulder. “Now follow me.”



He tailed Jeanne, following closely behind her. Each step Jung took into the hallway made him want to throw up. Everything was so dark except for the flashlights and the purple and orange flashes of attacks coming from the front. Sounds came from the lounge room. Something banged, smashed and clinked against the walls.



“Get out!” Brie screamed. “Stop bothering us!”



Jung was about to run when Jeanne stopped him. They continued traipsing towards the hallway as that awful banging and clanging continued. Then Brie screamed from afar. Something thumped against the floor.



“Oh god, what are they doing to him?” Jung whisper-shouted, only to get shhed by Jeanne. Another flashlight pierced through the darkness of the hallway. Jung froze. Where could he hide? What could he do? He couldn’t hide. They had Pokemon. They would sniff them out. Oh god, he was dead. They were gonna die.



Jeanne held out her hand. She lifted a loose floorboard with her telekinesis and flung it against the source of the light. The person holding it grunted. Then a Houndoom slipped out, sprinting towards them with bared fangs that emitted smoke.



Jung fell backwards as he flinched at the rapidly approaching dog, but Jeanne dove in and punched the Houndoom in the jaw with a glowing fist. He lost balance and fell to the floor, groaning in pain.



Wow, she could certainly pack a mean punch. Focus Punch, perhaps?



They didn’t have time to savour that victory as a black ball of energy exploded in Jeanne’s face, blasting her across the hallway. It came from a Gengar who popped out from the shadowy ceiling.



Oh, so they had Gengar too. Great. Just great.



Everything was happening so fast. Jung was useless here. Why couldn’t he fight? Come on, do something!



“S…stop,” he croaked. It fell on deaf ears as several rangers ran towards Jeanne, throwing an Ultra Ball at her. With a white flash of energy, she disappeared. In the midst of this ranger rush, everyone ignored Jung. Why? Weren’t they going to capture him too? No, wait, he was already assigned to a Pokeball; that wouldn’t work. So what did he have to lose?



Jung stood up, clenching his fists.



“Stop.”



He spoke so quietly that nobody heard him, but standing up got their attention as a couple of the rangers bolted towards him. He held out his pendulum, hoping to dissuade them, but he was cornered — Gengar to his left where the lounge room was, another Houndoom to his right where the other end of the hallway stood. He recognised that Houndoom. Fabian’s Houndoom. Oh god, he was here too? His hand shook as he gripped his coin. This wasn’t going to end well for him.



A yellow blur zipped into the room. A black bolt descended upon it with gnashing teeth. Screaming.



The Houndoom’s fangs sank into Drip’s arm.



No.



They didn’t.



Who would do something like this?



“Reg, stop!” Fabian yelled, diving in to get that stinking dog back in his Pokeball, away from that helpless Drowzee. Everyone stopped to witness this unfolding. The rangers halted. The Pokemon stopped charging. They forgot about Jung. Drip’s agonised cries flooded the room as he clutched his mangled arm, flailing and shouting. All that escaped his mouth were incoherent screeches of pure, unfiltered agony.



That was no mere bite. That was an attempt on Drip’s life. The life of a child.



This… No. Jung couldn’t accept that.



Wouldn’t accept that.



Unacceptable.



Jung rushed into the fray. Hands raised to grab that ranger. Jung pounced on his back. Put his fingers to his temple. The pendulum was just a vessel, not the source of one’s power. Jung had that power in him all along. As soon as it happened, his mind linked with Fabian’s.



What? his mind yelled. What happened?



I happened. I’m sorry. Now, walk up to your teammates and speak to them through me.



I… Okay…



Jung jumped off the human and joined Drip, shielding him from whatever would come next. The other rangers stared as Jung flicked his wrist, as if conducting an invisible orchestra. One step. Two steps. Fabian glowed white with the onslaught of torches illuminating his body. Jung raised his hand. Fabian raised his hand.



“What are you doing?” Both of them said. “This… I’m utterly appalled by this. You have harmed an innocent child. A child.” The Drowzee’s cries weakened into sniffles. “His name’s Drip. We Hypno give each other names too, just like you. He likes bonbons, he has a family, and he has dreams, just like any kid would. Whatever reason you have for invading his home, this is absolutely barbaric.”



The rangers spoke in hushed tones. Their Pokemon stared at their feet.



“Do I have your attention now?” Jung pointed to himself. Fabian pointed at Jung. “I can speak the human tongue. We don’t need this pointless violence or this farce. I won’t attack if you won’t, all I want to do is talk.”



Jung laid his hand on his heart. Fabian laid his hand on his heart. He awaited their response. One of the rangers, the one who commanded the Gengar, stepped forward and nodded. Then the rest nodded as well. Jung still kept his distance from the human he hypnotised — he forced him to rejoin the group before he would sever the mental link.



Thanks for letting me use your body, even though you didn’t have a choice.



Okay… where was I? You… I recognise you. You just hypnotised me.



I did what I had to do to protect my kind. I’m sure you understand.



I think I do… oh god, what’ve I done?



That’s enough. Go back.



Jung released his grip on those invisible strings, handing Fabian’s mind back to his body. That ranger collapsed into the arms of another, clearly overwhelmed by what he just experienced. Drip licked his wounds, trying to mitigate whatever damage that mongrel dealt him. Jung sharply turned back.



“Oh, for Pete’s sake, help the poor kid already! Do none of you morons have a potion on you?!”



One of the rangers immediately went to Drip’s side, only to get more screams in response. Drip backed up against the wall, burying his head in his lap, whimpering all the while. Jung wanted to take that potion and shove it down that human’s throat. Instead, Jung snatched it off of him with no quarrel and took matters into his own hands, gently taking Drip’s bad arm. Drip only nodded — still not in a speaking state, and who could blame him? He allowed Jung to spray him down, which made him wince with the stinging sensation, but quickly healed his wounds. Once that was done. Drip didn’t move. He continued curling up into a ball, even shutting out Jung’s attempts to console him.



Jung wanted to help him right away, but he needed to explain his business to the rangers. He presented himself before the team and straightened his dirty, tattered longcoat, retrieving an ID from the wallet in his pocket.



“My name’s Jung Hypno, junior therapist at Anistar. I’m not a part of this dwelling. I only came here because I’d heard a bunch of Hypno were caught up in this kidnapping fracas. People back home thought I had something to do with it, and I got harassed, so I wanted to prove beyond the shadow of a doubt that my kind wasn’t responsible for this nonsense. Which they’re not.” He gestured to Drip. “In fact, they’re the victims of this as well, not the perpetrators as you’ve most likely been informed. I assume that’s why you all came here.”



“We…” Fabian started. “That’s what the commissioner told us, yeah. That this was high priority and that if we saw any Hypno, we would take them all back for questioning. And the first Hypno we saw tried to force us away, so we assumed there was a reason for it.”



That was probably Moony.



“But you automatically assumed this was their wrongdoing.” Jung sighed, pointing to the Ultra Balls on the belts of the rangers. “You captured them without giving them a say first. If you spoke to them instead of trying to fight them on sight, then none of this would’ve happened.”



“But—” the ranger commanding the Gengar interrupted—”they’re not supposed to be here either, this is private—”



“Shut up, you halfwit. These Hypno have nowhere else to go, because everyone has rejected them. Where else are they going to stay other than an abandoned building where no one can bother them?”



“Then why were they seen near the hotspot?”



“Because Drip’s brother is missing!” Jung didn’t care if he shouted, he was completely done with this. “They were all out there, looking to find him, not kidnap him! Are all of you really this dense? Just ask any of the Hypno you captured what they were doing out there!”



That disarmed him for now. Another fished out one of the Ultra Balls and drew it out. Jeanne emerged from the white light, on her knees, about to raise her hand when Jung stopped her.



“No, Jeanne, it’s alright!” he called. “They won’t fight you anymore, they just want to talk.”



Jeanne blinked at Jung. He couldn’t tell what went through her head then. “What do they want?” she whispered through clenched teeth.



“Tell them what your situation is. About Drip’s brother disappearing. Why you’re here.”



Jeanne closed her eyes. She looked as if she was about to collapse in Jung’s arms. But she sat up and faced the ranger team.



“I…” she spoke in human as well. “We… live here. With each other. We don’t hunt. Don’t go out. Know not to bug humans. Droop’s missing. We looked. Couldn’t find him. Gone. Drip…”



Drip crawled to Jeanne’s side, hugging her for comfort. She saw the dried blood on his arm and stood up, holding him in one hand, raising the other.



“You bastards! What did you do to him?!”



“Jeanne!” Jung yelled, blocking her view. “Don’t!”



“Give me one good reason! We’ve stayed in our own lane this whole time, and these monsters come in and treat us like animals! They’re the animals!”



“You won’t get through to them like this!” He dropped his human act. “Please, for Drip’s sake, let’s save the fight for later — I don’t know how much more this poor boy can take.”



Drip buried himself in her neck tufts. He seemed so peaceful there. Jeanne glanced at him and lowered her hand.



“Look. Search this place.” She gestured to the rest of the building. “You… you’ll find nothing. Just books. And blankets. And cake… we made some earlier. Brie’s good. A good cook. Just… don’t…” Her face crumpled up. “Don’t take this from us. Please…”



Jeanne dropped to her knees, sobbing into Drip’s head. Jung tried to save his tears for now, looking at the rest of the ranger team. They wore a mix of reactions on their faces — some detached, some guilty-looking, some even started rubbing their eyes. He hoped this was enough to ward them away. They started talking amongst themselves. Varied whispers of ‘what should we do?’, ‘do we take them back?’, ‘do we leave them be?’, and all of that. Then Fabian stepped up, clutching his arm.



“We’ll search the place. That’s what we should’ve done to begin with, but in the meantime, we need you all to cooperate. And while we search, we’ll heal up everyone, then we want you to tell us everything that’s happened. When this Drowzee went missing, what all of you have been up to in the meantime, everything. Does that sound agreeable, Jung and, er, Jeanne?”



Her ears perked up at the mention of her name, as did Jung’s. So he did listen after all. Jeanne dried her eyes and nodded, handing Drip back to Jung. The Drowzee didn’t settle as easily as he did in Jeanne’s embrace, but at least he wasn’t crying. For now.


The next moment went by quickly yet slowly all the same. The rangers picked up a portable healing station from one of their vans outside and patched up everyone they captured, including Drip for good measure. Despite this, Drip still wouldn’t talk, and wouldn’t leave Jeanne’s side either, shaking in her arms.



Once they finished up, they gathered all of the Hypno outside, releasing them one by one while explaining the new situation to them. It was a miracle none of them retaliated against the rangers, though they would’ve been justified. Most bizarrely of all, Hoothoot entered the scene, shambling out of the doorway. He saw the commotion and tilted his head.



“What’s going on?” he said, scratching his beard.



“Oh, hey, I wondered where you were.” Jeanne grumbled. “Could’ve used your help earlier, you know.”



“I’m a heavy sleeper! And yes, I saw all of the ruckus in the living room. So these humans really tore up the place, didn’t they?”



“Yeah.” Jeanne sighed, grabbing his arm to help walk him to the group of Hypno. “Just talk to them, though, and they’ll leave us alone.”



“Well, yes, I should think so!”



One by one, they all recounted their stories. Jung recalled visiting the dwelling under Moony’s supervision, as well as what he did there and how the Hypno made him feel at home. He didn’t mention the dream-eating stuff. While Drip couldn’t speak about his experiences, the other Hypno and Drowzee chipped in, telling them when his brother went missing, where he was last seen, and where they looked to try and find him.



“Just out of curiosity,” the Gengar’s trainer started, “why didn’t you report this to the police or one of us?”



Brie stomped forward and shouted at them all, though it fell on deaf ears. It was Jung’s turn to translate, though he had to paraphrase and leave out all the insults.



“He said: ‘Isn’t that obvious? You people hate us. Do you really think we were gonna come up and tell you? That’s suicide!’”



The trainer tried to speak, but ended up cutting himself off. Hoothoot stepped up next, speaking through Jung.



“You humans have to understand that our kind has faced resistance wherever we’ve gone. We’ve been chased out of our homes. We’ve been hunted by wild Pokemon just by virtue of being Hypno. Trainers will seldom take any Hypno in. There are all sorts of other superstitions both humans and Pokemon have about us.



“Drowzee fare a little better in your world, and some trainers bond with them, but once they evolve into Hypno, a lot of them are no longer wanted. They’re released back into the wild, sometimes to their demise, without the humans really knowing their struggles or wanting to understand them.”



One of the rangers shifted positions, nursing his temple.



“I’ve seen it all happen in my life as a Hypno, and more. I’ve lived for as long as you rangers probably have, perhaps even longer. So, can I ask, do all of you rangers see us as vermin? Pokemon to be cast aside and forgotten about?”



The ranger team turned to look at each other. They didn’t seem to have an answer for that from the blank and puzzled expressions on their faces.



“Alright, I’ll make it simpler for you.” Hoothoot raised his paw. “Raise your hands if you’ve ever met a Hypno before tonight.”



Out of the dozen or so rangers there, none of them had their hands up.



“Right, I see. You don’t know us, so how can you even judge us for what we do?” Hoothoot closed his eyes. “Of course, we know about the Dreamdivers too, so even I can see cause in your fearmongering, but we are not them. That’s all I have to say.”



Hoothoot sat down on the rocky floor, supported by Jeanne. Silence followed. Only the chirping birds, the susurration of the branches and the wind whistling through the cracks in the building filled the void. His stomach ached again. The thought that so many Pokemon, none of which did anything wrong, could be subdued that easily made his blood curdle. And all for those humans to back away so easily…



This never should’ve happened. How did it happen? Did they happen to spot Moony on a leisurely stroll? Was this planned? It must’ve been if there were so many rangers coming in.



Or what if Jung’s intrusion alerted them all to their hideout?



He’d never be able to live with himself if he was responsible for driving them out of their homes. But he had to know.



“Ahem.” Jung glanced at Moony, who slept soundly curled up in her impromptu cape. “So, I assume you caught Moony first. How did you spot her?”



“We didn’t,” Fabian said. “She must’ve spotted us. She tried to hypnotise our team.”



Jung looked to the rest of the Hypno, who didn’t bat an eye at this confession. Although he hated rudely awakening someone, Jung pulled the blanket from beneath her, stirring her from her slumber.



“Lemme sleep,” she groaned, rubbing her eyes. “I had such a good nap.”



“Moony, please, tell me, did you try to hypnotise them all?”



“I only wanted those dummies to turn back. I wasn’t gonna drive them off a cliff or anything. That’s what I’ve done with humans in the past, just make them go about their day as if nothing happened, no harm no foul. I’ve done it before with groups and we’ve been fine.”



“But hypnotising them all at once? How powerful are you?”



“I told you I can put up a fight.” Moony closed her eyes again. “Is that all?”



“Yes, that’s all.”



“Alright, see you in the morning then.”



And just like that, she fell back to sleep, snoring and kicking at the air in the midst of a dream that tasted like marshmallows and mooncakes. It sounded like she needed the rest. Jung relayed this back to the ranger group.



“Aw, jeez, that’s all?” A younger ranger stepped up. “I nearly crapped my pants, I thought she was gonna kill us.”



“Well, now you know she had no intention of doing so. But before that, you were planning on coming here anyway. What drove you to this spot?”



“We followed you.”



Jung’s heart stopped. He suspected the worst, but he still wanted to believe otherwise. The instant he said that, he felt the eyes of the other Hypno group boring into him, aside from Jeanne, Brie and Hoothoot. But which ranger alerted the team to their presence? The only person he could think of was—



“Fabian, did you tell them?”



“Yes.”



Right. Of course. Just like the heat of the Houndoom’s breath, a fire stirred in Jung’s belly. Fabian, that snake. Jung didn’t have the energy to snap at him right now, so he tempered the flames within him.



“So you suspected me after all.”



“Well, yes. I admit, I still wasn’t that convinced, but you seemed good enough at hiding it, whatever you were doing. And I needed to know about the Hypno. Hell, we were told to follow any trace of their whereabouts, so we didn’t have much say in the matter — any clues about the kidnapper were better than none. And my Houndoom sniffed you out, finding you in that building.” Fabian sighed. “Sorry, it was nothing personal.”



Jung wasn’t entirely convinced either. But never mind. He just wanted this whole ordeal to be over.



“So, what happens now?”



After the ranger team briefly huddled, Fabian stepped forward.



“We don’t know. We were told to clear you all out, but we found nothing suspicious in the building, so I don’t feel like it’s right to give you the boot. You are, however, still trespassing on private property since this is a heritage site.”



Jung didn’t have time for this. “And nearly ripping a poor Drowzee’s arm off is an act of severe misconduct — you are responsible for controlling what your team does. This is assault, no matter whether it’s done to a human or a Pokemon.”



Fabian blinked, nursing his Houndoom’s Pokeball.



“We’ll continue this later once I report back to the rangers at the top. Until then, you’re all free to stay here.” The group of Hypno let out a collective sigh of relief. “Not only that, we’ll tell them about the missing Drowzee and we’ll do everything we can to try and find him. We have dozens of cases like this, so we’re not going to abandon them.”



Jung didn’t know how useful they’d be. But the Hypno were finally given a voice, which still mattered.



“And, er, Jung, you live in Anistar, right? We’re reporting back there in the morning anyway, so we can drop you off if you want. How does that sound?”



Jung looked back to Drip, who sat, rocking back and forth. Jeanne looked like she had something to say to him. The rest of the Hypno glared at him. Jung knew he had overstayed his welcome, but he couldn’t leave that child like this. Now he had time away from dealing with the rangers, he could focus on bringing Drip back to earth.



“Do you mind waiting a little while?” Jung asked the rangers. “I need to check on the Drowzee quickly, make sure he’s okay after— you know, that happened.”



He spoke the last part with a lick of venom to his voice. None of them chose to argue with him. Jung worked his way through the gathering. Everyone had their eyes on him. He was about to approach Drip when one Hypno blocked his way and grabbed his coat by the collar.



“Do you know what you’ve done?” he spat. “We all got along fine until you came here! What are you, some human in Hypno’s clothing?”



“Hey hey hey!” Jeanne stepped in between the two. “If Moony thought he was gonna be trouble, she wouldn’t have let him in!”



“I don’t care about that. I just want him gone — the sooner we get them out of here, the better.”



Jung took a deep breath. It wasn’t personal. “I don’t plan on staying here much longer, but I can’t in good conscience leave if Drip’s in shock.”



“Eh, he’ll be fine, it’s just a matter of time.”



“But I’m trained to deal with situations like this. I’ve dealt with Pokemon who have gone through heaps of trauma, and this is a highly traumatic accident for someone like him.” Jung brought his hands together. “And it’s the least I can do after all of this mess I caused.”



“No, Jung, you haven’t done anything wrong.” Jeanne’s ears drooped. She shooed the other Hypno away, who seemed to drop the argument, and she led him to Drip. Jung knelt down to meet him.



“Alright, Drip. I’m sorry about everything that’s happened, but I need you to cooperate with me.” Jung gently grasped his paws. “Can you understand what I’m saying?”



He’d said this in an especially slow and gentle tone. Thankfully, Drip nodded.



“Okay. Now, focus on your surroundings. Take note of what you see. What the ground feels like beneath your feet. What my hands feel like. What smells are in the air. How cold the wind feels against your fur.”



Drip’s eyes moved around, gradually looking from left to right, down at his feet, up to the sky, then back to Jung.



“Alright. Focus on your breathing. Try to relax. Sit down if you must. Breathe with me, like one, two, three, like this, see?”



Jung held his breath for three seconds, puffing up his chest, then letting it all out. Drip did the same with his shaky breaths, one two three, then exhaled. They repeated the process numerous times, and throughout each time, Drip felt more animated. He didn’t move so stiffly. He breathed in and out with more vitality. Even then, he still wouldn’t talk. What would bring him down to earth? Some food? Did they have any? Oh, right, he remembered!



“Brie,” Jung said, “can you get that plate you saved for him, please? I think it will help.”



Brie rushed in and out of the building, bringing out the samples of madeleines and cheese for Drip to try. He remained by Jung’s side as he handed him one of the cakes.



“He made this, by the way.” Jung held it on the flat of his palm. “It was an experiment, but it’s something you might like, anyway.”



Drip sniffed and prodded at the cake. He inspected it, then cautiously brought it up to his mouth and took a bite. Small chomps. He hummed and took the rest, then picked at more of his plate. Drip took one piece, then another, then crammed the rest in his mouth, chewing with increased vigour.



And then Drip burst into tears, bawling into Jung’s chest. The other Hypno continuing eyeing him, possibly not understanding Drip’s outburst of emotion — Jung didn’t entirely know if it was positive or negative yet.



“I’m—” Drip blubbered. “I’m sorry, I was so scared and wanted to help but that—that Houndoom… he’s—”



“Ssh, ssh, it’s alright.” Jung started sniffling too. “He’s gone now. They won’t hurt you anymore. You’re fine.”



Jung gave Drip the time he needed to let it all out, after hours of agonising silence. It took a moment before Drip finally calmed down, drying his eyes. Some of the other Hypno and Drowzee joined him, kneeling by his side to make sure he was okay. He smiled in their presence.



“How do you feel now?” Jung asked.



Drip glanced at the other rangers, then hid behind the Hypno crowd again. “I’m still a bit scared. But I’ll be fine. I think.”



“Right. Make sure to get plenty of rest.” Jung handed the rest of the plate over to him. “There’s more there. I don’t know if you’re a fan of blue cheese, but if you need some comfort food, it’s there.”



“Yeah, okay.” Before he took the plate back, Drip hugged Jung one last time, and Jung carefully embraced him, trying not to drop any of his food. Finally, Drip took his share and went back to the Drowzee and Hypno.



What a relief. Well, it remained to be seen since he didn’t know how it would feel long term. But at least now, Drip seemed stable. Now it was time to face the music with the other Hypno he’d intruded on. He met Jeanne, Brie and Hoothoot again, who all huddled together. Jung stared at his feet, unable to look them in the eye.



“I’m sorry—”



“Ah, come off it, Jung.” Jeanne smiled. “If it hadn’t been for you, we’d all be in the slammer. Or whatever they have for Pokemon.”



“I would’ve faced them off myself.” Hoothoot scratched his beard. “I can lift cars off the ground.”



“You missed your chance to show off, gramps.”



“I know, curse my old age.” Hoothoot embraced Jung, rubbing his back. “Thank you for helping us, and for the tasty nightmares. You’re always welcome here.”



Jung had waited so long to hear those words from anyone. He’d never had this level of hospitality before from a group of complete strangers, except maybe a few of his patients. But this was different, much closer. Brie joined in the huddle, ruffling Jung’s ears.



“I’ll keep making those madeleines. I swear, they’re going to be really good by the time you get back.”



“So you don’t mind that an outsider almost forced you out of your home?”



Brie shrugged. “I mean, I do, kind of, but you also got them to back off a little, so it balances out. It’ll be much easier to get in and out with anyone bothering me.”



“And I bet Moony will get a bit more rest,” Jeanne said, eyeing the drowsy Hypno.



“I’ll take that, then.” Jung stepped back and bowed before them. “Thank you all for making this a pleasant day, I wish we got to spend more time together under better circumstances.”



They all waved him goodbye, but before Jung turned back, Hoothoot cleared his throat.



“Remember to take it easy. You don’t need to be so hard on yourself.”



“I’ll try not to.” He didn’t know how much of it would stick. Jung needed to work, and the wellbeing of his patients mattered above all else. These nightmares would just sort themselves out on their own.
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6. Half Awake


    
    The ride back home was the longest half hour of Jung’s life. He didn’t like riding in cars in general as the motion sickness gave him headaches, but since he was seated in the back of a police car, he felt like a criminal. If everybody saw him like this, they probably thought he was one.



An officer drove at the front, though she kept silent for most of the journey. At one point, she mumbled to herself as if she wanted to say something, but then dropped it. A pregnant silence followed, broken ten minutes or so later by a phone call.



“Hello?” she spoke into her earpiece. “Yeah, I’m almost done with my shift.” She sighed. “I’ll tell you what happened later, but it was rough.”



Someone else spoke, though it came out as muffled through the speaker. If he had to guess, the caller was the officer’s partner. “No, I’m fine, we’re all fine. I guess it went better than expected”—her gaze darted to the front mirror that reflected Jung—“though I think we all screwed up here, if I’m being honest.”



Jung’s gaze darted to the window — he tried not to react too much to what she said.



“No,” she continued, “not much closer to figuring out what’s going on. Uh huh. Oh, cool, can’t go wrong with pasta! You have some wicked cooking hands, I swear. Can’t wait to try it…”



They went back and forth for a few minutes, pretending as if Jung wasn’t there but clearly acknowledging his presence regardless. They talked more about leftover dinners, how their days went, and how the kids were. Jung squirmed in his seat, feeling like a third wheel even though it was none of his business.



Once they arrived in Anistar, the officer put her partner on hold as she focused on the road.



“Is this the place?” she asked Jung, pointing to Anistar’s Therapy Centre For Pokemon.



Jung nodded.



“Alright then, you’re free to step out of the car.”



“Thank you,” he said, trying to hide his disdain through that friendly voice of his.



“Oh, and stay safe.”



He nodded and shut the door behind him. After she drove off, Jung took a detour afterwards to the nearest convenience store, stuffing a whole basket full of snacks for dinner — a consolation prize to himself for dealing with this whole omnishambles. He would’ve liked a cake, but the bakery was shut, so this would have to do for now.



As Jung walked back home, chomping on a chocolate bar with peanuts, he suddenly realised how quiet it was around this time. Streetlights flickered above. Only one or two cars passed by the road. The odd Pokemon occasionally howled or screeched in the distance. And people on the other end of the road stared at him as well. How much further away was the clinic again? Right, just two minutes. His ears pricked up. Jung checked behind him. He thought he heard footsteps, but there was no one there. Thank God.



Finally, he got back. It was always eerily quiet at night with its faint orange glow indoors and the hums of electricity, with the occasional shuffling of footsteps from the night staff. Or disquieting, depending on how rowdy the inpatients were. Jung headed straight for his office. It only just dawned on him how much he missed this room with its plush double bed, his plushies, the views from the window, his stash of snacks in various nooks and crannies, and his desk. Then again, it was his home.



He only realised how sad that sounded when he thought about it — living in this office. He had wanted to get an apartment, but he had no references, and no landlord would ever let a Hypno take up a tenancy. Well, Pokemon in general seldom did, but he had a fat chance.



He made that cup of tea he picked out from Liliane’s shop. It soothed his soul, as he expected. Jung flopped down on his bed. He felt tired. So tired. He had another free day tomorrow, so he had plenty of time to catch up on his sleep debt. Jung buried himself in his duvet and succumbed to his fatigue.


“Jung? No, no no no, get them away from me! PLEASE, STOP THEM! STOP BITING ME! STOP—”


He didn’t have a good night’s sleep as planned. Not even the tea helped. All he had was the image of Drip’s mangled arm, following him into his dreams and back into reality. He couldn’t believe this happened. To a child. And yes, it was an accident, but there was no excuse for it.



Jung tossed and turned in bed, burying his head under the pillow to try and smother those thoughts. But they wouldn’t leave him. How could they? There was so much he wanted to say to Fabian, so much he wanted to do to him. He wanted to fire him. Not only that, he wanted to humiliate him so badly that he’d never show his face in public again. He wanted to strangle him. Make him feel what Drip felt. And even that would be a fraction of the pain he deserved for letting a Drowzee come to harm.



Jung needed a walk. But it was so early. Who knew what would happen to him if he went out at this hour? Everyone in town hated him. He had no one to talk to at this time either. The patients needed to sleep. Amelie was asleep. Jet was asleep. And he needed to sleep. And he couldn’t. He was all alone. Alone. Alone.



Jung stood up, stomped to his computer desk, and dug into the drawers until he found the box of Somnifera. His last resort. He popped a pill out of the casing, got a glass of water, and shakily raised the pill to his mouth. Whatever happened from here, well, he didn’t care, he was too tired to care anymore.



Swallowed.


Jung slept like a baby. So much so, in fact, he had trouble getting out of bed. His body felt like lead. The side effects said to expect drowsiness afterwards. Hopefully, once the day started, he would have more energy to spare. Except he didn’t. Even as the sunlight shining through the blinds streamed on his face, he wouldn’t stir. But strangely, he felt fine. Yesterday’s events were behind him.



But then they came crashing forward again when the door knocked.



“Jung, it’s me,” Amelie called. “I know I’d usually call or email you, but the police told me about what happened last night since I was the closest emergency contact. Are you okay?”



He didn’t respond.



“Sorry, I’m coming in, alright?”



A creak. Door shut. Footsteps. Jung shifted the blanket away, revealing himself before her. She always looked so full of energy. He didn’t know how she did it. When she locked eyes with Jung, that energetic expression fell.



“Did you get any sleep at all, Jung?” she asked.



“Yes.” He let out a massive yawn. “At last.”



“And you still look tired. Good thing you’ve got the day off again.” She went to pull up a chair when she glanced at the desk. “Sleeping pills? I’d be really careful with those if I were you.”



“I know, I’ll try.” Jung lied.



Amelie grabbed the seat and sat beside him. They stared at each other for a moment, not saying anything. Finally, Jung mustered up the strength to sit up, facing her at eye level.



“How much do you know?”



“They told me about the raid. How you stopped it. How they settled things afterwards. They might want to contact me for further questions about you, so I gave them my details.”



“Right. Do they need anything else from me?”



“You gave them your account last night, so no.” Her expression was hard to read. Then her lip tugged. “Jung, you should’ve told me you were planning on going there.”



“I know.” He sighed. It was too early for this. “I’m sorry, it was irresponsible, and if I knew they would’ve done, well, that, I never would’ve put myself at that much risk.”



“It’s alright, I’m just saying. If anything were to happen to you, that would be a huge loss for us. And me.” Amelie frowned. ”Though a raid on a Hypno dwelling…”



That was the understatement of the century. Jung took a deep breath. “Did they tell you that a Houndoom almost bit a Drowzee’s arm off?”



She blinked. “No.”



“I saw it happen before my own eyes.” Jung sat up, legs hanging over the edge of the bed. “They were closing in on us. They apparently weren’t trying to harm anyone. Apparently. That Drowzee ran in — he was terrified, by the way. He probably wanted to help. Or see what was going on since he had to hide beforehand. He must’ve spooked the Houndoom, but that wasn’t his fault.” His shoulders slumped.



“He cried and screamed through the pain. Even after they healed him, he wouldn’t talk. I had to do a little work off the clock to help him snap out of his fugue. Need I mention his brother was kidnapped, when the reason why they invaded their home in the first place was to investigate the kidnappings?”



Amelie dug her nails into her trousers. “That’s… they only mentioned that someone got hurt, but didn’t mention how or why.”



He didn’t have the energy to be upset. Not right now. Instead, Jung slumped out of bed and slowly walked to his desk where his empty glass of water lay. He stared for a moment. Then, he threw it across the room, which shattered against the wall. He thought it would’ve made him feel better. It didn’t.



Amelie’s chair squeaked against the floor as she bolted upright.



“We need to complain to them.” Amelie’s tone was severe. “What was the name of the Houndoom’s trainer?”



“Why does it matter?” Jung nursed his forehead. “What’s the point? They’re not going to care about us. If they didn’t have the decency to admit it to you, then what makes you think they’ll take our complaints seriously?”



“We need to try. Of course, we can’t fix everything, but we’ve had to step in for other Pokemon when trainers were abusing them. We have a say when people put Pokemon at risk.”



“You have a say. Humans have a say. We don’t.”



“Still, if we don’t say something, they might be able to harm other Pokemon, especially Hypno, without recourse.”



“Right.” Jung crept back to bed and slumped onto the mattress. “I’m just so sick of this. I can’t go out without fearing for my safety, or mind my own business without someone harassing me in some shape or form. A trainer hit me with a Pokeball because he thought I was responsible.”



“You can’t let them win.” Amelie closed her eyes and sighed. “Whatever you do, do not let the bastards grind you down.”



“I’ve tried that, I keep trying that, but that doesn’t change people’s minds. I mean, I’m a resident of Anistar at this point, and I still don’t feel safe here.” He held his head in his hands. “None of this is fair.”



Amelie had no immediate reply for that. What could she say that would remedy the situation? She didn’t know what it was like, personally speaking. He breathed in and out, in and out. Venom rose in his throat, threatening to spill like wine reaching the brim of a glass. This all started with those hack journalists — everyone in Anistar must’ve read those papers.



Wait, did the news say anything about the raid? He gathered the energy to slump back to his computer desk, logged in, then browsed the same pages he did yesterday. He stumbled upon the same article as before, ‘Police send out search party for missing Pokemon’, except there was no picture of Hypno on the front page, only an image of a clearing. In the body of the article, the previous mentions of Hypno were all scrubbed out, until the last paragraph:



‘A candle of Hypno and Drowzee affected by the incident were questioned about the kidnappings, and they reported that one of their young, a Drowzee, went missing around the same time as the other Pokemon. No further leads have been found.’



Jung slumped onto his chair and sighed. That was… better than nothing, he supposed. It omitted a lot about how poorly the Hypno were treated, but at least they were vindicated now — a chocolate chip in a sundae of Tauros crap. Whether that had any influence on the general public of Anistar remained to be seen.



“Well?” Amelie asked from across the office.



“They’ve now posted updated information on the kidnappings, so I think they did some damage control there.” Jung closed his eyes. “Nothing about what the police or rangers did that night.”



“I’ll stand by what I said, what they did was unacceptable.” Amelie stood up, typing something into her phone — probably taking notes. “I’m going to see what I can do to help, contact the authorities, get back to the police that called me, anything I can do off the clock.”



It still stung that Jung felt so powerless to change anything here. Still, chocolate chip in Tauros crap. And in truth, he couldn’t sit by and do nothing. His actions had to have some consequences to them — yesterday was proof enough of that.



“I’ll do anything I can to help as well — well, I must. It’s my mess. What do you think I should do for now?”



“Relax, if you can. Watch a film, spend all day in bed, or better yet, go outside and take a breather.”



Jung took a deep breath. “I know it’s probably best to get some fresh air, but I don’t know if I can go out after yesterday. I don’t know if I can take any more of people’s crap.”



“I don’t know what to suggest to change their minds, as much as I wish I could. But if you’re just going about your day, then, pardon my Kalosan, fuck what other people think. You deserve to feel at home here.”



“I know. At least, I know that in my head.” Jung stared at the closed blinds. It was such a lovely day out there, though it always was in Anistar. Constant sunshine, the sloshing of the sea around him. He would accomplish nothing by moping around all day. Jung coursed his hand through his fur — it was all dusty and unkempt. And hairs stuck to his hand as well, so it was shedding season. Either that or he was stressed. In any case, he needed some TLC.



—



His first port of call was to get a nice trim. Jung reluctantly exited the clinic, fully clothed this time, and weaved through the various streets and avenues of Anistar. He still got glances every now and then, but it wasn’t as intense as last time. No teenagers coming to trip him up or self-righteous trainers coming to capture him.



At last, he entered Paws for Thought, the groomer he frequented. Coming inside immediately brought him at ease as the pink interiors greeted him. It seemed to be going through a dry spell as there was only one other Pokemon, a Delcatty, being attended to, looking all regal as they clipped her nails.



“Get them just right, please,” the Delcatty said, though the human couldn’t understand her, “I have to look perfect for tomorrow’s contest.”



The rest of the groomers were mostly nowhere to be seen. Jung’s personal groomer Thomas, a twenty-something with bleached-white hair, waved to him from the reception desk.



“Hey, long time no see.” Thomas’ tone wasn’t its usual chirpy self. “As you can tell, we’re completely swamped here.”



“Ah yes, I can tell from all the dead air in here.”



The human let out a hollow chuckle. “Nah, in all seriousness, I’m ready to hang myself, it’s so quiet. We’ve got one or two other people booked in, but the rest, nobody seems to go in for walk-ins with all the kidnapping stuff going on.”



Jung winced at that. “I’m sorry to hear. I seem to forget how much of a ripple effect it has on this city.”



“Yeah. None of our clients have had their Pokemon go missing, thank god, but I’d be devastated if that happened.” He glanced at the Delcatty, who purred as the other groomer ran a comb through her fur. “Of course, I’d be out of a job, but I just love these Pokemon too much to see them go like that. The world’s going to the dogs, I swear.”



“I suppose all we can do is find hope out of hopelessness.” Jung fished out his wallet for 3,000 Pokedollars. “And that’s what I came here for as well. I’ve been through a lot since this happened, and I need a glowup, as they call it.”



“As good a time as any, then.” Thomas smiled and popped out of the desk, taking Jung’s things. In the meantime, Jung allowed himself into the shower room where he was given the privacy to wash himself. Most bipedal Pokemon that trainers brought along were able to wash themselves unassisted, but it was the shedding that he couldn’t take care of himself.



He dried himself off with a couple of towels, then allowed Thomas in as he blowdryed Jung’s coat. It felt like having a jet turbine blown in his face, but it did the job as the fur all came out in satisfying clumps. Thomas did the rest of the work with the electric razor, which was Jung’s least favourite part of the grooming, so he closed his eyes, trying to relax.



“I don’t see Flora in today,” Jung said.



“Nah, we let her stay at home, not much point bringing her in for a few Pokemon.”



“Right.” The last time he saw that Aromatisse, she still had problems controlling her aromas, but she was a lot more stable. “Has she been doing alright since the last time we met?”



“Yeah, still doing good. Of course, I’ve got you to thank for that.”



“Oh, well, it’s nothing. I’m just glad that she’s able to manage her anxiety.”



“Yup, that, and she doesn’t stink out the place anymore. Oh, and how’s work at the clinic?”



“Ah, it’s… kind of going a bit pear-shaped. It’s rewarding as ever, but it’s just hard, and I’ve been going through a rough patch lately.”



“Yeah, I know what you mean, sorta. I mean, I love my job, but that doesn’t mean I get sick of it sometimes. Especially with some of the rowdier Pokemon you get.” Jung briefly opened his eyes, seeing the faint scar on Thomas’ hand.



“I don’t envy having to groom Litleo. Or many Pokemon for that matter.” And now the part where Thomas trimmed under Jung’s arms. “I’m sorry, I can imagine it gets really awkward having me as a customer.”



“Not at all! I just see you as being a really hairy human.”



That got a laugh out of Jung, the first he had in a little while. “That’s the awkward part, having to trim a hairy, naked human.”



“Eh, work is work. At least you’re not biting me or screaming or using whatever powers you have.”



“I suppose not.”



Now came Jung’s favourite part of the grooming session: being combed. He hummed in delight as Thomas ran the brush through his newly-trimmed fur. It was like a massage, it hit all the right spots, and… oh, he didn’t care about what it felt like. This was just bliss. Pure bliss.


Now he was looking his best, Jung decided to walk around town for a bit, just to test the waters. His heart rate elevated whenever he passed by somebody, though this was nothing new. All the while, he waited for the other shoe to drop, for someone to make a comment about ‘that Hypno’, for someone to trip him up, for someone to try and capture him. It was always at the back of his mind.



He entered one of Anistar’s shopping districts, which was a narrow street lined with shops on both ends sandwiching the roads for buses, bikes and Gogoat to ride through. Thankfully, it wasn’t the peak time of day yet, so it wasn’t too crowded. Perhaps it was time to find somewhere to eat since it was approaching noon, and he hurried to his favourite eatery located in—



He tripped. Jung caught himself before he fell on the floor and turned around to see who did it, but there was no one around him. Just him and his longcoat, which got stuck beneath his foot.



He didn’t know why he thought the longcoat added anything to his appearance since the clinic didn’t have a strict dress code. Perhaps it connoted professionalism, trustworthiness, intelligence. But when he looked at himself in the window of one shop, he realised how much of a front it was. A front that might not’ve even worked. Even he didn’t feel comfortable in it, instead, feeling cold and clinical.



Jung wandered along the street, browsing through the many windows of different shops, until he found a vintage clothes store. The interiors with its three piece suits and bowler hats looked like it belonged in a silent picture film. But there were clothes of other kinds in that shop, including Alolan shirts, one of which was on the display. White flowers on a pink background, what a good combination. And it suited him.



No, he would probably look silly in it. Jung went on his way, pretending that shop didn’t exist. Then he caught Jet on the other side of the street, carrying a gallon bottle of water in his paws. Jet caught Jung. As soon as that Blastoise saw him, he changed his course, waddling across the quiet road to the other side where Jung waited.



“Jet,” Jung said. He didn’t have his lanyard on him. “Well, what a surprise.”



“Yeah, I don’t usually catch ya on my days off.” He eyed Jung up and down. “You look different.”



“I do?” His ears perked up at that. “Well, I did just go for a trim recently.”



“Shame, I missed all that fluff. Though I suppose it’s gettin’ hotter here.”



“Yes, perhaps.”



Jet stared at the rest of the streets. “You doin’ anything else right now?”



“Not really.” Jung wrung his hands together. He never usually asked Jet on his own initiative, but now was the perfect chance. “I was thinking of going to that creperie, though. Would you like to come with me? I’ll pay.”



“Can’t say no to free food.” Jet patted his stomach, then blinked. “I mean, uh, thanks, Jung.”



Jung smiled and started walking side by side with Jet. He spared no expense once they reached that pancake stall — strawberries and cream for Jung, chocolate with hazelnuts for Jet — and they sat by their usual spot near the waterfall as they ate.



“So,” Jet said, nursing his crepe, “word’s goin’ around about what happened.”



Jung took a huge bite out of his lunch. “Yeth,” he said with his mouth full.



“The rangers say different stuff, but the truth travels quickly. They hurt a kid, didn’t they?”



“Mmm hmm.” Jung didn’t have the energy to recap the events.



Finally, Jet bit into his crepe, demolishing it all in one go. He wiped the chocolate off his face before he next spoke. “Believe me, none of us are happy with that. At all. I’d quit my job if I ever let a Pokemon get beaten up like that Drowzee did.”



“I dealt with those idiots first hand.” Jung squeezed the crepe in his fist. “Did they tell you I was there?”



“Yeah, they did. And from what I heard, you were quite the hero.”



Jung scoffed. “No I’m not. I just did what anyone would do in that time of need.”



“But you didn’t have to go to that dwelling by yourself.”



“Well, I wouldn’t have gone if you didn’t give me that push.”



Jet tilted his head. “I didn’t. You did it off your own back, so give yerself more credit, Jung. And our force thinks good things of you, so we’ll put in a good word for you.”



Jet laid his paw on Jung’s back, but he backed away from him.



“Sorry, I just…” Jung’s face scrunched up, on the verge of tears, but they wouldn’t come out, not just yet. The fact that Jet was here and a part of that wider network of law enforcement only rubbed salt in the wound. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”



“Go ahead.”



Jung paused, thinking of a way to best phrase it without offending Jet. “What made you want to become a patrol mon? Did you ever think, that in this line of work, that people like you would allow innocent Pokemon to come to harm?”



Jet blinked at him, clearly taken aback by his outburst. Crap, he definitely took offense at that.



“I…” Jet twiddled his claws. “I’m a part of it, but I’m only really stuck in Anistar. I’m there when there are fires, I’m there when a bunch of trainers get in a big fight with their Pokemon, I’m there when strays are being rowdy or need help.” He took a deep breath. “Even if I was in that bigger patrol force, Pokemon can’t go on missions on their own. Humans usually call the shots.”



Jung’s stomach twisted. He regretted what he said. “I’m sorry.”



“No, I get why you’re mad. I’m mad too.” He clenched his fists. “I just wanted to say that I don’t really have much power here, it’s a bigger mess than I’m involved in.”



“I know.”



“But to answer your question, all I ever wanna do is keep Pokemon safe. I love Anistar, y’see, bein’ around the ocean, bein’ back with my trainer. I have lotsa good memories of this place and I don’t wanna see it go downhill. That’s why I volunteered.”



“Yes.” Jung moved along the bank, getting closer to Jet again. “And from what I’ve seen, you have a good sense of duty.”



“Yeah, and I like my team. They’re a bunch of good guys. Or at least, they try their best with what they’re given, y’know. We’re all caught in the middle of this, but we wanna try and get to the bottom of this kidnappin’ situation.” He smiled at Jung. “I think you inspired me to start lookin’ as well, since I’ve started askin’ Pokemon around on my time off.”



“Oh, have I?” Jung tried to hide his flushed face. “And any leads yet?”



“No dice, but I’m gonna keep at it. That’s all I can do, really.”



“Yes. I guess that’s all we can do: our best.”



The conversation trailed off from there. Jung took the time to finish his pastry, needing to fill that void in his gut and in his heart. After that, he tried to find a way to pick their chat back up. But he couldn’t. And neither could Jet, until he suddenly spoke up.



“I hope the whole patrol thing doesn’t get in the way of us bein’ friends and all.”



Damn, Jung couldn’t have come across as more hostile if he tried. “No, of course it doesn’t. I value what we have.”



“And I do too.” Finally, Jet stroked his back again, and this time, Jung stayed, letting his friend soothe him. “Say, how about that stroll along the beach I promised? I’m givin’ myself a break before I start looking again.”



Jung leaned into his shoulder, not caring how he looked in front of the passersby. “I’d love that.”


Jung ended up having a great day out, which was a rare occurrence. As they walked across the warm, smooth sand, they did a bit of catching up; talking about what the Hypno gang was like, what strays Jet helped to feed, what shows they watched. There was never a dull conversation with Jet. Jung also felt more at ease around Jet, as his presence made the townsfolk seem more peaceful while still feeling somewhat pensive.



Once they said their goodbyes, Jung came back home in the evening. He decided to keep riding that high, making cookies in the clinic’s kitchen. He didn’t usually have time or motivation to bake, but this was an exception since Brie inspired him again. He tried one himself — although it could’ve done with more cornstarch to make it chewier, it was still delicious. As thanks, he also left some for the other staff members in the fridge, and Jet as well. Hopefully, they enjoyed it as much as he did.



He also left a bag of peanut butter treats for Lotte near her dog bowl. She deserved it for being so kind to him, and to everyone else in the clinic, especially that Eevee.



On the way back to his room, Jung got a whiff of a patient’s dreams in the garden. This one gave off a scent of cheese, the good, rich, creamy kind, not the smelly, mouldy kind that Brie had. So he followed it until he entered the open space, and there was that Eevee, all alone.



He looked so peaceful sleeping there on his side among the grass. The shade of dusk blanketed him — his scars weren’t so noticeable in the dark. He even purred as he slept, and it was rare for the Eevee to make any noise that wasn’t a growl or a screech. Jung stepped closer to inspect the Eevee’s dreams, just at a cursory glance. Although he didn’t enter his dream state directly, his dreams radiated different smells.



He imagined the Eevee traipsing through a cheddary garden, unsullied by human hands. There were bushes made of parmesan and trees that grew any number of fine cheeses by the block: edam, smoked, gouda, and every nice cheese imaginable. Jung imagined him poking his head through holes, only to find more cheese, and if he hit any dead ends, he would eat his way through it to make another path, savouring its tangy, meaty flavours. There was no end to this garden of cheesy delights.



Jung snapped out of his fantasy, realising what he was doing. He held his pendulum out as his mouth dripped a waterfall of saliva. The dull flash of the pendulum on the corroded coin made Jung stop. He saw his petrified gaze in the dim reflection.



And in that reflection, he saw the Hypno in his dreams, in the shattered mirror, staring back at him.

[image: Jungsaliva by NebulaDreams]
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A Pain in the Ash


    
    
  A Pain in the Ash


Jung blinked at the computer screen, which showed a human in his list of appointments, of all things. It wasn’t beyond Jung’s capabilities to treat humans as he had to apply a lot of human methods of psychoanalysis to his patients, but this was bizarre. Even more bizarre, this human in question was…

No, that couldn’t be him. That was physically impossible, unless someone happened to bear the same name – parents sometimes named their children ‘Ash’ out of reverence for that show. Jung punched his boss’ number into the clinic’s landline, just to make sure.

“Hello, Jung Hypno speaking,” he said in human tongue, “am I seeing this correctly, Amelie? Some human named Ash Ketchum?”

“Yes, you saw that correctly,” she said with a certain weariness.

“Well, that can’t be right, he’s from that cartoon, isn’t he?”

“He claims to be Ash Ketchum from Pallet Town, though he doesn’t know how he ended up in Kalos.” Amelie hummed. “I don’t know how he ended up on our system either, so just roll with it for now.”

Jung reached for the bag of cookies on his desk. “But surely he would go to see a human psychiatrist – there are a lot more mental health facilities available for his kind. Why is he here?”

“I wouldn’t ask questions you aren’t prepared to handle the answers to. Just do as much as you feel capable.”

Right. Jung was being ridiculous. Human or Pokemon, he couldn’t turn them away. He’d heard of stranger things in the dreams he examined. Compared to that, this case was just like another Friday for him.

“Alright. Thanks for clarifying, Amelie. I’ll do whatever I can to help them.”

Amelie hummed in affirmation and Jung hung up. Before it was time, Jung munched on a cookie or two – he needed to get his blood sugar up although it was already sky high from his general diet. He brushed the crumbs off his longcoat and padded to the waiting room.

Jung blinked at the duo before him. It seemed to be Ash, or a good Ash cosplayer. He had that same red cap, same outfit, same squiggly face marks, same hairstyle, even the same companion Pokemon perched on his shoulder. In turn, Ash blinked at him. The Pikachu stared at Jung, cautious but not aggressive.

“Ash Ketchum, would you like to come on in?” Jung said in his well-rehearsed voice, putting on a smile.

“You can talk?” Ash said as he rose. He even sounded like him. A few others in the waiting room stared at Ash, some of them even pointing at him. A Machoke, who Jung recognised as Chase, came up and shoved a phone in his face.

“Hey, nice costume, dude, I’m a huge fan of that show. Can we get a selfie?”

“What’s a self– hey, that’s a cool-looking Pokedex you got there!” Ash snatched it out of the Machoke’s hands and fiddled with the buttons. “How’d you turn it on?”

“Nah, look here, it’s a phone, don’t be a caveman.”

“Pi,” Pikachu growled, glaring at the intruding Pokemon.

“Watch it, ya rat, I’m tryin’ to get a pic here!”

The room flashed with yellow, white light for a split second. Chase yelped and threw his phone across the room. This didn’t go unnoticed as the other waiting patients stood up in alarm.

“What the hell?!” Chase crawled to retrieve his phone. He tried to turn it on only to be faced with a blank screen. “You broke my phone, ya rat! That cost my traine– I mean my partner an arm and a leg! Literally!”

Jung stood in the middle of it all, trying to process the scene. Was Ash really a celebrity, or was he… no, he had a job to do.

“Excuse me,” Jung interrupted, softly but firmly. “I have other patients that need to see me later. I don’t want to rush you all, but we need to get back on track.”

“But he broke my phone!” the Machoke yelled, rubbing away his tears.

“Chase, I’m sure your partner will get you a new one. Now, I believe you have an appointment with Elise soon.”

“Right…” Chase defeatedly sat back on his chair, pretending to type on his broken phone.

“Should we say we’re sorry?” Ash asked.

“If you wish, but I don’t think he should’ve invaded your personal space. Now, come on.”

Ash and Pikachu followed behind Jung – their steps were slow, somewhat guarded.

“Pi, pi, pikachu,” Pikachu whispered. Jung tried to hide his surprise. Why on earth was he talking like that?

“It’s okay, buddy,” Ash whispered back, “this Hypno seems nice – it’s not like last time.”

Jung pretended not to hear them. He had to remind himself it was nothing personal, as usual. He led them to his office, sitting them down on the chaise-longue. Jung relaxed in his chair and took another good look at Ash.

This felt like something out of a dream, and not in the ‘my dream finally came true’ way, but the ‘woah, this is trippy, I ate too much cheese last night’ way. Jung tried to have faith that this was the genuine article, but the possibility of this ‘Ash’ being someone with an identity crisis was at the back of his mind.

“So, just to clarify, you are Ash Ketchum, is that correct?”

“Yeah, Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town!” He thumbed his chest. “I gotta catch ‘em all!”

“Good for you, I suppose.” Jung glanced at the Pikachu who still didn’t leave his shoulder. “And what’s your name, fellow Pikachu?”

“Pikachu,” Pikachu said.

“Yes, I know you’re a Pikachu. What else?”

“Pi…” He narrowed his eyes. “Pi pi, pikachu. Chuuuuu, ka. Pi.”

“Huh.” Jung looked back to Ash – he understood nothing that came out of the yellow rodent’s mouth. “Doesn’t he have a name?”

“Pikachu’s his name, what’s wrong with that?”

“Ah, nothing.” Well, it was like calling a dog Pokemon Dog, but he didn’t want to come across as judgemental. “It’s nice, anyway.”

“Pi.” Pikachu lowered his ears. Off to a good start already.

“So, what would you like to talk about today, you two?” Jung offered one of his many cookie boxes on the table. “Feel free to try, they won’t bite.”

Ash immediately grabbed one, though Pikachu wasn’t as receptive, sniffing at it like a piece of old cheese left for too long in the pantry. He didn’t know if Pikachu could eat chocolate anyway.

“Well, I guess I’m really confused, first of all. I mean, you can talk, and that Machoke as well, and more Pokemon – on the way here, a Murkrow swore at me for throwing a Pokeball at him.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t try to capture Pokemon that don’t want to be captured.”

“But it’s kinda why I’m on this journey. If I’m not catching Pokemon, who am I?” 

Okay, it was too early into the session to get existential, so Jung changed the subject. “Anyway, not all of us can talk, only those that learn it. It’s like that Meowth, isn’t it?”

“Wait, you know Team Rocket?” Ash gripped his lap. “They’re bad news, nothing but trouble for me and Pikachu, ain’t that right?”

“Pipipi,” Pikachu muttered, sticking his tongue out.

This day was getting weirder by the minute.

“So, Team Rocket, correct?”

“Yeah. Last time it happened, they dressed like magicians and told Pikachu to get in this box for their trick. Next thing I knew, they were gone, my buddy went missing, and then we had to chase after their hot air balloon to get him back!”

Jung rubbed his head. It started to hurt. “They had their own hot air balloon?” 

“They’ve got a lot up their sleeves, those crooks.”

“And how does that make you feel?”

“Scared, I guess. I mean, it’s nothing we can’t handle since they’re dumber than a bag of Slowpoke, but it wears on you after a while.” Ash squirmed. “Sometimes I keep looking over my shoulder to see if they’re up to something. Or sometimes I wake up and see their really funky hair swaying above me when it’s really just a Jigglypuff and a Haunter dancing together.”

“And these are grown adults stalking you?”

“Yeah?”

“Shouldn’t we be calling the police?”

“They’ve tried catching them before, believe me, but they’re slippery fellas. They’re always in disguise.”

“Then these officers are incompetent. I don’t know what world you’re from, but that would earn those degenerates a restraining order at the very least.”

“I dunno what that is, but yeah, anything to get ‘em off our backs.”

“Pikachu!” Pikachu Pikachu’d.

Jung chomped on another cookie. Whatever world Ash was in, it didn’t inspire much hope. If criminals were free to harass children and the police did nothing, then what state was the rest of his world in?

“And what else would you like to get off your chest?”

Ash leaned back on the chaise-longue, clutching Pikachu close to him. “Well, all my friends turned on me.”

“Brock and Misty, correct? Go on.”

“It was all going so great. I got far in the league, they all had my backs, then I lost against that Tyranitar and they all decided ‘nope, you suck, we all hate you now’.” He sighed. “They wouldn’t talk to me at all. Then Brock told his Onix to eat me, we barely escaped with our lives, then Misty’s Togepi took all my money.”

“A Togepi mugged you, did you say?”

“Yeah, that egg really did a number on me. He chased me with a knife – even my buddy couldn’t stop him.”

“Pi.”

“And how does that make you feel?”

Ash balled his hands into fists. “I know how I feel about it. I swore that my buddy and I would never lose a league match again.”

Jung only just realised he forgot to take notes. What a beginner’s mistake. But how could he take notes when this whole situation put him in such a daze? He hurriedly scribbled whatever he could remember, making a mess of his perfectly blank pages.

“This is like the time my dad left for cigarettes and never came back from the store.”

“Well, I’m terribly sorry to hear that, Ash.” He was genuinely concerned at this point. How much had this ten year old gone through already? “But you also have Pikachu, and I’m sure you have other friends who are there to support you too. This can manifest into abandonment issues if you let it consume you.”

“Ah, no, I’m fine, and I know Pikachu would never betray me, right?”

“Pi.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without you, buddy.” Ash cuddled Pikachu and sighed. “And then there was that one time I died.”

Jung took off his glasses and blinked, putting his clipboard aside.

“You… died?”

“Yeah.” Ash sat up and held his head in his hands. Pikachu looked up at him, eyes moistened. “You know about Mewtwo, right? Those awful guys did those experiments and made him. Then he wanted to free all those Pokemon, then we got in a huge fight, I tried to stop it, I got caught in the blast, and–

Ash grabbed the nearby box of tissues and loudly blew his nose into it, blubbering all the while. Pikachu started crying too, and they both shared the same tissues. Jung didn’t even know how to react to this. His jaw was on the floor.

“I turned to stone. I still remember how it felt. How my body just–” he gasped–”stopped. I felt so cold. Like someone turned off all the lights and there wasn’t a switch.”

Jung left them to process their emotions, as he needed to process his as well.

“I got better thanks to my buddy, though.” Ash’s face brightened as he looked at Pikachu. “He started crying, then all the Pokemon started crying, and those tears brought me back. I dunno how – I guess Pokemon tears just heal you up.”

Jung tried to reach for the clipboard and stopped halfway through.

“Sorry, I’ve been focusing on Ash this whole time. How does that make you feel, Pikachu?”

Pikachu stared at him with the same reluctance as before. A moment passed and he got off of Ash’s lap, pacing back and forth across the room.

“Pi,” he started. “Pika pika, pikachu. Pi pi pi, chuuuuuu. Pi. Pika. Ka. Chu pika pika pi pi chu pika pika pika chuuuuuu. Pi pi, pikachu. Chuuuuu, ka. Pi.”

Jung turned to stone. Figuratively, not literally, like in Ash’s case.

Wait, what? What?!

The weight of the situation hit him all at once. Getting held at knifepoint by an egg. Getting turned to stone by feuding legendaries, legendaries that didn’t exist in Jung’s world. Coming back to life with the power of Pokemon tears. Ash’s story was always ridiculous, but it was Pikachu’s speech that finally broke him. He needed a drink.

“Excuse me for a minute.”

Jung didn’t check if they were okay – he just left them in his office and stormed off to the nearest water cooler. He only realised how dry his mouth was once he took a swig.

This couldn’t be real. Of course, when working in therapy, one needed to open themselves up to all sorts of possibilities and strange, tragic situations. But there was no physical way of being brought from petrification, if such a thing was possible in the first place, and tears didn’t have healing properties.

No, there had to be a logical explanation for it. Jung didn’t want to toss out diagnoses all willy nilly, but that hunch from earlier came back to him. He needed to rationalise it somehow.

Jung had no doubt that this Ash was genuine. Or at least, he genuinely thought he was Ash. In theory, this person might as well’ve been called ‘John Doe’. In that case, this John Doe could’ve been suffering from some sort of dissociative identity disorder. Maybe it could’ve happened as a result of waking up from a coma. Maybe turning to stone was actually a near death experience John Doe repressed his memories of.

Then what about Pikachu? Pikachu didn’t talk like that – they either squeaked, growled, or spoke human if they were taught to. There was no reason for Jung to go ‘Hypno, hyp hyp’ in casual conversation. Was it a front of some sort?

Jung took a deep breath and straightened his collar. He needed to get back to work, so he came back to his office, only to find Ash pointing at a plushie on the floor. That was Jung’s Munchlax he’d won from a crane game a while ago.

“Pikachu, use Thunderbolt!”

Pikachu’s fur stuck up on end, and with a swish of his tail, he charged up a spark of electricity.

“Chuuuuuu!”

A flash of light blinded Jung for a second. The next thing he knew, the Munchlax toy had an electric burn mark on its forehead. He thought about telling the two off before Pikachu laughed and ran to Ash’s side.

“Nice work, buddy!” he cheered, cradling Pikachu in his arms.

Now he didn’t have the heart to scold them. Those two made a good team. But that uneasy feeling still nestled in Jung’s gut. It wouldn’t be digested unless Jung got to the root of this problem.

“Well done, you two.” Jung said, putting on a smile. “It’s good to see you getting some practise in with that doll.”

“Ah, yeah.” He rubbed his head. “Sorry, I shoulda asked. Pikachu was just really raring to train.”

“Pi!”

“No problem. I have lots of other dolls.”

“Hmm.” Ash looked around Jung’s office, glancing at the dolls on his shelves and his bed. “I never pegged you as the type to play with ‘em.”

“I don’t play with them, exactly, but they’re comforting to have around.” He hugged the singed Munchlax. “And the other patients like them as well.”

“Figures.” Ash finally sat back down, and Jung did as well, grabbing his clipboard with gusto. He noted down ‘believes himself to be Ash’ and ‘is possibly repressing trauma’.

“Now we can discuss possible treatments for whatever’s ailing you.” Jung hummed. “You seem to have a lot on your plate, and I don’t envy your position. Dealing with a traumatic, life-threatening incident like that would make you feel anxious for a long time afterwards.”

“Yeah, that’s what’s bugging me.” Ash slumped against the chaise-longue, suddenly deflated. “And I keep having these nightmares too. Some nights, I can’t get to sleep, and I can’t train my buddy if I’m falling asleep everywhere I go. I keep dreaming that I’m a statue, that my buddy’s a statue, that my old friends are statues, and this Mewtwo keeps hammering away at us.”

“Right.” Finally, the opportunity presented itself for Jung to learn who Ash really was. “Dreams just happen to be my bread and butter. If you’d like me to examine them, I’d be more than happy to help.”

Ash tensed up. Pikachu raised his hackles.

“You’re not gonna put me to sleep, are you?”

Jung took a deep breath. Again, nothing personal. “No. Unless you want me to. I would never do that to someone against their will.” Unless it was in self-defence. “I noticed you were a little hesitant earlier.”

“Kinda, yeah.” Ash stared at his feet. “Sorry. I just remember that one time a Hypno hypnotised Misty.” He grimaced. “They told her to kick me in the family jewels.”

If Jung had a glass of water, he would’ve spat it out by now. “Erm, well, I’m terribly sorry someone from our species did that to one of your friends. I assure you, a lot of us don’t behave like that.”

“I guess I haven’t met a lot of other Hypno before.”

“Well, you have now. In any case, it’s fine if you don’t trust me right away, and it’s not essential for your treatment.”

Ash huddled next to Pikachu, whispering in his ear. Both of them seemed to have a conversation – how that was possible through the language barrier was beyond Jung. Eventually, they faced him.

“Alright, we’ll do it. Or I’ll do it. I dunno.” He smiled at Pikachu. “How awesome would it be if you and me shared the same dreams?”

“Pikachu!” he chirped.

“I wish I could do that, but sadly, only one person can enter another’s dream. Think of it like one car going down a one way street.”

“Aw.” Ash shrugged. “Well, I’ll tell you about it later, buddy. So, are you gonna raise your pendulum thingy?”

“In a minute, Ash.” Jung grabbed his chair to get closer to Ash, who lay down in his seat. “I don’t want to force you into it, it works best when you relax. Take a few deep breaths, concentrate each time you inhale and exhale, and listen to my voice…”


Jung awoke in a museum full of Ash. Not ash, Ash. One room had a stone statue with Ash holding out a Pokeball. Another had a marble statue where Ash was dressed like some sort of emperor, wearing a toga. And another had a bronze statue of him posing with a Lucario, except this time, both of them came to life. Their footsteps clashed against the marble flooring.

“Something something friendship something something bond.” Ash said. “Something something something aura.”

“Aura?” the Lucario asked. “I hardly even know her!”

A laugh track played through the PA system.

Jung had enough of this exhibit and went to the exit, only to find himself in a bedroom. The room was featureless, save for a few items: a bed, which Ash snored in, an N64 which had Pokemon Stadium in the slot, a couple of Pikachu plushies, and a clock. Suddenly, the clock rang like a fire engine’s horn, though Ash didn’t wake up.

“Do you wanna be late?!” his mother, Delia, shouted outside the room, though she wasn’t visible past the door. “Don’t blame me if you get there and that quack gives you a Weedle.”

He still didn’t stir from his slumber.

“Lugia’s waiting outside!”

“Where?” Ash rose, walking out of the room in his jammies. Jung followed him as if he was his roommate – not even Delia batted an eye at the Hypno’s presence. Perhaps she didn’t know he existed.

Indeed, there was a Lugia outside, about the same size as Ash’s house. They craned their neck down to Ash, nuzzling their head against his.

“Play that song for me,” they said without moving their lips. “That will restore my strength.”

“Umm, okay.” Ash pulled out a boombox from thin air and held it above his head, blasting out a ballad about the singer being in the lover’s eyes.

“Hmm, yes, I feel it. The song gives me… energy. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Luigi.”

“Lugia, you mean. No matter, I best be off. Those plastic-filled seas won’t unpollute themselves.”

One flap of Lugia’s wings levelled Ash’s house, crumbling it into a pile of ash. Lugia didn’t stop to clean up the mess as they swooped off, doing a barrel roll as they disappeared into this sky. A twinkle signified their departure.

“Mr. Mime!” Delia yelled. “Clean this up, please!”

“Mime!” Mr. Mime mimed, sweeping up the ashes into an invisible dustpan. What was he, Delia’s maid? Servant? Pet? Jung couldn’t tell. But he couldn’t stand by and do nothing. So Jung gathered up some ashes in his hands and plopped them into the bin — the only remaining thing of the house’s wreckage.

“Thanks,” Mr. Mime said. “That helps out a ton.”

“I’ll do whatever I can, dear sir.” Jung eyed Mr. Mime’s work. “So, what do you get out of cleaning?”

“I dunno, don’t ask me,” Ash said, sitting on the mound of rubble. “I never asked where this Mime came from or what he’s doing in my house.”

“But he lives with you. And…” Jung stopped as Delia dropped some Pokepellets into a dog bowl, which Mr. Mime ate from. “Actually, I’m not sure I want to know either, that’s absolutely horrifying.”

Mr. Mime was now a Meowth, who popped a pellet in his mouth with a Cheshire-like grin.

“Meowttth, dat’s left! Rub a dub dub, thanks for the grub!”

“Are you gonna scram now, you freeloader?” Delia growled, aiming a mop at him. “I know you’ve been making him miserable with that no-good gang of yours.”

“Eh, gotta make a livin’ somehow, old broad.”

“O-old?!”

He got a smack in the face for that one. Meowth’s head became as flat as a steamrolled marshmallow.

“Do that agai– wait, what da hell is that?”

Meowth pointed to the sky. Instead of the sun, the head of a man with purple hair took its place.

“When I said we were blasting off again, I didn’t think we’d be going to the sun. And now I’m the sun. Not that I’m complaining, I feel absolutely fabulous up here. Radiant, even. Ohoho!”

He squinted at Ash, then shouted a war cry, which shook all the trees surrounding them. The sun– no, James’ head was getting bigger, bigger, and even bigger until Jung could see every pore on his face.

“Go away!” Ash yelled, gritting his teeth. “Get a job, you bum! What’s that Pikachu mean to you, anyway?”

“Oh, it was never about the Pikachu. It’s about the principle of the Pikachu.”

“What does that even mea–”

James crushed whatever was left of the house, and everyone in the yard as well.


Jung was stumped. He was no closer to figuring out if this Ash was the genuine article than he was when he first met him. Nothing in the dream seemed to hint at wider trauma. And whatever was there basically confirmed what Jung already knew.

“Did you find anything there, doc?”

“Ah yes, most certainly.” He most certainly didn’t, but honestly, he didn’t have the mental capacity to care. “In my personal opinion, you are suffering from a form of post-traumatic stress disorder – nightmares and insomnia are a common symptom of this.”

“Post-thematic what now?”

“It’s a type of mental disorder where you feel anxious after a certain event has happened, like we’ve discussed.”

“That’s…” Ash fiddled with the cushioning of the chaise-longue. “I’m not some sorta psycho, am I?”

“That’s a very outdated view on mental health, Ash. Of course, given how young you are, I expect it will be difficult to grasp.”

“I’m 35 years old.”

“Oh.” Jung’s head throbbed. He didn’t know how much more of this he could take. “In any case, nothing’s wrong with you, it’s a normal way to cope with these types of distressing situations, since it’s a defence mechanism. But if it’s interrupting your sleep to the point you can’t function as a trainer, then I would recommend further treatment.”

“Like what?” He crossed his arms. “I don’t want it to stop my journey.”

“It doesn’t have to, but rest and relaxation is also important if it gets too much. You don’t have to stay in a clinic, but the recommended course of action is to either take a prescription for antidepressants, and/or cognitive behavioural therapy from a professional – which can either be done locally or remotely.”

“You sound a lot like Professor Oak.”

“Ah, well, thank you, I suppose?”

“I mean he talks a lot about stuff I don’t get.”

Heat rose to Jung’s cheeks. He hid his face behind his clipboard.

“To put it simply, there is medicine you can take that can help you feel less worried. And someone can also chat to you while you’re travelling. They can give you advice on how to stop these nightmares and face whatever’s troubling you. Does that make more sense?”

“A little, yeah.” Ash twiddled his thumbs. “Sorry, all this stuff’s beyond me. I’ve never had to think about it before, all I wanna do is catch ‘em all.”

“Yes, you’ve made that perfectly clear before.” Jung’s tone sounded a lot more severe than he would’ve liked. But oh well. “That is also natural, and mental health is a discussion that’s still quite new to people. That’s where I come in, to talk about it more and help those who might not understand it yet.”

“Right. So, what do I do now?”

“I’ll send a recommendation to a local mental health clinic in Anistar – a human should be more qualified to help you. Since we already have your details, all you need to do is wait until they call you. How does that sound?”

“Good, yeah. I think.” Ash stood up, and Pikachu climbed onto his shoulder again. “Can I go now?”

“There’s nothing keeping you. I think otherwise, you’re a well-adjusted young– no, just a well-adjusted lad with a bright future ahead of you.”

“Gee, thanks, doc! You’re a good Hypno yourself.” Before Ash left, he waved Jung goodbye. Pikachu also waved with a punctuated ‘pi!’. Jung smiled back at them

When the door closed, Jung’s smile faded. He pinched himself to see if he was dreamin–


Jung’s eyes blinked open. He touched his cheek – wet from the drool puddle on his desk. The white light from his computer screen blinded him. Once his eyes adjusted, he saw what was playing on the screen: an episode of the Pokemon anime from the Indigo League seasons, which he streamed on Natuflix.

Jung groaned and fell back to sleep.
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  Frida watched the airborne delivery Pelipper with the eyes of a Fearow. The Pelipper, wearing a satchel, circled a ground-floor apartment which shone warm orange light out from the windows onto the darkened pavement. Two humans, a couple perhaps, laughed at a TV, sat on what looked like the cosiest couch ever.

  There was a time when Frida and her teammates would do the same at night at the campsite tent, and they would watch one of her trainer’s dumb cop shows together while eating pizza. That seemed like forever ago now. Good riddance.

  Any moment, that Pelipper would arrive on that doorstep with their food, and the couple would enjoy a dish cooked by some overworked sap that they would never even meet. But that wouldn’t happen, because Frida was going to steal their dinner.

  Frida snuck from trash can to trash can, getting as close as she could without being noticed. She had done this plenty of times in Lumiose. That city was chock full of hideouts and escape routes. As bad as trash cans smelled, they were good blind spots.

  Frida grabbed her tail, running her fingers along the brush’s fibres as she waited for the Pelipper to land. Cerulean blue paint oozed from the tip, ready for her to fling. The Pelipper swooped down and carefully placed the satchel on the welcome mat. Now was the time to strike!

  Frida sprinted towards the entrance. The bag was in reach. The door opened, and voila! Frida snatched the satchel.

  The Pelipper screeched, flying low towards her. It tried to trip her up by shooting jets of water at her feet. Weaksauce. She shot a paint bomb back at the Pelipper’s dumb face, blinding it. It stopped to wash itself. That bought enough time for her to hide and devour her meal.

  Frida didn’t have to go very far. All she needed to do was hide herself from the Pelipper before it realised where she went. Next to these apartments, there was a play park for Pokemon and kids alike. Thankfully, no other stray had claimed it as their turf before. She climbed up the frame and hid in a tunnel that connected two of the platforms. Not the comfiest of places as she was cramped in pitch black darkness, but it was better than nothing.

  Frida opened the bag, licking her lips, only to screw them shut. The contents of the food smooshed everywhere in the scuffle, leaving Frida with two deconstructed burgers. Those were all the talk in Lumiose in those upper class restaurants, so perhaps this was the closest Frida got to fine dining in a while.

  She ate in silence, making a mess of her paws as she sifted through sauce-covered napkins to get to the beef part of the burger. And the beef itself tasted like cardboard. Whatever, it was nothing new — she was used to all the processed food that humans concocted. At least the fries made it unscathed, which she ate with delight.

  Now Frida had a full stomach, it was time to return to her home turf. She crawled out of the tunnel with a smile on her grease-covered face.

  Dozens of birds surrounded Frida. She stopped, still as stone. The Pelipper perched on a support pole and stared her down. She threw the bag right back at the Pelipper’s face, square in its paint-covered beak.

  “There, you can have it back now!” she yelled, raising her fists. That only got the flying types more riled up. “You wanna piece of me? Well, come get it!”

  She would take all those bird brains on. She had this.



Frida didn’t have it. She limped back to her turf, battered and bruised and sore all over. Those pecks were a real pain in her rear. But Frida was tough. She wouldn’t go to the Pokemon Centre like a wimp.



Past the winding alleys of Anistar, past the wraiths and strays and Trubbish, was her home base. It was a dead end trapped in a maze of apartment blocks. The concrete jungle allowed a slither of light in from the night sky, but the rest was blanketed in darkness.



Frida only had a dog bed and a couple of blankets to her name. There was a pile of child-sized jackets she had pilfered from various flea markets. And on the brick walls, there was a mess of colours and strokes from many failed attempts at painting. She had no energy to try again right now.



Frida cosied into a paint-stained hoodie. She would never admit it herself, but wearing it felt like a warm hug, especially after a gruelling day like this.



With nothing else to do and a buttload of pain to sleep off, Frida collapsed into bed. She was so tired. Tired of scavenging. Tired of being alone. Tired of everything. She fell into slumber like drifting along the ocean, where the deep, dark waters carried her mind away.


Frida awoke, dabbing at a painted section of a brick wall with her tail. This was… It was a whole scene of Anistar’s seaside. How did she manage to paint that? When did she paint it? Did she do it in her sleep again?



Never mind that, it was daylight. And she wasn’t alone. There was a very cross-looking human in a uniform, and a group of patrol officers, some human, some Pokemon, including a Blastoise that she knew all too well: Jet.



Frida’s hackles raised. Oh no, she’d been caught. And during daylight as well.



“Uh, Frida,” Jet said, “I thought we talked about not doing graffiti anymore.”



Crap.


“That Smeargle sleep-painted, you say?” Jung said, trying not to be too loud in the gallery.



“Yeah, paint me amazed too.” Jet snickered, holding a blubbery paw to his face. “Paint me? Get it? Because we’re at an art museum?”



Jung got it, but that didn’t make it funny. “And then what happened?”



“Well, I let Frida off with a slap on the wrist and she ran away. The shop owner she vandalised was really cheesed off as you’d guess, so she’s in a bit of trouble.” Jet shrugged. “It was a really nice painting, though, it was a shame I had to spray it all off.”



“I saw the picture on the news,” Jung said, fiddling with the rusty pendulum that hung by his neck, “and it looked incredible, especially without being conscious throughout the process.”



“It’s a big coincidence that we planned this get-together here before this all happened.” Jet tented his claws. “Not that this is usually my kinda thing, but I’m always up for something new.”



“Same. It’s been a while since I’ve been to a gallery like this myself.”



Jung stood up from the bench and walked along the gallery wall, Jet following behind him. Jung stared long and hard at one of the paintings before him. The work was simply titled Number Two by famed artist Fio Burgess, an abstract piece featuring an array of shapes, colours and line strokes spread across the canvas.



“I don’t get it,” Jet said, fiddling with his claws.



“What is there to get?” Jung asked.



“Is this a trick question?”



“No, not exactly. What do you think you see here?”



“A bunch of random stuff thrown together. Kinda looks like a Pikachu made it by tying paintbrushes to their feet.” He squinted at the plaque. “And who’d pay this much for squiggles?”



“Well, it’s not so much the painting as it is the legacy of the painter.” Jung rubbed his chin. “I’m a dilettante when it comes to the arts, but from what I do know, this artist had synesthesia. The painting, Number Two, is one of many pieces she made while listening to music, so she just drew what she sensed. And the strokes aren’t random.”



Jung traced his finger in the air along the brush strokes. “See how these lines are arranged? They’re equally spaced out. This wasn’t done by accident, she knew what effect she wanted to achieve by drawing those lines so far apart.”



“Okay.” Jet scratched his dome-like head. “Clearly, I’m not smart enough for this.”



“No, that’s not it.” Heat rose to Jung’s cheeks, Well, he felt bad now. “What I’m saying is that there’s context behind the painting, and that somehow added enough value to the piece that it became what it is today. I think she wanted us to draw our own conclusions about what the painting means, and how it makes us feel. Art isn’t meant to provide easy answers.”



“Well, I don’t care any more for it now than I did then, but how do you feel about it?”



Jung took a deep breath. “I see chaos. It’s beautiful and terrifying in equal measure. I see life, people, strangers in a crowd. They’re fighting, mingling, kissing, hugging. That’s what I personally get out of it.” He smiled. “But I can also just appreciate how pretty the colours are here.”



“I guess it doesn’t look bad, when you put it like that. I still don’t like it.”



“Fair enough, art attracts a variety of opinions.”



Jet nudged Jung’s elbow. “You could be on some talk show since you’re so cultured.”



“I’m not being too pretentious, am I?”



“Nah, nah. What you said makes sense. Ooh! Now this is more my speed.”



Jet eyed another exhibit on the other end of the gallery. This section was devoted to Sal, a Smeargle painter from Johto, and featured some of his prints on display in Anistar.



According to the plaque, Sal once toured there and drew random portraits of the people and Pokemon that passed him by. He employed an expressive style and a unique take on his subjects, particularly with the way he exaggerated faces and figures with a bold use of brushstrokes and textures.



Seeing another Pokemon’s work displayed in a gallery that people paid to see filled Jung with a certain sense of pride. All this from humble beginnings as a trainer’s Pokemon turned stray.



“I think Frida’s got potential to clean up her act, like that Sal guy,” Jet said. “You should see her graffiti.”



“I saw some of her paintings on social media before it was taken down and they looked quite good,” Jung said. “And I would be happy to help, but I try to look after Pokemon who urgently need attention. My schedule is full as it is.”



“I know you’re busy.” His dough-like face screwed up. “But I hate seein’ her so unhappy. I know she’s goin’ through something, but I can’t reach her. She won’t let me.”



Jung stared at his slippers. Jet knew how to tug at his heartstrings.



“Anythin’ would help,” Jet continued. “She gets along with me just fine, but she won’t go without a fight once it starts, so that’s the main thing. I just don’t want her to end up like those Meowths, ya know, the ones who went on that turf war.”



Jung shuddered. He knew full well what carnage had ensued there.



“Well, the clinic’s mindset is to take in Pokemon who are in a critical state.” Jung sighed. “But prevention is better than cure, especially when it comes to mental health. I’ll talk to her.”



“Thanks, Jung.” Jet ran his claws across Jung’s furry neck. He let out a low purr — Jet’s touch was to die for. “When do you think she can come to the clinic?”



“That won’t be necessary, I’ll visit her where she is. It’ll be pro bono.”



Jet blinked. “Pro what now?”



“Pro bono — for free, basically.”



“Oh no, you don’t need to do that, I don’t wanna pressure ya if the place won’t accept her.”



“Well, I’ll try to ask them, but if not, I’ll still see Frida regardless. I still have a day off each week.”



“That’s your only day off, Jung.”



“It’ll just be for an hour. I have plenty more during those days.”



“Alright.” Jet wrapped his arm around Jung’s shoulder. “Just don’t work yerself to death.”



Jung chuckled, exhaling into Jet’s side. “I’ll try not to.”


Frida stared at the impromptu canvas on her turf’s wall. She tried to remember what she’d painted before Jet caught her. It was a landscape painting of Anistar’s seaside. The waves glimmered in the sun. Wingull dotted the horizon. People walked along the seaside, rendered like she had trapped a bunch of real humans in a bunch of bricks. She didn’t even like painting landscapes, but it was better than nothing.



Frida washed the walls with white pigment, hoping to make a fresh start. But when she tried to paint like old times, the colours all looked wrong. The people looked like stick figures. The sea looked like sewer water. A blind kid could’ve crapped it out in their sleep. Except apparently, she did make something good in her sleep.



She splashed her tail all over the picture, scribbling out her disasterpiece. How did this happen? Where had all of her magic gone? It’d been like this ever since she’d moved to this dump. And even if she created something good by accident, nobody cared. Nobody would look at it or tell her it had potential. Except maybe Jet, but he couldn’t tell a sculpture from a trash can lying in a museum.



Her floppy ears perked at a faraway noise. She knew it was Jet from the rhythm of his footsteps, but there was another unfamiliar set of paws. Shoes, even. Her fur bristled. Did Jet finally sell out and plan to take her away? That snitch. Frida only had herself to blame for trusting him. Oh well. She stood on guard, gripping her tail, expecting the worst.



Jet appeared alongside a… Hypno. That lab coat. That set of Bunnelby slippers. Those glasses. It wasn’t a cop, it was something worse: a shrink. And they both had ice cream, which was almost finished, as well as a spare cone with a matcha flavoured scoop. Her favourite.



“Hi, Free,” Jet said, holding out her portion of ice cream.



Frida knew a bribe when she saw it, but regardless, she muttered a word of thanks and licked her scoop.



“I want you to meet Jung, a friend of mine.”



The Hypno bowed before her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Frida.”



“What is this, a cocktail party?” She stuck her tongue out. “Who talks like that?”



Jung kept smiling. That didn’t affect him at all.



“So, what?” Frida tilted her head. “Is this some kind of intervention? You think I’m some sorta psycho?”



“Jung just wants to talk, is all.” Jet munched his chocolate scoop. “He’s coming here on his own day off.”



Frida hummed. How desperate was this shrink to see her that he wasn’t even getting paid for it?



“And I don’t have to do anything?” she asked.



“Nothing except having a little chat.” Jung stepped closer. “I’m only here to lend an ear — I won’t make you say or do anything you’re uncomfortable with.”



His placid smile was plastered on his strawberry-covered face. Frida knew what Jung’s reputation was. What did she have to lose?



“Oh, screw it.” She threw a blanket at Jung. “Whatever, make yourself at home.”



“Thank you.” Jung sat on the ground, using the blanket as a cushion.



“Well, lemme know how it goes.” Jet turned around. “I’ve gotta patrol around town. See you around.”



Jet left Frida alone with Jung. She sat back in bed, nursing her ice cream.



“So, Frida,” Jung started, “are you familiar with me and what I do?”



“Word travels fast in town. Everyone knows about the therapy Hypno, from the humans in the market to the Trubbish in the dumps.” She wolfed down the rest of the scoop, gritting her teeth through the brain freeze. She liked the burn. “I know you’ve got a big sweet tooth, I know you waltz around in those stupid clothes, I know you hang out with Jet. Well, I know the most about you from Jet.”



Jung held his cheek. “He talks about me?”



“All the friggin’ time. But anyway, I know all about you.” Frida narrowed her eyes. “And just so you know, I don’t need fixing, Jung. I don’t need some shrink telling me how to live my life — you don’t need to get all deep and stuff, like you usually do.”



“Again, I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do.” Jung wiped melted ice cream off his face. “And fixing is never the right word for what I do.”



“Seems like it.” She stood up and held her tail like the hem of a dress, doing a fake curtsy. “Oh, look, I’m the little poor stray who needs saving, because I’m such a loser for not having a trainer or being easy to get along with or whatever.”



“I’m not here to lecture you.” The corners of Jung’s lips tugged. “You might need help from me. You might not. I just want to get to know you.”



“No, you don’t.” Frida gripped her fist, scrunching the wafer up. “A shrink ain’t a friend. I don’t need more friends. And I don’t need a shrink to tell me what’s wrong with me.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “I know what’s wrong with me.”



Frida expected Jung to make some sort of comment. To ask what was wrong with her. To press her, make her spill all the secrets of the past. Maybe he would ask her to tell him about her mother, though she never had one as far as she knew. He just sat where he was and looked at her.



“I saw your graffiti, by the way. It looked great.”



Frida scoffed. “Don’t patronise me.”



“Sorry, I know how that sounds. But I’ve seen your graffiti before on the news. There was that scene of Lumiose City. It looked so colourful, so… what’s the word? Impressionistic?”



This guy seemed to know more about art than he let on.



“Yeah, that’s the one.”



“So my instincts were correct. It was a shame they plastered over your paintings.”



She stared back at Jung. “The news talked about me, huh?”



Jung nodded.



Frida didn’t know how to react to that. She had spent so long trying to get recognised for her work, then trying to get over this art block she had found herself trapped in.



“Are people really talking about me?”



“Well, your work. Not many people know it’s from you since the paintings happen overnight, but it’s easy to put two and two together.”



Right. Frida was still a nobody. Nobody was clamouring for her, just her work, and those were landscapes, nothing but postcard pictures. She curled up in a ball on the bed.



“Frida?”



“I keep painting in my sleep. That’s why I was there that night.”



Jung hummed. “So I’ve heard. I’ve treated patients who sleepwalk or sleep-fight before.”



“But they can do that anyway. I can only paint in my sleep, though.” She gazed at the washed-out wall beside her. “Everything I try painting nowadays when I’m awake turns out like crap. And I don’t know why.”



“That is an interesting problem.”



“Right?” She threw the cushion across the hideout. “I feel like I want to explode, like I wanna draw the whole day away. I’m itching for anything to do other than survive the day, but I can’t.”



“What happened before?”



“You don’t need to know. And there’s nothing you can do to fix it, unless you travel back in time.” Frida sat up, facing Jung. “But I’ll do anything if you help me paint again. It’s the only thing in my life that has any sorta meaning.”



Jung tore the rusty pendulum off his neck.



“I’ll do whatever I can. Right now, I think it would be best to observe your dreams.”



Frida bared her fangs. “No, you’re not getting into my head like that.”



“You’re right to be sceptical, many people are wary of Hypno—”



“No, no, no, don’t start with that. I don’t care that you’re a Hypno. I’ve known plenty of Hypno who are nice guys. And I know humans are freaking idiots.”



Jung blinked. “That’s reassuring. But regardless, you don’t want me getting too analytical.”



“If that’s your nerdy term for it, then yeah.”



“Alright. I won’t press too far. But still, if I monitor your mind’s activity while you’re in the act, then that’ll give me a starting point on how to solve your sleep-painting problem. I could just ignore everything else that goes on in your dreams.” Jung outstretched his paw. “Does that sound like a good deal?”



Frida stared at his hand. She couldn’t believe she was bowing down to this shrink, but Jung actually listened and wasn’t just trying to fulfil some worthless quota or diagnose her. At last, she shook his paw.



“Deal. I guess you’re gonna do the hypnotism thingy or whatever.”



“If that’s alright with you.”



“Not really, but I’m desperate at this point. I guess this’ll be our little experiment.”



“I’d rather not call it that, but I suppose that’s true.” He held his pendulum out. “Close your eyes and relax. Count the Mareep. One. Two. Three.”


Jung watched Frida as she slept. What Frida said might’ve been true, about him being too eager to help. And he sensed how troubled she was, and how tough her life was. Unlike the Hypno in the dwelling he’d visited a while ago, Frida seemingly had no security. No wonder she was on edge. But he had to respect her wishes, just like any other client.



Haze emanated from Frida’s dreams. It had a peculiar scent similar to what a Smeargle’s paint gave off, like turpentine or orange peels. That signified neither a good nor a bad dream. But Jung couldn’t observe yet. He had to wait a little longer for Frida to get up.



Frida rose from her bed with glassy eyes and a gaping maw.



“Don’t wanna be here,” Frida muttered. “Not here. Not here. Not here. Beef stew for dinner sounds nice. Yum. Your drool’s all over my fur.”



Jung was unfazed. Sleepwalkers usually said nonsense in their sleep. Frida smeared her brushy tail all over the brick wall, making random strokes and blotches as the colours of her tail changed.



“I’m painting,” Frida growled. “I don’t care if there’s a battle, this is important. Let me have time for myself.”



Frida’s babbling took Jung out of his reverie. Right. He had to sit in on Frida’s dreams. Now was the time to use the hypnosis on himself. One. Two. Three.


Jung was an honorary guest at Frida’s gallery opening. There were many faceless patrons admiring her oeuvre. A moustachioed waiter walked by with a silver tray.



“Hors d’oeuvres?” he asked, lifting the cloche. There were many oddments on the tray: an apple core, a rotting takeout container, a morsel of blue cheese, and a single piece of wrapped candy.



“Ah, no, thank you—”



“It would be rude not to take one. You are not cultured enough to stay in this gallery if you do not sample the catering.”



“Alright.” Jung reached for the candy only for the waiter to swat his hand and put it in his pocket.



“I’m saving that for later — that’s my dinner.”



Jung scrutinised the tray before he ate the blue cheese. Even if he couldn’t taste in his dreams, he imagined it would taste like a locker room.



“That was… delicious!”



Satisfied, the waiter left Jung to his own devices. Jung weaved through the crowd, overhearing slithers of conversation about Frida’s art pieces.



“Ah, yes, this is a post-postmodern piece of modern art,” one guest commented.



“Actually, this is a satirical critique of the bourgeoisie conveyed in the purest form of abstraction imaginable,” another retorted. “It conveys the suffering of the working class as told by these aggressive brushstrokes, matched only by the perfectly formed lines that the upper crust represents. This is such a profound statement on privilege and status.”



“My Fennekin could’ve painted that with his teeth!” yet another critiqued.



Jung tried not to get too distracted by forming his own opinions and joining the debate. How could he critique those pieces if he couldn’t even see them? He continued searching, but the lights abruptly turned off. There was only darkness.



When the lights came back on, Frida stood on a marble podium, posed like a statue. Everyone circled her, each holding an egg. She outstretched her arms like a soaring Braviary.



“Imagine me as your canvas,” Frida said, “and imagine the egg as the medium to paint your frustrations away. Don’t be worried about hurting me — I must suffer for my art to work. Now throw!”



The audience peppered Frida with the eggs. Shells exploded all over her, blue yolk stuck to her fur, and the whites formed a black puddle at the floor. Jung realised he was holding an egg too. It had a pulse. He kept it in his coat pocket for safekeeping.



The scene changed again. They were in a life drawing class, where the students were all Smeargle, and the subject was a human who wore a blanket that covered her shame.



“Alright, class,” the human said, “we shall start with simple gesture exercises — I recommend you make quick brush strokes using the motions of your arms rather than your wrist.”



Jung didn’t know how to feel about this, as he got lost on his way to the malasada baking class, and almost considered jumping out of the window. The woman was about to undress when another woman clad in trainer gear burst through the doors. Frida stood up, throwing her hands in the air.



“Aw, c’mon, Rose,” she yelled, “we were just getting to the good stuff!”



“We have to practise. I told you the art stuff can wait.”



“You always say it can wait.” Frida tossed her sketchbook aside. Not wanting to lose the thread, Jung followed Frida to the next room.



Frida was nowhere to be seen. Thousands of chains hung from an invisible ceiling, rattling like a swarm of Chimecho, fixed to an alabaster statue. Jung couldn’t tell what it was at first glance as the many metallic threads blocked its visage, but it appeared to be a Smeargle, judging from the paws at the bottom half.



Faraway footsteps pattered. A door creaked open, though there was no wall. Jung ran through the opening and entered a maze where the room was covered with gigantic easels with pieces of linen draped over the canvases. Jung peeked under one of them — it was blank.



“Stop staring, it’s rude!” it said.



Jung scurried as far as he could from the talking canvas, embarrassed at making such a faux pas. He continued through the labyrinth, but found no trace of Frida. He searched, looked, scrutinised, appreciated, critiqued and admired until he hit a dead end.



The easels formed a circle around Frida, who no longer donned her leather jacket but instead wore a toga three sizes too big for her. She painted on the only uncovered canvas in the room.



Her art was beyond Jung’s comprehension. It showed every colour imaginable and possibly even more that hadn’t been discovered yet. It depicted a whole universe that swirled inside the painting, where the subject could immerse themselves in a world where volcanoes bled pigment and puffed rainbow smoke. What it all meant, Jung couldn’t say. But then again, what did most dreams mean?



Right, he was dreaming. He didn’t want to interrupt Frida’s work in progress, but what could he observe from this dream? What did this have to do with sleepwalking? Could he talk to Frida in this state?



He tapped her shoulder. She drew a green streak across the canvas, breaking the immersion of the image.



“Get lost!” Frida yelled. She turned away from the canvas and swatted him in the face with her tail, knocking him across a domino line of easels. Jung simply rose and dusted the rubble off his coat.



“Frida,” Jung said, “do you realise you’re dreaming?”



She glanced back at her tail.



“Did that hurt?” Frida asked.



“No, I don’t necessarily feel what happens in my dreams all the time. Now—” Jung straightened his collar—“I’m glad I caught you in the act. How did you feel when you created that painting? What sort of mindset were you in?”



“I dunno. I was asleep.” She shook her head. “This is so weird. Why’d I be asleep in a dream?”



“You can have dreams within dreams.”



“Okay, you’re the expert, I guess.” Frida pulled up another easel. “Wait, if I’m awake right now, does that mean I can paint in the dream?”



“Try it.”



Frida took a deep breath and brushed her tail across the canvas in a calculated manner. She frowned, making another mark, which took the shape of a head, but when she tried to draw a pair of eyes, they appeared asymmetrical.



“Ugh!” She tossed the canvas aside, snapping into pieces against the wall. “Dammit, why am I still doing this?!”



“How did you feel then?”



“I dunno! It’s like I wanna smash something with a hammer, but I don’t have paws to smash ‘em with! You know what I mean?”



Jung exhaled. “Very much so.”



Frida curled up in a ball, draping the hood over her face. Jung approached, holding out a sympathetic paw.



“Frida…”



“What’s the point of this anymore? Nothing I do matters anyway.”



The lights cut off. Something rattled far away, like the clattering of pots and pans. The room brightened up again. All the easels were gone, and there was nothing left except Frida. A sprawling web of chains shackled themselves to her wrists.



Jung remembered the statue in the other room, then looked at Frida.



“Frida.” He tried to pull the chains off, but they were sewn onto her skin.



“Just go away,” she croaked. “Leave me alone.”



Jung sat down, coursing his paw across Frida’s back — his hand phased through the chains.



“I know you don’t want me to get too analytical. But I have an opinion on this matter.”



“I don’t want to hear it. It won’t help.”



“I know. I don’t know what solution I can present at the moment. But I want to understand how you’re feeling — at the very least, I can relate to what you’re going through.”



“No, you can’t.” She retreated further inward. “Have you ever had to fend for yourself out in the streets? Have you ever had to toss your dreams away so you can eat? Do you even have a creative bone in your body?”



These were all sound points. The worst thing Jung could do was minimise them or make comparisons.



Piano notes trilled. It sounded like the Aeolian scale to him.



One of Frida’s chains vibrated. Jung followed the thread, riding it like the rail of a ski lift until he found the chain attached to the leg of a piano. Another chain sprawled from it and grew smaller and smaller until it was the size of a bird’s leg. A metal ring wrapped around a Fletchinder, who moved its body up and down the keys, playing that sombre scale.



His left hand hovered over the keys. Jung was hesitant to press down. He hadn’t played the piano in ages. Could he still remember how to do it? He pressed a finger down on the far left of the piano and played the same scale as the Fletchinder in a lower octave.



One by one, the ring broke into pieces, letting the Fletchinder fly free, then the chain around the piano shattered.



“Jung!” Frida shouted.



Jung sprinted across the obsidian floor, his own reflection staring back at him in the glass. It swung a pendulum, grinning like a demon. Jung clutched his necklace and pressed onward, telling himself not to look down again.



Frida stood, a white aura emanating from her. She stared at the twisted iron on the floor.



“You play the piano?” she asked.



“I did a long time ago.” He took a deep breath, his fingers twitching. “I got decent at it, but not as good as—” Jung cut himself off. “I don’t want to go there. I understand what it’s like, not wanting to talk, so I won’t press you further.”



“No, wait.” Frida held out her paw. “While you played the piano, did you ever get the feeling that no matter what you did, it would never be good enough? That you were better off not even trying because you’d embarrass yourself?”



“Sometimes.”



“Cause that’s how I feel, all the freaking time.” Frida tugged on her shackles. They still wouldn’t budge. Her arms dropped to her sides. “Say, if it’s a dream, can’t I do whatever the heck I want?”



“That’s how lucid dreaming works, yes.”



“Then can we take a walk?”



“Of course.”



Black cobblestones shot up from the floor, forming a new path that looped and spiralled upwards like a staircase. Jung followed Frida, taking experimental steps as each pebble had a different weight to it.



The room expanded and brightened into a narrow city alley. It was the spitting image of the seedy underbelly of Lumiose: stray cats picked out of trash cans, graffiti with phone numbers and gang signatures were sprayed on the brick walls, and a pair of Scrafty thrust broken wine bottles at one another, all captured in a freeze frame.



“You know they say Lumiose’s the city of art, right?” Frida dribbled a beer can across the road and kicked it at one Scrafty’s head. It bounced off then stopped in mid air, staying in suspended animation. “Wrong. That’s what they tell the tourists, but that’s not what it’s really about.”



“I can imagine.” Jung regarded a mural sprayed across a boarded up greengrocer’s — it had the visage of that famous smiling lady captured in the painting, but her face was stained with orange soup. “No city that glitters is pure gold.”



“Well, aren’t you a poet?” She spat on the floor. “But living there, with no name, no family, nothing, I had to do anything to make myself known. More than anything, I wanted to draw, wanted to express myself, wanted to live, not just survive, for something bigger than myself.”



A silhouette of a walking human materialised before them, dripping muddy paint on the ground.



“I tried to make money drawing people. But I was terrible, so nobody wanted it. Doesn’t matter whether you’re mon or human.” They walked past more sludge people, then pencil sketches of random Pokemon, scrawled across the streets like notepad doodles. “So I tried to get better. And I tried a lot of things. Landscapes, portraits, you name it. And it took years, and every day, I did it.”



“Sounds like you built up good habits, at least. Better than me, I’d say.” Jung played air piano, notes twinkling with each wiggle of his fingers. “I always got chewed out for not practising daily.”



“I felt so crappy on days I couldn’t do it, but if I didn’t get to draw, I always had a good reason.”



Frida stopped to eat a pizza crust that she’d picked off the floor.



“Then what?” Jung asked.



“I started getting good. I started drawing people for money. They didn’t pay much, but they liked it. And burgers beat trash any day. But…” She grit her teeth. “I hated it.”



Jung hummed. “That is often the case with turning your art into a profession. It just becomes another job.”



“I just got fed up of drawing people — they might as well’ve replaced me with a photocopier or some crap. I—”



“Hey!” A flat human rendered in a realistic pencil sketch stopped them on the road, offering them a pen. “Can you sign me, please?”



Frida sighed and drew an X over the drawing’s head — she pressed too hard and tore through the paper.



“Thanks!” The human walked off, their torn head flapping in the breeze.



“From what I understand, photo-realism was what the impressionists tried to stray away from, right?” Jung asked.



Frida shrugged as they crossed a road with cars being driven in slow motion. They walked past a homeless man with one ear sleeping on a bench. Jung put the egg in his empty coffee cup — Frida didn’t bat an eye at it.



“At some point I quit and tried to make the stuff I liked. Stuff that had weird faces, clashing colours, random strokes. I thought more about how to make people think just by using a few dots and a line.”



Frida stopped in the middle of another road, facing a car that slammed the brakes just a few centimetres from her face. It honked wildly, though she didn’t move.



“That was even worse. Nobody got it. Nobody checked it out. And the sense that nobody cared about my stuff enough to even look at it felt even worse than drawing those boring portraits.”



The chains reappeared, tying Frida to hundreds of cars. They floated in the air like bundles of Drifloon, yet Frida remained grounded, staring down at her feet.



“Nothing changed. It didn’t pay. I got sick of it, and things were getting worse in Lumiose with all the smugglers.”



Jung stopped. “Smugglers, you say?”



“Well, yeah, duh. It’s a big problem in Lumiose, that’s why you’ve gotta be tough if you’re a stray.”



“Right.” Of course, trafficking was going to be an issue in a bigger city like that. There went his dreams of eating croissants under Prism Tower. “Then what?”



Frida sighed. “I sold out and went with a trainer.”



“Rose?” Jung asked.



“Bingo bongo.”



Rose emerged from one of the floating cars and stood on its hood. She crossed her arms, giving Frida a stern look.



“You know the rest, probably.” Frida clicked her tongue. “I don’t really wanna go through that crappy part of my life. When I ended up in Anistar, I dreamt I could be free to draw what I wanted again. And now I’m here, not drawing at all, except in my dreams.”



Rose snapped her fingers. All of the cars came crashing down on Frida, concealing her in a tomb of twisted metal. Jung spelunked the impromptu cave, ducking beneath steering wheels, avoiding spinning tires, and covering his ears from the cacophony of horns that randomly honked.



He reached a dome in the centre, a vehicular igloo, and found Frida with her knees tucked to her chest. Jung sat beside her, waiting for her to talk.



“What?” she grumbled.



“Nothing,” Jung said. “I know you need a moment, so I’ll just be here for support.”



Frida mumbled and kept silent. Jung focused on the shifting landscapes around him. Dreams constantly changed, and the dome around them changed colour, from chrome to brown to mauve to pumpernickel.



“This is gonna sound really whiny,” Frida said at last.



“Go ahead.” Jung held her hand. “I’m here to listen.”



“Okay.” Frida took a deep breath. “All I wanna do is to make people notice me. To get what’s going through my head. To pick it apart and tell me what they thought of it. Talk about it with friends. With other Pokemon. I don’t even care if I make any money out of it, I just want people to see. Actually see, with their own two eyes. Is that so much to ask, to feel seen?”



“Absolutely not.”



“Exactly, but nobody sees me, or even thinks twice about what I do. They just wanna fight, or look at TV, or their phones, and never stop and sit with something that might challenge them. They’re all Mareep. Like Rose was.”



“Why did you join Rose?”



“I thought if I went with a trainer, I’d be set for life and have time to draw — what a joke that was.”



“But couldn’t Rose see that you were suffering?”



“She did. But the bottom line was her team. And whatever I drew, she didn’t get. She always said it was weird or a waste of time.”



Jung patted her shoulder. “I can imagine how soul crushing that would feel. It sounds to me like your trainer didn’t help matters.”



Frida chuckled. “That’s like saying water is wet.”



Water dripped down from the metallic icicles.



“Before you joined her,” Jung said, stepping away from the sudden stalactite, “when you started painting those experimental pieces, did you have fun at first?”



Frida tugged at her metallic collar. “Yeah. But nothing good came out of it — might as well’ve watched two Rattata fighting each other over cheese if I wanted fun.”



“But isn’t the whole point of a hobby to—“



“It wasn’t a hobby!” she yelled. The vehicular igloo creaked, like a heavy gate jarring open. “It was my life! All I ever did was draw! And nobody cares, so my life is just meaningless! I—”



A policewoman riding a Growlithe crashed through the metal wall.



“Stop right there!” the woman yelled, flashing her badge. “We’re the art police!”



“Oi, oi!” the Growlithe yelled with a Galarish accent, “you got a licence for that paintbrush, bruv?”



“Bruv?!” Frida sputtered. “I’m not your brother!”



“You what, mate?” The Growlithe snickered. “You can’t just paint without proving your stripes, that’s bang out of order, innit?”



“Indeed!” The policewoman flailed a pair of handcuffs like nunchucks. “We’re taking you downtown!”



She aimed a baton at Frida.



“Wait, wait, I yield! I’m sorry I suck so bad at art! Please—”



As soon as the bat hit Frida, she exploded into a puff of confetti along with Jung.


Jung awoke covered in paint. He pawed at his face — it was wet and sticky. His hand, once a buttery yellow, was now puke green. Frida stared at the wall, gripping her tail, which dripped with green pigment.



The mural on the wall was an exact replica of the nebula-like painting in the dream, complete with the messy brushstroke in the middle of the picture. Jung blinked, trying to process what had just happened.



Frida fell to her knees, sobbing.



“This isn’t gonna work, is it?” she croaked. “All I’m gonna be is a failure.”



“You’re not—“



“Shut up.”



Jung blinked. He wasn’t trying to butter her up, he knew that Frida suffered from a very difficult and complex case of impostor syndrome. There was probably a lot more to it beneath the surface, something Jung could examine if Frida was willing.



But Jung couldn’t help. Something like this took time to fix, especially with all of those chains in the dream — they could’ve meant so many different things. Was it worth telling her the truth, or would that make it worse, like it did with Tupelo? Or would he make it worse by sugercoating it?



No. Jung knew what it was like to feel like a fraud. That at any moment, someone could pull the curtain and out him for being just another bad Hypno, a hack in a lab coat, a grifter with glasses. There was no avoiding it, no matter what his boss did to reassure him.



Jung couldn’t fight it, but he could at least understand it.



“Frida. I’m sorry you went through all of that. I can’t even begin to grasp what something like this means to you, how much it must eat you up inside to feel unseen. And I know the tortured artist stereotype is harmful, but there is a lot of truth in it — it can take a lot out of you.”



“Yeah.”



Jung took a deep breath. “You’re right, Frida. I can’t fix this, not easily. From my experience, the feeling that you’re not good enough never goes away, not really.”



“Really?” Frida sniffled. “But look at you, you give up all your time just to help random schmucks that might never see you again. How can you beat yourself up over that?”



“I assure you, it happens to everyone. You can stall it. You can ignore it. But unless you address it head on, and are willing to do a lot of work to change it, then you can’t unlearn it. I can imagine it applies to art as well.”



“So I should just give up?”



“No.”



Frida squinted.



“No?”



Jung sat beside her. “Art is such a fickle thing, sometimes it happens, sometimes it doesn’t, and you can go off it for so many different reasons. Remember when I told you I played the piano?”



Frida hummed a reply.



“Sometimes,” Jung continued, “I felt like there was no point to playing it at all, because I would get the tempo all wrong or hit the wrong key or what have you.” He smiled. “But I also enjoyed it a lot, even if I was still a beginner. I found it nice to just play what was in my head or play the songs I liked that I wanted to play for other people.”



“But you quit eventually, yeah? So it’s not like you practise what you preach.”



“No, but I can relate to you, at least. What I’m trying to say is that when I was having fun, that’s when I was the most productive.”



“Art isn’t about having fun.” Frida spat on the ground. “It’s about baring your soul and suffering to make your work the best it can be.”



“That’s a really easy way to burn yourself out.”



“Don’t you think I know that?” Frida stood and paced back and forth, stamping her feet. “I know I’m stuck in a rut, that’s what I’m trying to get out of!! You’re giving advice, but you’re not actually listening to me!”



“Alright.” Jung sighed. “I see we’re at an impasse, then.”



“Yeah, whatever.”



Jung stepped back. It was true, there wasn’t a lot of advice he could give that applied to Frida. He considered leaving it there and possibly coming back later, but once Frida stopped huffing and puffing, she glanced at her dream mural. She put her paw to her chin, scrutinising it.



Frida measured the piece with her paws, maw gaping at the exploding nebulae of colour unfolding before her.



“What do you think about this, Frida?”



She turned and shrugged.



“I don’t even know anymore. There’s never any way to tell whether I’m wrong or right with my art. What do you think?”



Jung stood beside Frida, examining the piece with the same precision as she did, measuring every line, counting every dot, and examining each fleck of paint. This was abstraction in its purest form. Yet, there was some sort of intent beneath it all. The green streak wasn’t a blemish on it, in fact, it added to the experience.



“I see a sea of stars with a comet trailing across it. But I also see intrusive thoughts, in the form of the green streak. It makes you think more about what’s going on in the frame and how the green clashes with the purples and reds. I think that streak actually completes the piece.”



“That was a mistake, wasn’t it?”



“True. But there was a great man who once said that there were no mistakes, but happy accidents.”



Frida shrugged. “Yeah, I get what you mean.” She chuckled. “You know, it’s the first time someone’s thought that deeply about my work.”



“I think it’s nice. I can actually see a bit of Fio Burgess in your art.”



“You know about her?” Frida’s eyes gleamed. “Oh my god, no way! I love her stuff!”



“This might’ve popped up as an influence in your dreams. Either way, I think you’ve made it all your own.”



Frida’s face fell.



“Did I say something wrong?” Jung asked.



“Nah, nah, it’s…” She turned away from the painting and clenched her fists. “I’m still at square one. What’s the point of painting it if I’m not there to enjoy it?”



“Ah, but you said art isn’t about having fun.”



Frida opened her mouth to speak, raising a finger. Her paw fell to her side.



“You’re doing it again, shrink, all that reverse psychology stuff.”



“I know,” Jung said. “You probably already know this, but the reason you’re able to paint in your dreams is because you’re not overthinking it.”



“I know that, in my head, at least.”



“It’s hard to internalise, I know. But all the life experiences you’ve had have made you second or third guess yourself whenever you try to consciously paint. Suffering has not caused you to make the art you want, it’s just caused more suffering.”



“Well, it’s not my fault, is it?”



“No, not at all.” Jung stuck his hands in his coat pockets. “I could talk about this for ages, and you are probably getting tired of treading water. I’m not here to diagnose you with anything, but if I may, I could give a professional recommendation.”



Frida rolled her eyes. “What, you want me to talk about my feelings some more?”



“No.” Jung rummaged through his wallet for a business card for his clinic. This was a shameless plug if he ever gave one. He wrote something on the back and handed it to her. “Once a week, every Friday, we do an art therapy session at my workplace.”



Frida’s ears perked up. “Go on.”



“I’m not responsible for running the sessions — there’s a Roserade called Lorelei who does it — but I’ve sat in on a couple of them. They provide art materials for you to draw out prompts. You aren’t judged based on your artistic merit, all it’s meant to do is give you an outlet.”



“What’s this got to do with getting better?”



“It’s something we call social prescribing. The Pokemon patients there find it really soothing, especially those who suffer badly from anxiety.”



“But I can’t go there, can I?”



“I can pull a couple of strings, so they’ll save a spot for you. Besides, I’m sure they’ll listen to Jet as well.”



Frida turned the card around in her paws. Jung fully expected her to toss it aside or crumple it, and she was entitled to do so. Instead, she tucked it into her bed with the rest of her belongings.



“I’ll think about it.”



“You go do that.” Jung looked at the piece once again. “Frida, you are a good artist. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. And even if you weren’t, I’d still encourage you to paint for its own sake. But if all you can do for now is sleep-paint, then that’s the method that works best for you for now. We all have our processes.”



Frida nodded. It wasn’t a convincing nod, but that was good enough for Jung.



“Are you done?” she asked.



“Yes, I’ll leave you to it.” Jung turned back, about to leave the alleyway.



“Thanks, by the way.” Frida said, stopping him in his tracks. “For what it’s worth, you aren’t a bad shrink.”



Jung smiled. “I do what I can.”


Frida rarely walked through Anistar during the daytime. She spent most of it in the shadows, especially since there was the risk of attracting the patrol force. Whenever she passed by a stray Pokemon, even in broad daylight, it squeaked and scampered off at her presence. That was partly why she liked collecting hoodies — she had an image to maintain.



But today was Friday, and she had an art class to go to. Art therapy, technically. It sounded like the most milquetoast thing imaginable. Frida fiddled with the card in her pocket. Would they let a stray like her in? Was it a trap for them to lock her in the loony bin?



She faced the clinic. It looked very clinical from the outside, though she could see through the windows that it was well attended, as a couple of shadows flitted behind the windows.



Her paws shook. It wasn’t too late to back away. But she had nothing better to do while she was still in this creative dry spell. Anything would’ve helped.



Frida stepped in. The indoors already provided refuge from the summer heat as it was air conditioned. There was a sweet scent of leppa berries in the air as well. Trainers waited with their Pokemon in the reception — some of the Pokemon played with those bead maze toys that always seemed to be in those treatment centres.



She padded over to the human at the reception desk, who was in the middle of a call. He discussed appointments and details, all stuff that she tuned out. She wasn’t the best at telling time, but the session must’ve started by now.



That human still jabbered on. This was getting old. Frida climbed up the desk, facing him at eye level.



“Er, can I put you on hold a sec? Thanks.” He pressed a button and smiled at Frida. “Er, hello? Have you lost your trainer?”



If she had a Pokedollar for every time someone asked her that, she would’ve owned a mansion. Frida pressed the card to his face.



“Oh, Jung invited you? Do you know where the room is?”



Frida shrugged.



“No worries.”



He looked down. Nestled in the human’s lap was a collared Poochyena. A girl, if the pink collar was of any indication. She tilted her head, taking the human’s neck scritches.



“Can you show her to the rec room?”



The Poochyena yipped and leapt to the floor.



“C’mon, this way!” she barked. Frida followed her through the main door, which led to a colourful corridor with loads of potted plants and scratching posts decorating the floor, and painted trees adorning the walls. It was a far cry from what Frida expected a Pokemon clinic to be — a white sterile space that sucked the personality out of anyone that entered.



The Poochyena led her to the art room, more like a kid’s classroom with beanbag chairs to sit on and framed prints of various artists serving as inspiration. True to Jung’s word, there were painting materials sprawled out on the floor, which various Pokemon of all shapes, sizes and types made a mess of.



The centrepiece was a huge paper sheet which the patients walked over with stained pawprints, creating different patterns. Other Pokemon who were able to use their hands drew on their own with crayons and finger paints. Even an Eevee, who looked like he had seen better days with all the scars around his body, drew with his mouth.



“Ah, you’re the Smeargle Jung told me about?” A Roserade, presumably Lorelei, greeted Frida, offering a bouquet.



“Um, yeah.”



“Great! Feel free to do whatever at the moment, we’re just having a play around for now. Grab a piece of paper and sit down!”



“Okay.”



Fearless Frida, taking orders from a living potted plant.



“Now, I want you to try and paint some flowers. It can be any flower, it could even be me.” Lorelei chuckled. “But try and make something that feels flowery.”



The others started drawing except for Frida. She wasn’t sure she could draw after being a sitting Ducklett for the first part of the class. There were so many opportunities for her to mess up. What if they hated her work? Would they all point and laugh at her? Would this further prove Frida’s failure?



She gazed at the Roserade’s hands. How could someone live with roses for fingers? Then again, what was it like to have such beautiful hands? Even to Frida’s cold, dead heart, there was something charming about flowers, the way they grew, the many different uses they had, how many variations they had. It was easy to see why so many still life paintings featured flowers.



Before she realised it, Frida’s paw started drawing wherever it pleased. She painted up to the rosebud. It had such a nice pattern with its spirals and petals. What if she filled the whole page with them? A painting of budding flowers, waiting to bloom.



Frida painted, alternating between the pigments from her tail and her paws. She hadn’t tried finger painting in ages. It was really useful for making a variety of marks that a brush couldn’t. Was it possible that she was actually having fun again?



A Chespin approached her, staring at her work.



“Woah, that’s really nice!” he said. “How’d you do that?”



Frida could’ve bounced off the walls in delight. For the first time in ages, she painted something while she was awake and didn’t hate it. Sure, it was only off the cuff. Frida wasn’t anywhere near the level of craftsmanship or confidence she was before she joined Rosa, and probably wouldn’t be for ages. But it was a start.
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