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1. Prologue


Prologue

Once upon a time, there was a tiny brown fox in a great big forest.

The little fox opened its eyes for the first time, and saw that the world was filled with colors. Golden rays of sunlight streamed down through the gentle green leaves in the treetops. A clear, sparkling river rushed between its dark, brown banks. Rows of great rocks lazed around upon the forest floor, proud and tall, sunbathing in the early afternoon air. Their skins were covered in marvelous swirls of gray and white.

The young fox then noticed its mother, an enormous silver-furred beast who curled around her new son, caressing the matted tufts of his fur with her gentle tongue. He looked up and saw her loving eyes and her proud smile, and emitted a croon, as though to call out to her. Humming a soothing melody, she held the youngling closer to her chest, letting it nestle in the darkness and safety of her fur, where it could hide from all the loud, overwhelming colors of the world. Having made its first discovery, the discovery that the world existed, the little one fell into a deep sleep, not to awaken until it would later discover the existence of hunger.

I was there as well, my heart filling with joy as I witnessed my son’s first moments of awareness. I shared a knowing smile with my mate. Because, you see, there was something we knew that the little one did not. Though I suppose that is to be expected, seeing that a baby is not born with any more knowledge besides its basic instincts… but still, I smiled. Because I knew that the little one had taken its first step, however small and insignificant it seemed, on a journey that would lead to so many more discoveries…

…And one day, the little one would discover his own special power. His gift. The blessing that was his birthright.

He would discover that the whole wide world, the world beyond the forest, above the clouds, underneath the earth, under the ocean, and as far and wide as it stretched… it was all open to him.

He would learn that he was different from other creatures. He would realize that his friends, enemies, and acquaintances did not share his power. They were not free. They did not have this blessing, this gift, that life had endowed him with. Indeed, they would all have their own powers, but they were enslaved to them, ushered through life on a fixed road which rarely branched. Some would look upon the ocean tides and know they would never have the chance to witness the spacious beauties which might lie beneath. Others would gaze wistfully at the sky, wishing to join the birds in soaring from the treetops to the mountaintops to the desolate islands… but knowing that it was not their fate to do so, because they were who they were, and could be nothing more.

But my son… he could be anything.

If he desired to soar the skies with the birds, he could.

If he desired to slice through the ocean’s currents on the wicked fins of a fish, he could.

If he desired to tunnel underground and dwell in the deep, murky hallows of the earth, to walk amidst the raging flames unharmed, or to snuggle beneath the taiga’s snow like a warm comforter as the bitter and cruel winds of the north sang him a calming lullaby, he could.

It would be his choice. When the time would come, he would choose.

Such a beautiful choice, it would be.

He only needed to walk the earth and find that place which called to him, that place which he felt he truly belonged.

The little fox lived with us, learning the things that every little fox should learn: how to scamper about the forest, but not too far; how to spot berry-bushes and stay away from poison-ivy; how to run and hide from the vicious hounds or duck under the shade when the raptors would fly past.

The little fox was quick to make friends, learn about the world from the elders, and soon was spending most of his daylight hours away from the company of my mate and I. We did, of course, insist he find his way back to us before the stone’s shadow would touch the riverbank each night. And like a good little boy, he did, and we kept him safe from the creatures of the night in our hidden little den beneath the stone.

One particular evening, an evening I will never forget, the little fox came back to us just as night was falling. As the warm and vivid colors of the sunset shined down into the entrance, the little one crawled in.

It was in that moment, I first realized, that our little one was no longer a little one.

The fox that returned to us that night was handsome and cunning, strong and swift. His voice was deep, his legs were long, his tail flowing and majestic. When I saw him, standing in the sun-drenched foyer to our den, I wondered if I had been hallucinating for twelve years; surely, he had always been small and adorable, with that tiny crooning voice which had called to his mother on the first day of his life? Surely, each step was as a rabbit’s leap on his tiny little paws, not the sturdy stride of a grown hound? Surely… he was still small enough that my mate could hold him between her front legs and give him a full bath with just two strokes of her tongue?

I asked my mate if I had fallen asleep, and let pass the majority of my son’s childhood life, never noticing the ways he changed. To me, he was always my little kit. I had lived my life as though he had been born yesterday, never noticing the inches he grew, the knowledge and wisdom he learned… Never noticing that I could now stare him straight in the eye, and see a knowing, intelligent gaze staring back into mine.

Our son had become a fully-grown vulpine. An adult.

And I realized…

He was ready to make the choice.

One day, when I had gotten my son’s attention, I sat with him upon the rocks beside the riverbank, and I had asked him if he had given any thought to the choice he would need to make.

I meant, for the first time, to speak to my son as a friend and an equal rather than a parent, and show him that, like the wide world beyond the forest, my knowledge and wisdom was open to him if only he would ask for it. I meant for the discussion to be warm and lighthearted an exchange, a celebration of the possibilities set out before him. I meant not to pressure him, or to coerce him into any particular choice. I had no right to, after all, especially considering the choices that my mate and I had made. Merely, I desired to get to know my son a measure more than I had in all those years which had passed so quickly.

I looked at him, my precious son who had grown so fast and was still growing before my very eyes. When he turned to me, I wanted to see if I could spot that particular twinkle in his eye as he thought about soaring above the clouds, diving beneath the ocean’s waves, or prowling down in the depths of the earth…

I wanted nothing more than for him to be happy. Surely, any mother or father could understand?

But my son turned his eyes away from mine. His gaze fell to the river, and all the joy and mirth in his face turned cold and heavy-hearted. He did not speak to me.

I tried to reassure him, to tell him that I loved him and that I did not mean to force him into any choice. I tried to tell him that his life was his own to live, his choices were his own to make, and that he would have my support regardless of what changes may happen. I was only his guide, after all; I had already found my place in the world. My place in the world, now, was to help him find his.

But my son would have none of it. His forlorn expression was soon replaced with a flimsy mask of good humor, and he simply told me he did not know, laughing away his hesitance as though I had only been joking with him the whole time. He then told me he had obligations with the townspeople that day, politely thanked me for the talk, and left me.

I watched him bounding down our beaten path until he had disappeared into the woods. But still I watched the place I had last seen him, and I remained there for many hours after he had gone, wondering. Just wondering about many, many things. Wondering if I had been a good father to him. Wondering, also, if I had made the correct choice so many years ago when I was in my son’s position.

I remained there until my mate came looking for me, ready to retire to the den for the night. She asked me what was on my mind.

I told her the news. I told her that our son may have already made his decision. I told her my fear: that he might not have wanted to change at all. It seemed as though his mind was made up long before I confronted him; it seemed as though there was nowhere on earth which appealed to him. It seemed as though he wished to remain, forever, our little brown fox.

She leaped up onto the rock and placed her head upon my shoulder. I felt her touch, and it drained all of my worries away. Softly into my ear, she spoke words that I had already begun to feel in my heart:

“If that is what will make him happy, then that is his choice.”

I knew it to be true. How could we judge our son’s desire to remain the same? He knew he had the power to make any of the world’s far reaches his home. But what of our forest, our den, our territory, and our humble village? Could this also be his home? Could it also be one of his options?

Of course it was. After all, it was the place I had fallen in love with, the little corner of the earth I had chosen to dwell within. What right did I have to deny my son the one place on Earth I had deemed perfect for myself?

Though he was somewhere far away, I found that I had come to terms with my son after all. Without difficulty or hesitance, I came to respect his decision. And when he returned home to the den that night, I did not speak of our conversation, I did not apologize, and I did not make further attempts to broach the topic. Instead, I told him again that I loved him. It was all I felt I needed to say.

From that day on, though, I noticed a change in my son’s behavior. The flimsy mask of good humor he wore when talking to me that day never seemed to come off. Though he rarely spent his daytime hours around the den anymore, I took whatever opportunities I could to share his company, to laugh at his fortunes and commiserate with his mistakes, and to show him whatever remaining wisdoms he asked to be taught. But through it all, his heart was closed to me. His words were awkward and restrained. The genuine honesty in his voice, the last relic of his long-past childhood, had finally left him. Instead, he appeared to be humoring me, acting happy to see me whenever we would meet. I knew there were others in the world he was honest to now, others in the world I might someday get the chance to meet, but he was clearly finished being honest with his parents.

That, too, was his choice. A choice I knew I had to respect.

Then, one night, when the shadow of the largest rock touched the riverbank, my son did not return to the den.

Worry struck my heart like the venom of a viper, insidiously working through my bloodstream, making my legs tremble and my breath short. Never, not once in his life, had my son failed to return to the den before nightfall. Surely, a raptor had struck him from the side, or he had stepped in a ditch and broken his ankle!

But my mate’s words, like the cleansing antidote, cut through my unease:

“He is gone. He has spoken to me; he has found a mate of his own, and they have moved to a new home.”

At once, I trembled and let out a yowl like a youngling; a convulsion tore through my form, something like a joyous laugh and a cry of lament all at once. Though I missed him, and could not at the moment fathom why he had chosen not to tell me farewell, my heart overflowed with pride and I collapsed into the loving embrace of my beautiful mate. I hoped that the wisdom and skill I had imparted to him over the years would be sufficient, and if not, I hoped the temperament of the wild or the wisdom of the townsfolk could fill in whatever I had missed. For better or worse, we had raised him, and he was gone. Our task was complete. Our little fox had taken the next step on his grand journey to discovery.

For a time, my mate and I were lonely. Together, we traveled the countryside for a few months, exploring the wilderness and enjoying the hospitality of the neighboring villages. It was relaxing to once again see all the colors of the world and to meet the other kinds of creatures we had forgotten existed, but our hearts were not focused on our travels. Chief among our thoughts was the prospect of having another child.

On one paw, raising our son was the most wondrous experience of my life, teaching me more about life and about myself than I felt twelve of the elders could impart upon me in the same span of time. My heart fluttered wistfully at the idea of beginning again with a new little kit, or two, or three. Now that I had enough experience to know what I was doing, I felt that I could put into practice all the things I had learned, and perhaps become a better father to our new children than I had to our first.

But on the other paw, there were some realities that we could not deny. For instance, my beautiful mate, though still as gorgeous and keen as the day I had first met her, was losing the sheen in her silver fur, and several wrinkles had begun to form upon her muzzle. And I had issues of my own; my fur was beginning to shed, sometimes in clumps, and my step did not have the spring and vigor it once had in the days I could cross the full span of the woods and back in less than a day. We slept longer during the night, and our enthused sprint was all too often substituted with a complacent stride.

Truth be told, we wondered how much longer it would be until we would make our final discovery: that of the spirit world. And even if we would survive long enough to see off our new litter of children, did we have enough spark left within us to keep up with them, to walk with them to and from the village, and to collect them when they would run off and get lost?

These questions distracted us as we traveled. We climbed mountains, never noticing the majestic, billowing formations of the clouds in the sky. We crossed prairies, never stopping to appreciate the golden stalks of grass which surrounded us as they bent in rhythm to the winds. We followed the seaside for hours, never caring how the waves sparked, or how the sun turned red and purple as it sank deep down into the depths.

It was I who realized the answer. It happened one day as we were tracing the sandy beach of the sea; I looked across the water and saw the sparkling tides glinting in the red-and-purple sun. And I stopped her and stared into her eyes. I showed her the ocean, and I commented on how gorgeous it was. I told her that I almost didn’t notice it, because her own beauty had distracted me, the way it did every day of my life.

Blushing, she giggled and reprimanded me for being so sappy, playfully slapping a pawful of sand into my face.

I laughed along with her.

And when I was done laughing, I opened my mouth to tell her.

But… the words would not rise from my throat.

My legs locked, my heart heaved…

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t tell her that, no, we could not have another child. Not while the sun was setting on our own lives. Not while there was still so much of the world we needed to explore, so much we needed to learn, before we expired. It was absolutely the truth; it was the answer stamped undeniably onto my heart, the answer which would make both of us happier for the remainder of our lives.

But… my throat seemed to close, my tongue grew limp. Though I stared into her eyes, the eyes of my perfect, silvery-furred one… the truth locked itself in my chest, refusing to leave.

So, instead, I told her something else. I wore the mask I had learned from my son, the flimsy mask of good humor, and I told my dear mate that we would decide when we returned back to our home. I told her that we needed to enjoy this journey, to appreciate the sights, without letting the question bother us. I convinced her to put it out of our mind until we were once more dwelling in the homely comfort of our own den, where we could ease our minds and make the final decision.

Even though, in my heart, the decision was already made. I just needed so much more time to accept it.

With the time I had purchased through my weakness, I enjoyed our journey, though perhaps not as much as I should have; each time she looked at me, I wore that mask, hiding my weakness. Hiding my shame. And I trembled at the thought of making the decision for the final time.

Well, after three wonderful months of visiting the world and letting its colors stir our hearts, we set our course back to the forest with the den beneath the big stone. The place I had picked as the most perfect place in the world to live with the most perfect mate in the world. The place which would always be home.

And I wondered, as we walked back, if I was ready to remove the mask and tell her how I felt. As the day drew nearer, I struggled with myself, gaining acceptance over the throes of regret I felt deep inside.

We found the den just as we had left it, all of our belongings having only accumulated a thin layer of dust in our absence. As the night fell, we entered into the deepest chamber and settled down together. I turned to my mate and I told her again that I loved her. It was all I felt I needed to say.

But then, even before the morning sun was able to rise, everything changed.

There was a disturbance outside of our den that morning. I dashed out of my room to confront the visitor, and found that a large brown raptor had come calling upon my residence.

The bird was civilized; it spoke to me, explaining to me that it was a messenger, sent by an unnamed client to give me an urgent notice. Apparently, there was a dire problem somewhere, and the client had specifically requested my presence as soon as I could come.

Immediately, my heart jumped into my throat; there was only one other creature in the whole wide world who knew the directions to this den. I knew who had sent the message.

The bird gave me directions to the destination: a hidden den, very similar to mine, on the other side of the forest. Once I had confirmed the information, it flew away.

Casting an uneasy glance back down into the darkness where I had come from, the darkness where my mate still rested, I bared my teeth against the decision and chose to see if I could still dash the full length of the forest and back in less than a day.

And I ran after my son.

I thought I had aged. I thought the weariness would pounce from the shadows and trip me up before even noon would pass. But that day, as I sprinted so feverously to the aid of my son, lightning filled my legs and lent its unending power to me. Perhaps it was pure adrenaline, or perhaps I was not as old as I had imagined, but the distance was simply no match for the yearning I had to see my son again, to see if he was happy, and to help him though whatever problem he had.

Midway through the day, I felt the beginnings of the dreadful cramps, but I breathed deeply and ignored them, pushing my weariness out of my mind. The forest continued to blur past me as a leaped over its trenches, rivers, and fallen logs, just as I had done in my childhood predatory days when chasing after the stray squirrel or rabbit.

As the sun began its descent across the western half of the sky, my chest was burning and my gasps for air had become grunts of pain. My legs were slowing and becoming clumsy, but I never stopped; the bird had said I was needed as soon as I could come, and so that’s when I would be there.

After eleven hours of sprinting like a cheetah through the forest I called home, I arrived to the destination. It was a homely little den, opening between the gnarled roots of an old tree. At first glance, I was deeply impressed; it held some suspicious similarities to my own, such as the nearby river, the fish-catching net, the grinding stones… surely my son had taken some of my wisdom with him. I tried to give a chuckle of pride to no one in particular, but only a wheezing gasp left my throat.

I positioned myself at the entrance and called in, announcing my arrival.

A raspy female’s voice replied, asking me to enter.

Without hesitating, I imposed myself upon my son’s hospitality, crawling into his new home to admire his handiwork. I wondered how many rooms it would have, how many furnishings, and especially how many children he had taken upon himself to raise. But I saw none of these things, for there was not enough light; only a single glow-stone sat in the center of the room, casting dull shades of turquoise upon the walls.

Sitting beside the glowstone was a remarkable young lady; a night-fox, the kind with fur dark as ink and lustrous yellow rings upon her form to capture and emit moonlight. Her red eyes glowed with fiery strength and boldness. Truly, I imagined, a respectable mate for my son. I bowed to her, circling around the glow-stone to approach her.

As I did so, I noticed that the elegant form of the night-fox was marred; her two left limbs were missing.

In place of her limbs, there was only a pink, scratchy mess of scabs and gore. And though she did not bleed, I could tell the wounds were fresh. The stench of bloodstain was strong upon this crippled, unfortunate one.

Forgetting any pretense of formality, I demanded to know what had happened to her.

She lifted her head to me, a shadowy glaze upon her eyes. She told me, frankly, that she had been injured trying to save my son.

Dread came upon me, the darkness of the den filling my soul. I asked, in a solemn, steady voice, what had happened to my son.

She explained that my son had been killed.

She explained how, two days ago, they were exploring the prairie. She explained how they figured it was a place safe for hunting and playing. She explained how the pack of dark hounds had risen from an unseen cave, ambushing them. How he lacked the strength to defend himself, because he had never made the choice. He had never evolved.

She explained that she was able to kill three of the hounds and chase the rest away, losing one leg and fracturing the other in the process. How she used the last of her strength to carry him back to the den and spend her final moments with him, and how he bled to death the next day. How she respectfully buried him behind the tree before removing the rest of her twisted, infected limb by her own means.

She spoke with a steely soul to her voice, as though she was merely stating the truth and nothing more. She spoke as though she had long since run dry of tears to shed.

I staggered, the weariness of the day’s run catching up to me at last. I collapsed onto the ground beside the glow-stone, ramming my head into the hardened clay floor. I did not feel the ensuing headache. The only ache I felt came from my chest.

My tears soon formed a pool upon the floor.

I asked her why she sent a messenger for me. I asked if it was only to tell me news of his passing.

She replied, “He wanted me to tell you something. He said there was something he never got to tell you, and he wanted you to know.”

“He said you had him wrong… you thought that he never wanted to change. But that was never true. He wanted more than anything to find a place in the world, and to evolve…”

“But the choice was destroying him. He said he was overwhelmed by the choices, and he could never decide which choice was right for him. He said that he couldn’t bear the thought of evolving and having all of the other possibilities taken away from him. He said it hurt every time he thought about it. And he said, that’s why he didn’t answer you when you asked. Because he already realized he would never be happy. No matter how he would evolve, he would never be happy.”

I dug my fangs into the floor, lamenting my failure as a father. It was finally now, now that I had lost him, that I finally understood him.

At last, although he was truly gone, and the spirit world had claimed him… I understood why he had worn that mask to me, why he would hesitate to discuss his life’s greatest decision.

In the end, he had made a choice; it was a choice born of shame, of confusion and uncertainty. It was the choice of indecision, the only choice which was truly bad. It was a choice which, truly, had destroyed him.

It was a choice I could have prevented! I could have helped! If only I had known…

“There was another reason he wanted me to call you,” the broken one told me, her somber voice still betraying no great emotion.

I raised my head from the floor, trying to steel myself against reality, just as the broken one had done. I stared into her bright, crimson eyes, trying to muster the strength and resolution necessary to listen to her.

She nodded her head. After a few moments had passed, I realized she had been motioning towards something, something in the shadowy corner of the den. I gazed into those shadows, squinting to make out the shapes which sat just beyond the reach of the dull phosphorescent light.

They were eggs.

“He said you would know what to do with them,” she spoke plainly. “He said to call you.”

Holding my breath, I clambered to my feet and dashed to the far wall of the den, where several eggs – no, more than a dozen – were lined neatly across a crook in the floor.

Awe filled my heart, and a gasp escaped my lungs. I knew these were her eggs. His eggs. My…

…My grandchildren.

I understood what the broken one meant. She and my son had quite ambitious plans to raise a large family. But now that her legs had been taken, she could not hope to raise even one of them on her own.

My voice wobbled and broke, becoming a pathetic squeal as I attempted to count the eggs. It took many tries, as there were so many eggs, and I couldn’t quite think straight… finally, I decided that I had found the correct number. Eighteen.

Eighteen eggs. Eighteen little brown foxes who would soon emerge into the world for the first time.

I felt terrified. And honored. And outraged. And proud. I felt every emotion of the rainbow as I gazed upon those eggs, wondering just what would become of them. Wondering… just what I would do. My son, in his final moments, had trusted me with these eggs. Of course, given the circumstances, he didn’t have so many options if he cared about the lives of his children… but still, I knew this was my son’s final request of me. This was the last time he would ever ask for my wisdom and expertise to complement his own. I had dashed across the forest to help my son through a problem, and still now, I intended to do just that. I didn’t know if I could raise them, but by the gods, I was going to grant my son’s wish. I was going to do something.

I tried to converse with the broken one, to get to know her and to ask her if she had any plans. But she would have none of it. She insisted in the same stoic manner that I take the eggs, leave her alone, and forget that she existed. I offered her food, shelter, or anything I had in my power to give to her, but she lashed back at every offer, claiming that her sisters would soon arrive to aid her, and that she wanted to forget about my son as fast as she could.

I was in no position to do anything more than to honor her request. I found a large sack, gently bundled up the eggs into its girth, and like a beast of burden I secured them to my back. I rested for the night in silence, and in the early morning, I departed.

When I arrived back to my den the following evening, I collapsed upon our foyer from the weight, and I proceeded to tell my silver one the story of what had happened. I mourned with her for many days and many nights, wallowing in the tragedy of our loss until we, too, ran dry of our tears. After those days had passed and our inner strength had begun to return, our attention fell upon the dozen-and-a-half little eggs, all spotted in various shades of brown, which lined the wall of our innermost den.

In that moment, I knew I would keep them. I would hatch them and raise them all.

And I would do so with an idea in mind. It was an idea that had taken hold of me while I had remembered my son and the troubles he suffered. I reflected upon his mental struggle with evolving, the pain he must have felt whenever he considered taking one path and foregoing all the others, unable to reverse his decision. I iterated through his life, wondering how his feelings had affected the decisions he made.

In doing so, I had come to a decision of my own. I wanted to raise these children and show them the answer to the question, an answer I could have given my son so freely if ever he would have asked. An answer he must have realized too late, if it had ever crossed his mind during his final moments before his discovery of the spirit world.

I realized that my son would have wanted it this way. He would have wanted me to teach the children what he could not. His final words, after all, were that I would know what to do with the eggs. That’s what he meant.

And so, though my mate and I were gaining more wrinkles and losing more fur as each year passed, we hatched those eggs, all eighteen of them. And soon, where there once was just a little fox waking up in a forest, there were many.

All those little foxes lived under our care, learning the things that every little fox should learn: how to scamper about the forest, but not too far; how to spot berry-bushes and stay away from poison-ivy; how to run and hide from the vicious hounds or duck under the shade when the raptors would fly past. But this time, I made certain something was different. This time, I watched them closely and carefully for those tiny tell-tale changes that I had somehow missed in my son. When their rabbit-hops became hound-strides, I took notice. When their voices grew deep and mature, taking on unique personalities, I took notice. When their legs grew long enough to leap across the rivers, their muscles and claws strong enough to climb trees, and their teeth sharp enough to carve wood, I took notice. Through each and every moment of my grandchildren’s early lives, I watched them grow.

And when they were in my mate’s care, I became a rock-collector in my spare time. I took it upon myself to fill the sack, the same sack that had come from my son’s den, with exotic, colorful varieties of gemstones. I stole, I bartered, I purchased; I did whatever I could to fill that sack, so I would be ready when the proper time came.

It came so soon, even sooner, it seemed, than it had with my son. Though I had made sure to pay close attention to the passage of time, I will swear to the heavens that only a week passed before I realized I was no longer drowning in a swarm of kits, but an upright pack of bright young canines, all of them intelligent, well-developed, and just beginning to itch for a taste of the world which existed beyond the forest.

One night, my mate and I lit a campfire, and we invited all of our grandchildren to attend. It was the first night they were allowed outside of the den after the shadow of the stone had touched the riverbank, and most of them were giddy and excited at the prospect of breaking the rules for the first time, even though it had been done with our permission.

We laughed, we howled, we feasted on fire-roasted fish and rabbit, and when the feast was finished, I stood in front of the fire and I gave my announcement to them.

“There’s a reason I have gathered you here tonight,” I explained in my warbling old voice. “You might be wondering why I let you stay above ground after the stone’s shadow has touched the riverbank; it is because this night is unlike any other night. Tonight… is the night you all will take a step in your journeys of discovery. See, there’s something I want you to do for me.”

I looked at them all, all of the boys and girls, their ears turned attentively to the sound of my voice, their eyes fixated on my silhouette upon the firelight.

“You are here tonight because you are going to write a story,” I told them.

One of them, one of my clever little girls, spoke up. “But grandpapa, we’re just foxes!” she retorted. “We can’t write anything… we can barely hold the quill and the charcoal in our mouths. We can’t write a whole story…”

I grinned. “You’re not going to be writing the story with quills or charcoal,” I answered her. “You will write the story… with your own lives. And the story begins as each of you travels somewhere very far, far away.”

My grandchildren gasped in bewilderment. They had never expected that I would kick them out of the den so soon. And that was good, because I needed them to remember how they felt on this very night. I needed them to remember their shock and surprise. It had to be impressed upon their hearts as the beginning of their stories.

Before another word was spoken, I gathered the sack of rocks, the one I had so dutifully filled, and dumped its contents on the forest floor. I savored the howls of my awestricken grandchildren as they gazed upon the treasures. The stones were each and every color from the whole wide world; they were every color of the rainbow, the sunset, the flowers in the meadow. The firelight glinted from their surface like the sparkle of the sunset upon the ocean; tiny little rainbows were refracted upon the rocks and trees surrounding us.

“There are eighteen of these stones,” I told the children. “Each of you may choose one, and only one. It doesn’t matter how you pick them. You could choose the one that is your favorite color, or the one which has the design or shape you like the most. You can trade them, fight over them, whatever you wish. But by the end of tonight, I want each of you to choose one stone, and that stone will become yours for the rest of your life.”

“Each stone is also a ticket to a faraway place,” I continued to explain. “Fifteen days from now, I will take you into town, where I have several friends waiting. Depending on which stone you chose, you will be taken to a different place.”

“What do we do, once we arrive?” one of my little boys, the eldest one, asked me.

“You will live there,” I told him. “Or… you will leave, and find a different place to live. It is your decision for you to make when you arrive. But whatever the case, your home will no longer be here. You will need to find your new home for yourself. That… is where your story begins. So… use these final fifteen days to say your goodbyes, collect your belongings, and prepare for your journey of discovery.”

“But why, grandpapa?” one of the children asked, the faces on the other children begging the same question. “Why are you making us leave? Why can’t we stay? We like it here…”

I sighed heavily before answering, my old and grumbling voice growing tired from speaking for too long. “Because, little one, I honestly and truly believe, with all of my heart and with every fiber of my being… that… your father would have wanted this for you.”

Already, the children were eyeing the pile of precious stones, wondering which one they would snatch up. Wondering what secrets each stone held. Wondering where they would be taken.

“There is one last thing, my young ones, that I want you to remember,” I told to them. “Somewhere, up in the starry sky beyond the treetops, there is an object drifting in space named Amadeus’s Comet. It passes by the earth only once per century, and when it passes, it is a beautiful sight to behold. It shines yellow, like the sun, and is nearly as bright. It will light up the sky for eight nights, after which it will disappear from sight for the next generation to behold. Truly, I have looked forward to witnessing this comet for all of my life. I would like it if you were to witness it with me.”

“Let this mark the ending of your story, my children… when Amadeus’s Comet lights up the sky, I would like all of you come back from wherever you have traveled, no matter how far, and find a way against all odds return here… to the place where this very campfire burned tonight. In fact, I would like to meet all of you together, so before you return, wait in the village for all of your brothers and sisters to arrive. When all of you have arrived, or when the final night of the comet is coming to pass, whichever is sooner, then come and meet me here. And I will share your stories with you and tell you the meaning of what you have accomplished.”

“Wait, when is this comet coming?” One little girl asked me. “We can’t just drop everything on a moment’s notice and come back home, Grandpapa. How will we know when it’s coming?”

“You won’t!” I told her wryly. “I’m not telling you when it’s coming. I can only promise that you will get to see it in your lifetime, if your life does not come to a premature end, of course. You will just have to drop everything at a moment’s notice and return once it appears. Keep an eye to the night sky; you will not mistake it for anything. It will be brighter than the full moon; it will glow through even the darkest storm clouds.”

At that, I let the children scramble to select their stones, each choosing just one colored gem to have and hold as their own. As they bickered and bartered, I, an elderly old fox, leaned against my elderly mate, and dreamed of the eighteen tales my grandchildren would soon create, tales which would combine to form the grand story which my son had inspired.

It would not be a story for me. It wouldn’t be for the children. It would not even be for all the little brown foxes of the world, stricken with a decision that was difficult to make.

It would be a story about change, and it would be dedicated to everyone, everywhere, who faced it, fighting against or succumbing to its rash and sudden winds. For when it comes, to what should you cling? Of what should you let go? And in the end, just how do you tell if you’ve made the right choices?

I do not know. Perhaps there exists no answer which holds true for everyone. But for now, heed the stories of my grandchildren and the conclusions they found. Dear listener, whomever you are, this story is dedicated to you.

ScytheRider Presents…

Eon Fable
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Chapter of

- Water -

So here I am, standing at the end of this great big cliff overlooking the ocean.

I never saw the ocean before. I heard it mentioned in some storybooks but I never got to see it with my own eyes until now.

I almost expected it to look like one of the ponds from the forest, you know, all still and smooth on top, except bigger. But it looked pretty rough to me, like a river. I thought that was weird, because I always thought rivers flowed downhill, but the ocean was just flat, so I didn’t understand why it would be flowing anywhere. I heard somewhere that all the rivers and creeks in the world flowed into the ocean eventually, so I didn’t get why the ocean was still flowing when the water had nowhere to go.

But there were waves all over the ocean like fish scales, and they were all coming towards the shore. It sounded like thunder when they hit the bottom of the cliff, and it looked kind of like a giant bonfire whenever the waves hit, sending lots of embers into the air. And it all smelled like salt. The smell got into my nose and my throat and wouldn’t go away. It got into my eyes and it started making them water.

But it was pretty.

There was nothing as far as I could see. Just water and sky. Even the ocean was emptier than the sky was. The sky had lots of streaky clouds, and I saw the moon, too. I like how the moon comes out during the day sometimes. It’s funny.

But the ocean was just plain. There wasn’t anything there. Just water, and a weird reflection of the sun. And for some reason I thought that was pretty. Like if you went out there and got away from all of the Wing-gulls on a boat or something, it would be really peaceful and no one would bother you.

There was a water-monster standing next to me on the cliff. He said he was a Feral-gator. Big, blue spiky guy. He had a mouth that could probably eat me in one bite if he wanted to. But I wasn’t scared of him. He was the one who took me to live with him in the city next to the ocean. He brought me here to show me the seaside because he thought it would make me happy.

He says, “So what was your name again?”

“It was Jasmine,” I told him. I don’t know why he forgot my name. I remembered his. His name was Brunt.

He says, “Jasmine. You know, I think you must be the fifteenth ‘mon I’ve met in my life with that name. It’s getting pretty old. Parents should really start trying to be more original with naming you kids.”

Well, yeah. Like I can do anything about it. I say, “Well, There’s eighteen of us and Grandpa named all of us after flowers. He said he wanted all of us to have names that were different colors.”

He shrugs and he says, “Fair enough. I guess it could have been worse. He could have named you after gemstones…”

I didn’t like Brunt just yet. He wasn’t like Grandpa, and I didn’t think he would make a good replacement for him. He was more like Clover. I never got along with Clover. But Brunt said he would pay me if I would help him with his job. I thought, if I could make a living here, I could figure out why Grandpa sent me here and figure out what kind of a story he wanted me to write.

I stared at the ocean for a long time, but I tried not to look straight down the cliff. I was scared of heights. Whenever I would look down, I thought I could feel the rocks starting to crack underneath me like a dead tree branch. The kind I broke when I tried to climb a tree the first time. But it went away again when I looked at the ocean and the way it turned into the sky far in the distance.

After a while more, Brunt says, “So, Jasmine, what do you know about the sea?”

I say, “…That it’s big?” It was the only thing I could think of.

Brunt looks at me like I’m crazy. He laughs and he says “You’re about to become a Vaporeon and you don’t even know anything about the ocean?”

I look back at him and say, “What’s a Vaporeon? A sailor like you?”

Honestly, it’s silly, but I didn’t know anything about evolving at the time. I know a few of my brothers and sisters figured out the secrets of Eons from the library or from the elders or the villagers, but I wasn’t one of them. I never really liked reading and I didn’t pay much attention to my tutoring when they talked about Eons. I thought they were completely different creatures. Many of my siblings were the same. They didn’t know either. But our ignorance really came back to bite us. Or at least it did for me.

Nowadays I think maybe Grandpa didn’t tell us on purpose. I think he wanted us to all find out about evolving on our own. It was part of the story.

So yeah, now Brunt’s looking at me all flabbergasted. He yells at me, “If you’ve got no idea what a Vaporeon is, then what in Kyogre’s wide realms are you doing with the Eon-stone?”

I remember the stone. I sit down on my tail and I paw with the gem on my chest. It was the blue stone that I had picked on the night of the campfire. Grandpa put it in a chain-link holder thing that harnessed around my neck and behind my front legs. It’s so snug that I forgot it was even there most of the time.

I tell him, “Grandpa gave it to me. I picked it because I liked the color. I don’t really know what it is; he just told me to keep it forever.”

So Brunt tells me. He crouches down and touches the front of the gem with his claw. “This is your ticket into the depths of that great big ocean out there, my dear,” he says. “It’s an evolving stone. It has the power to permanently change the shape of your body into… something that swims. And swims blasted well, I might add. We ‘mons all need to evolve sometime, or, most of us at least. But you ‘eons take your evolving extra seriously, so your kind took the normal evolving stones and made these. They’re crazy rare and they only work for ‘eons. They’re special because they don’t work until you recite a chant of some sort, so you’ll never evolve on accident.”

I frowned at him, not understanding. “A chant? What is it?” I said.

He stared into the sky and started rolling his eyes to the side. “Oh, it’s something like… Cheepo… Oh, I don’t know. Really sorry, kid, but I’m no ‘eon, I’ve only ever seen the phrase in writing. I’d have to look it up again sometime to refresh my memory.”

I still didn’t get it. There was a chant? Something I could sing to the stone that would change me?

Change me into something that could swim? I could already swim a little. At least I could paddle on the surface of the water in the ponds and rivers back home. I didn’t know about the ocean, though. The ocean looked a little harder to swim across. I still didn’t understand why I would be expected to swim into the ocean. Brunt sailed on a boat; couldn’t I just ride on that?

That was the first time I realized that Grandpa wanted me to change. He wanted me to use the stone that would change my form into something else. Forever. I just kind of felt uneasy and I didn’t know what to say. Actually I was pretty scared right then and there. I thought I could hear the stones cracking underneath me again, but it was only the waves down below.

I felt weak, and I shivered a little. I told Brunt, “I don’t want to change.”

He scoffs and he says, “You ‘eons are all the same, you know. If you really don’t want to change, I’ll gladly take back that stone of yours. Just don’t expect to see another one for as long as you live, right.”

I couldn’t do that. Grandpa told me to keep it.

Then he stands back up and he says, “Fortune has smiled upon you, my dear. And that fortune is the sea. You’d best start learning to do the best you can with what you’ve got. That’s what life’s all about, anyway.”

I ask if we can leave. I don’t want to look at the sea anymore. I’m starting to get sick.

So he takes me back to the town. It’s called Port Craw. It’s a big place. It’s so much bigger than the village that was outside of my forest back home! There aren’t any gardens or grass or trees anywhere I can see; it’s just stone and wood and iron. The ground is made of a bunch of gray beady rocks, and so many of the houses are, too. And it’s really busy; there are crowds of creatures running everywhere, all sorts of kinds I’ve never seen before. Many of them look like they’re really out of their elements. Like they really should be living in a forest like the one I came from. I start wondering if they all like it here, or if they hate it. There’s no nature anywhere. Well, except for the ocean. You can see the ocean from almost anywhere in town.

I look at the ocean one more time as I’m following him. The sun is setting over the ocean. It makes the ocean look even more pretty.

Brunt takes me to his home, which is a really small box made of wooden planks. He lets me in, and I see that it only has a few rooms. There are some rugs and benches and shelves, but our den had those too. I thought such a big monster would live in a bigger home, but I’m seeing it’s really cramped in here. The floor creaks underneath him as he walks.

I begin to wonder where I’m supposed to go. I crawl over to a little rug made of ropes and I sit down. It’s not very comfortable, but I don’t want to touch anything in the house if Brunt doesn’t want me to, so I stay put and watch him.

“It still smells like salt in here,” I tell him. It was annoying. I thought the smell would go away when we went inside.

He walks around into a storage room and opens a freeze-box. It’s full of dead fish. He takes one and sets it on a bench. He also pours some kind of colorful water into an open orb of glass.

He says, “Ahh, yes. Salt and seafood, seafood and salt. Stay around Port Craw long enough, and those will be the only two scents that will ever bring you comfort again. Because they mean you’re home.”

I didn’t agree. The scents of my home were things I wouldn’t forget. The honeysuckles in the spring, the loose pollen from the dried leaves in the fall that would make me sneeze, and the spicy pine-sap in the winter. Those were the real scents of home to me. With this smell of salt and fish everywhere, I couldn’t really smell anything else. And foxes are supposed to be known for their sense of smell, so that’s really saying something.

But I don’t say that, because I don’t want to be rude.

He asks me if I want anything. I ask if he has any milk. He says “Sorry, but we generally don’t keep milk around these parts. It’s expensive and it goes bad too quickly. Not to mention, it doesn’t go so well with fish.”

He sets a bowl of water in front of me and asks me to try not to spill it on the rug. He asks if he should “skin a fish” for me, and I just sigh and say that I’m not hungry. I look into the little bowl and I realize I’m not really thirsty either, but I don’t say that either because I don’t want to be rude.

He says, “Well, you need to eat something at least. I can’t have you running out of steam when we go to work tomorrow.”

I don’t want to work. I just really don’t. I don’t know what he expects me to do. I’m just a little girl, I haven’t done any harder work than cleaning up the forest patio when it was my turn to do it, or bringing stuff in from town for Grandpa. I really don’t know how I can help this big monster with his boat.

He sits down at the bench and he looks at his dinner. Then he looks at me. I ask him what the work will be like.

He starts to use his claws to cut the scales off the dead fish. He says, “Well, I need a strong, young Vaporeon to help me make shipments across the ocean. You’d be in charge of shackling the anchors and helping move the supplies through the water. Of course, I could do it without a Vaporeon, but I’d rather not. It’d take twice-and-a-half longer.”

I ask him why he couldn’t just use something else as a partner.

He says, “Well, you’re strong, you’re fast, you’re small, and you’ve got limbs. There aren’t very many water-types with your credentials. Only thing better for the job is a Marshtomp, but they’re even rarer, on account of you can never get one who doesn’t want to evolve as soon as possible.”

I gawk at Brunt as he starts picking off the fish meat from the bones and eating it raw. I’ve never had raw fish before. I’ve eaten some meat raw, but never fish. It just seemed gross. Grandpa and Granny always cooked the fish for us. We’d always catch some in the lake and they’d set it on some coals and brown it with some chives for flavor. It was also weird to see because he had such a big mouth but he was picking the meat off the bones like it was grapes. He could have eaten the whole fish at once with the jaws he has.

He keeps talking with his mouth full. He says, “Of course, I prefer Vaporeon for their other qualities. You have a certain affinity with water that you can’t quite find among commonfolk. When you’ve got a Vaporeon with you, the sea just seems to do what you want in unexplainable ways.”

I look away from his mouth so I don’t see him chewing food. I ask him if he already has a Vaporeon that he works with. He seemed to know what they were like.

He says, “Used to; I had a partner for a little under a decade, but he retired just last month. I was thrilled to have your grandfather offering to send me a new recruit! That’s why I sold him that stone of yours. We made a deal; I’d give him the Eon-stone, and he’d send back to me whomever uses it. I badly miss the help, so I took the offer in a heartbeat.”

He gave me a tomato. It was a little soft, but it wasn’t rotten just yet, so I tried to eat it without getting the juice everywhere. He said he didn’t have very much on hand besides fish and ‘fermented elixir,’ but he said once I got money from working I could buy whatever I wanted from the markets.

After I was done, I asked him if I could take a bath. He looked at me all weird like he didn’t know what a bath was, but he had a barrel that looked like was cut in half, and he filled it with water for me and put it out behind the house in the alley.

I didn’t really like that bath. Somehow it made me feel even dirtier, and it made me miss the river next to my home. And it was really cold water. But I got all the tomato off my face and I licked all of the salt-dust out of my fur. Or at least I did my best, it was annoying having the gem harness still attached to my chest. Then I just sat in the barrel for a while and stared at the sky. I could see some of the stars from between the houses, just like how I used to be able to see them from between the trees. At least they looked like the same stars. It was the only thing so far that stayed the same.

After that I climbed out of the barrel and I shook off as much of the water as I could, then I clawed at the door until Brunt let me back in. I felt like sleeping, and I was going to ask where I could sleep, but before I could say anything, Brunt says, “Hey, I found it.”

He sets down an open book on the floor in front of me. On one page, there were some big words in black ink. I look at the words. They say, “SPELL FOR THE EON STONE: AH-CHEE-PEE-OH-MU-TA-TEE-OH”

He smiles and he says, “There, just say that word.”

I don’t dare say the word.

He says, “Well? What are you waiting for?” He looks really excited, but I just turn away and stare at the floor. I ask him where I can sleep.

He says, “Come on now, don’t leave me in suspense. Can’t you just say the word? You might like what happens.”

I start to feel very dark and my legs feel heavy. I don’t say anything. I just keep staring at the floor. I feel like asking him to go away, but I don’t want to be rude. So I just don’t say anything.

He says, “Ah, my dear, those cold feet of yours aren’t going to get you anywhere in life. But I understand. Perhaps another day.”

He takes the book away and he gets me a brown basket and he puts some kind of a green cushion on it. It smells like sheep. He says, “Sorry I’m no good with this hospitality stuff, I spend most of my time on ol’ Keldeo after all. But I hope this will be comfortable for tonight. Get your rest.”

I sat down on it and I put my tail around my face. He puts out the lanterns and walks into another room. The floors still creak so loudly wherever he walks.

And I remember, the pillow was very comfortable, but I couldn’t sleep well because I hurt. I felt just like the way I felt when I stepped on a dead branch and fell out of a tree. I felt like I broke my legs and there wasn’t anyone around to help me up and carry me back home.

I tried not to get tears onto the pillow.


I slept for a long time, but it wasn’t very deep. And when I woke up, I didn’t know where I was. My dreams made the cabin feel like my family’s den, and it was confusing. I couldn’t go back to sleep because the sunlight in the windows.

I dropped out of the basket and carefully padded around the room. I didn’t see Brunt anywhere and I didn’t hear him walking around. I started to wonder if he left to go do things in town. I decided to explore his house and look at all the things he owned. The shelves had some nice things on them, like small seashells that were painted and strung together like jewelry. There were also some metal charms and colored cloths. Some of the things looked very valuable, but some of them looked worthless. I wondered if these were the things that Brunt bought with the money he made working on his boat. I saw a few skulls from dead animals, probably sea creatures. I didn’t recognize any of them. And I had seen heaps of skulls before, because Snap liked to collect them. He collected so many that Grandpa would always make him throw some out.

But then I found an empty space above the hearth that was supposed to have something in it, but didn’t. There were just a few hooks on the wall that weren’t holding anything. I thought it was weird, because the rest of the shelves were so full and the wall was decorated with things completely. Whatever it was, it was small, because the hooks were very close together.

I looked down underneath the hooks, and there was a fossil. It was a big piece of sand-stone with a paw-print in it. I put my paw into it, and I realized that the paw print was the same shape as my paw, but much bigger. Then I realized it was probably a fake fossil, because there was an etching in the side of the rock. It said “Lynn”.

I wondered if Lynn was the Vaporeon that worked with Brunt. I looked at the size of the paw-print again. It was really big. I started wondering, if I became a Vaporeon, would my paws become that big, too?

I remembered the Eon-stone again, and I looked down at my chest where it still was. I saw that the metal container for the stone had four loops, and they were as far apart as the hooks on the wall were. I realized that this is where it came from. The stone really did belong to Brunt. Grandpa had gotten it because of a deal he made. But before that, it was hanging on the wall right there. I wondered how long it was there.

Then I hear Brunt coming in the door and I get off the hearth really quickly. I didn’t want him to see me touching his things. I got back down into the basket and I pretended that I just woke up, and he comes in the door. He isn’t holding anything, he just comes in the door and looks at me.

He says, “Good afternoon, Jasmine. Did you sleep well?”

I lie and I say yes.

He says, “So, do you think you feel like evolving today? I would be patient, but I’m about to set off with a shipment and I really could use your help. If you evolved, we could get right to work.”

I sigh. I don’t feel as bad as I did before I slept, but whenever he talks about evolving, I still feel so uneasy. I say, “What if I don’t like being a Vaporeon?”

He laughs and says, “Well, that if you do? Every Vaporeon I’ve ever met had no regrets. They really liked it. Of course, I’ve only ever met one. Har, har.”

I almost growl at him because it wasn’t a funny joke.

He stops laughing and he looks close at me. He kneels and he looks at me kindly, and he says, “Well, Jasmine, why don’t we make this simpler? Can you tell me what’s keeping you? What are you waiting for, exactly?”

I calm down a little, and I try to be honest with him. I say, “I’m trying to figure out if I’ll like it or not, I guess.”

He grins and me, and he says, “Well, I’ve got news for you, my dear. You’ll never figure it out at this rate. The only way to find out for sure is to just say the words and evolve. Then ten years down the line, maybe, you’ll finally be able to decide whether it was a good choice or not. But that’s the thing! It’s going to be a blind leap of faith no matter how you look at it. Most things in life are like that. And you can only tell so much about the future before you cross the point of no return. If everyone had the power to go back in time and do things differently, this world of ours wouldn’t make much sense, would it?”

“I guess,” I say.

He says, “Besides, you know, deciding not to evolve is a leap of faith too. Dare I may say that it’s an even bigger one than evolving, what with all the things the real world throws at you once you decide to venture out beyond your home pond. As someone who was once a ‘gnaw, I could tell you this.”

Thankfully he dropped the topic for a while. He gave me some fruit. I didn’t know what kind of fruits they were, but they tasted fine and they made me full. He had more fish for himself. I wondered if that’s the only thing he ever ate.

Then he told me we were going to town to look at Keldeo, his boat. I followed and stayed close behind him while we walked through the town. I was still a small little fox compared to the rest of these things I saw all around me. I was afraid of getting stepped on.

It was such a big city and there were so many things I didn’t understand! There were carts and crates and barrels and marketplaces and gulls in the air. And it all stank of the same fishy salt. I really could not tell any of the creatures apart by their scents, it was that bad.

But then, Brunt led me down to the beach. The beach was much simpler. There were some creatures there playing in the shallow water, but mostly it was deserted. The sand sank under my paws whenever I took a step, and it was a little harder to walk than normal. I just followed him down next to the shoreline, trying not to let the water touch me whenever it came up onto the sand. I noticed that it left so much stuff on the shore every time it moved, like seashells and watery knots of plants.

As I’m walking and looking over the ocean again, I see the piers. They’re giant walls that stick up out of the shore and extend over the ocean, like some god just left a big plank in the water and forgot about it. Some of them have boats next to them. I keep hopping over the drifts that Brunt is making with his tail and I wonder how far we have to walk to the boat that is his.

I decided to ask him that, but he says, “Actually, before we go to ol’ Keldeo, I had something else in mind that I thought you’d like to do first.”

And I start thinking, it’s swimming. Please, I hope it’s not swimming. I don’t want to swim. That water is so dirty and the waves look too rough. I’d probably drown on the first try.

But as I was panicking thinking about having to swim, that’s the moment when my life actually started to change. That was when I saw him.

There was another creature on the shore with us. At first I ignore him, because I thought he’s just another kid splashing around in the water. But as he gets closer, I start to see that he’s a water-monster like Brunt, with kind of the same spikes running down his back. He’s walking through the deeper part of the shore and blending in with it really well.

Maybe I was just keen because I was a fox, but Brunt didn’t notice him until he came out of the water and stood on the beach. That was when I gasped, because I realized that he was a fox, too. But he was also a fish. He was a fox and a fish at the same time.

And I realized what a Vaporeon was supposed to be. I kept thinking that I would just get a fin or two and be able to swim a little better. But seeing him finally made me understand that it was something much more. My whole form would change. My skin would change color and I would lose all of my fur. I would be so much larger. And I would be a fish. An actual fish. This is so much for me to take all at once that I just stop walking.

Brunt doesn’t notice my surprise, though. He seems really happy to see him. He runs ahead and starts saying, “Aww, Lynn! Good to see you! Glad I caught you while you were in Crawdaunt. Thanks for coming on such short notice. It’s good to see you again, buddy. You haven’t grown a bit.”

Lynn, the Vaporeon, strides through the sand. His fish-tail drags behind him and covers up all the paw-prints he makes. The whole time, I’m just staring at him, like I can’t believe he even exists. He looks nothing like Grandpa. Nothing at all.

He spoke, and his voice was deep, but dry and grumbly, and I could tell he was old. He said, “You know I spend most of my time in the reef. Where else would you have expected to find me?”

Brunt scratches the Vaporeon on the forehead and rubs his back, and he says, “Well, the ocean’s quite a big place. If you decided to take another one of your little vacations, there’d really be no way of knowing.”

After they talk for a minute Brunt remembers I’m there. He says, “Lynn, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. This is Jasmine, she’ll be your replacement aboard ol’ Keldeo. Jasmine, this is Lynn, a longtime partner of mine.”

Lynn the Vaporeon walks up to me with a very deep smile. He bows his head and he says, “Good day to you, young lady. A pleasure to meet you.”

I couldn’t respond at first because I was still so mesmerized with his voice and watching the way his tail and his legs moved and wondering how it would feel if I were in that body. But he did look really strong. He was bigger than some of the dark-hounds back from the forest. It actually made me scared a little because he reminded me of them.

I finally squeak an answer. I don’t remember what I said.

Brunt says, “Jasmine is having some reservations about evolving. I was wondering if you’d be willing to talk to her.”

He looks right at me, and I see that his eyes are completely black. They’re like the eyes of a spider. Just black like they’re completely made of ink.

He came so close that I could feel him breathing onto me. And I could start seeing into his eyes. They weren’t completely black after all. Looking up close, I could see that they were very deep with soft colors. I shivered, because I could tell just by looking into his eyes that he was a wise old creature like the village elders. He looked down at my Eon-stone.

He smiles at me and he says, “So I see.”

He says a few things to Brunt, then he turns to me again and says, “Come, Jasmine. Walk with me.” And I follow him.

We walk beside the sea for a while. I’m still looking at him the whole time. I’m amazed that a fox could ever be like a fish. I’m looking at the different shape of his snout and the fins on his head and the different way his legs move compared to other foxes.

We walk so far that we actually get to one of the big piers. He leads me underneath it, past the big wooden pillars, and it looks a bit strange underneath. It’s mossy down here, and lot of wood and weeds have washed up between the rocks. But it’s shady and a nice place to relax. Although I still feel like holding my breath sometimes because it smells so weird.

He jumps up onto a rock and he looks at me, and he curls his tail around his legs, just like a normal fox would do. Except it’s a fish tail.

He says to me, “Jasmine, there’s an old poem that I know. I would like it if you would recite the poem with me. Would you do that?”

I told him I’d try.

He says, “Repeat with me: As surely as the stalk shall sprout and grow,”

I speak in my feeble little voice compared to his, “As surely as the stalk shall sprout and grow…”

“As surely as the sun and stars shall flow,”

“As surely as the sun and stars shall flow,”

“With pride, I proclaim, accipio mutatio.”

I bite my tongue before I speak the last line.

Lynn shakes his head. “No, no, Jasmine. You must not hesitate. Say it with me as I speak. Now, from the beginning… As surely as the stalk shall sprout and grow…”

And I just blurt, “I’m scared.”

And I really was, more than ever. I was shaking the same way I shook when I stood on the cliff over the ocean and I tried to look down and thought the rocks were about to break. I felt like I was about to fall, even though there was no cliff around. I just wanted to scream and hope that someone would catch me. I sat down onto the muddy sand because I couldn’t stand up anymore.

But Lynn nods, and he says in a really soft voice, “Would you like me to tell you why you are scared?”

I just nod to him, yes.

Lynn says, “You’re scared because you feel powerless. The world has changed right before your eyes in ways that you never imagined, and now you find yourself afraid to do anything because you feel small and weakly. You’re cowering. You don’t know how to take a stand.”

Lynn jumps down from the rock and looks down at me, and he says, “But you are forgetting something, Jasmine. You are an Eon, specially crafted by nature for one purpose: to adapt. No matter what life may do to you, you can stand up and challenge the world on its own terms. Utter the words and I promise you that will not be powerless anymore.”

Yeah, I was cowering, just like he said. I was just sitting there in the mud and it was getting all over my fur and my paws, but I couldn’t stand back up. I just looked at him. But for some reason, I started to trust what he said. I did feel weak and I really did want to be strong like he was.

He walks over to me, and again, he comes so close that I can feel his breath. And he puts his head right next to mine, and he whispers. I remembered that his voice sounded just like the way the ocean did when the waves came up on shore.

He says, “Do not fear. I am not trying to take anything away from you. I can only promise you one thing. Look out at the sea.”

I look out past the pier and I see how the ocean goes out so far that it turns into the sky. I see boats floating on the ocean far away, and they look so small. When I see how small those boats are, I realize that the ocean is even bigger than I thought. It’s not just big like a forest or a mountain. It’s big like the sky. The whole sky.

Lynn whispers to me even more quietly. He says, “Jasmine, I promise: if you utter the words, and if you make friends with the sea… no one will ever be able to tell you what to do, ever again. Not me, not Brunt, not anyone. Because you can just disappear out there and no one can catch you. You will be truly free. I know this because I was there. And I still am. I am free. No one truly knows what it means to be free until they have seen the sea the way I have seen it.”

I listened to him and I trusted him. I wanted to be free. More than ever I just wanted to be free! I wanted to be free from everyone trying to push me into things I didn’t want to do. I wanted to get away and go back to things that were more familiar.

He put a paw on my shoulder and he looked right into my eyes. It was something that Grandpa would do when he needed to talk to me privately. But he was never mean. He always said things that didn’t hurt me. And if there was something hard, he would always help me through it and show me what to do.

And I guess that’s why I put my trust in him. I daydreamed and I thought I was talking to Grandpa in the shade of the woods. It was such a powerful daydream that I thought I wasn’t talking to a fish-fox anymore. I thought I was talking to Grandpa, the one I trusted more than anyone else.

And he told me to recite the poem with him again, and I trusted him completely.

“As surely as the stalk shall sprout and grow…”

I was hypnotized by his voice and the way his eyes were so deep. I said it with him, “As surely as the stalk shall sprout and grow.”

He smiled, the way Grandpa would always smile when he was proud of me, and he said, “As surely as the sun and stars shall flow.”

I was happy he was proud of me. “As surely as the sun and stars shall flow.”

“With pride, I proclaim, accipio mutatio!”

As soon I realize I said the words, all the trust and comfort I felt was gone. I hated him. He tricked me! He betrayed me! He hypnotized me somehow and made me say the words, I just knew it! I wanted to attack him!

I felt so bad. I felt used. I wanted to scream and cry. But I couldn’t move. It felt like I was up to my neck in thick mud.

I closed my eyes, and the dark that’s usually behind my eyes just turned white.

I could feel the changes happening to me. I kept my eyes closed so tightly. I didn’t want to see what was happening. I felt my tail changing and growing longer. I felt my head tingling as my fins grew. I felt my body getting so big that it snapped all the chains that held the Eon-stone and the brace just fell off.

Eventually it stopped, but I still had my eyes closed tight. I remember Lynn saying, “It’s alright, Jasmine. It’s all done.”

And I opened my eyes. The first thing I noticed was that I wasn’t looking up to Lynn anymore. I was almost at the same level as him. The second thing I realized was that I could smell him. The smells of salt and fish that seemed to be everywhere around the ocean weren’t so bad anymore. I could smell past them and understand things again.

I didn’t hate him anymore, but I didn’t really know what to feel. I felt empty, like all my feelings were just gone. I looked down at myself now that I had a body that belonged to someone else. All my fur was gone. I had blue skin that I guess felt like the surface of a pumpkin or something. My mane was still white, but now it was made of fish-fin.

It just… I don’t know how to describe how I felt. I just knew that I was no longer me. I was someone else.

Lynn just said, “Congratulations on your evolution,” and he smiled. Then he said, “You’re beautiful.”

I stood up and I felt like I was towering over the mud and the sand. Even the broken chain was so far below me. And the mud that had gotten onto my belly didn’t make me feel so dirty. Whenever I fell in the mud I would always have to spend an hour in the stream trying to get it all out of my fur, but now it just kind of slid off me.

After that, I still wasn’t sure what to feel, and I didn’t feel like talking all that much. The first time I tried to talk, I made this weird whooping sound that I didn’t recognize, and I clamped my mouth shut and didn’t say anything else for a long time. Lynn led me back to Brunt and then he just went away into the ocean, and Brunt took me up the beach so we could get onto the top of the piers. It was the weirdest thing when I noticed I could see more of Brunt now. Somehow his head seemed even bigger than before.

I walked along behind him and ignored the other creatures I saw. I was just happy that I could still walk. There was this nagging feeling that I was always about to trip and plant my face into the gravel, but I moved my legs in the same pattern as I had always moved them, and they seemed to support me. But my tail was another thing altogether. When I looked back at it, it was so long that I thought it was a whole separate creature following me. Like it was a snake or something! I wasn’t sure how to carry it. I just let it drag along the ground behind me just like I saw Lynn do.

Brunt took me onto one of the piers. It was very high and my fear of heights started nagging me again, so I tried not to look straight down at the water. When he led me onto his boat, I had to walk across this scary bridge that was so narrow and had no rails, and it was then that my new legs started to get confusing. But I stumbled up the bridge and made it into the boat.

Brunt was very happy to show me around the boat. He says, “Welcome aboard ol’ Keldeo, my freighter. Fully-laden it holds about fifty-eight tons, a little low for a Seadra-class vessel, but I swear you’ve never seen a cleaner cut upon the waves. Yeah, I love her for everything, but most of all for her speed.”

He showed me down below in the cabins where the crew lived, and he showed me the cargo room. It was already fully packed with crates and barrels.

“We can set off anytime, I was just waiting for you, you know!” he says. “When the destination isn’t too far, I can pilot her with only my own wits and one assistant.”

He showed me the big sails that were all wound up on top of the mast. He showed me the big wooden wheel he used to steer. And he showed me over the side of the boat. There were several strings attached to the boat that ran all the way down into the water.

“She’s shackled to shore with five anchors,” Brunt says to me. “See those cables? Of course, it’s a pain having to reel all of them in every time we land ashore, and it adds to her weight and takes away from her carrying capacity. So here’s what I did. I just dropped the anchors at the foot of the shoreline, just like that, and they stay down there. And those buoys hold up the cables to the surface. What you’ll need to do is dive underneath the buoys and unhook those latches so that Keldeo can go free. Then when we come to port again, chain ‘er back up. Think you can do that for me?”

I’m peering over the edge of the boat and it’s a very long way down. I back away from the edge.

He says, “Well? Let’s give her a test run, shall we? Go on, see if you can go unhook the anchors.”

I say, “I… right now?” And I cringe at the sound of my voice because it isn’t mine.

He says, “Well, yeah! We can sail down the shore. I have some deliveries to make that way out, and we’ll only be gone for three days. I’ve got plenty of necessities aboard, so let’s make this your maiden voyage, right!”

I hiss quietly and I start looking for the way back down off the ship so I can figure out how to swim and unhook the anchors like he says. He asks me where I’m going, and I tell him this.

He says, “Aww, come on now, dear, there’s a much faster way down, you know!”

And before I know what’s happening, he picks me up and throws me off the boat.

It was such a long way down that there were a few moments in midair that I realized I was falling. I was so terrified… I reached with all of my paws for something to cling to, and I screamed so loudly. I remember, I thought I heard owls. I didn’t know it was the sound of my own scream.

When I sank underneath the water I didn’t realize it at first. I drew another breath to scream and I inhaled the sea water. Into my air-lungs. I coughed it back out so violently that I felt like I was actually dying. I remembered the taste of salt that was so strong and it went all the way down my throat. I thrashed around in the water but I couldn’t seem to find where the air was. I was just blind and helpless and I was sure that I was going to die.

I felt Brunt’s claw on my belly. He wrapped his arm around me underneath my front legs and he pulled me up to the surface. Next thing I knew I was on his shoulder and I held on so tightly that I started digging into his scales with my claws. I kept coughing up the water, and each time I coughed it felt like claws were tearing my heart apart.

Brunt said, “I learned something new today: that there’s such thing as a water-mon who can’t swim.”

After I heard him say that, I don’t remember much of what happened. I think I blacked out.

And that was the first time I tried to swim as a Vaporeon.


I woke up the Brunt’s basket with an ache in my head and in my chest. It was the one I slept in the previous night. The basket seemed much smaller to me, but I could still fit in if I curled my tail up tight.

My fish tail. I couldn’t stop looking at it. I prodded it with my nose and tried to lick it like I always would when I would clean my tail. But it didn’t feel right. It seemed so weird and slimy.

I started to realize that I would never have my real tail again. Or any of my fur. I was stuck with this fish tail.

And when I was thinking about that, it made me hurt. I got really angry. I hated Brunt for throwing me in the water, and I hated Lynn for getting me to say the words. I even hated Grandpa for sending me out here to the sea. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want any of this.

My throat hurt and I hacked out some more water. It got all over Brunt’s rug.

I stepped up and out of the basket. I saw that the sheep-pillow was covered in water-stains and still damp.

I decided to leave.

I tried walking toward the door, but I didn’t understand how my body moved. It was much larger than I was used to, and I kept bumping into things. My huge fish-tail kept hitting the walls. But I didn’t care. I was heading for the door. I was leaving.

Then I hear a voice saying, “Are you sure you’re ready to leave?”

I’m frightened and I turn around. Lynn is there. Just right there in the house, and I never noticed him. He was sitting next the hearth.

And my contempt just overflows and I scream at him.

I tell him I never wanted to be a Vaporeon. I tell him I never wanted to leave home. I tell him I don’t like the ocean, I don’t like fish, and I don’t like salt. I tell him I want my fur back. I tell him I want my family back. All the while I’m screaming like I’m insane and my voice doesn’t always come out the way I want to because it sounds so different, and I’m jumping around the house in rage and bumping into things. But Lynn just sits there and listens to me without responding.

When I feel like I’m running out of breath, I just scream as loudly as I could at the time, and I say, “Why? Why did you trick me?! Why did you make me evolve?! Why did you promise me that I would be free?”

I felt like saying more, but I get a raspy throat again and I cough up more of the water I had inhaled. When I thought I couldn’t say anything more, I just fall onto the floor and I glare at Lynn.

Lynn just waits until I’m done, then he comes and stands in front of me.

And he just says very calmly, “Would you like me to show you why?”

And I just… I can’t really explain why I decided to trust him again. Maybe I was just too weak to do anything else. I was weak and cowering just like always.

I didn’t know what else to say. So I said yes.

So he took me to the seaside again.

So there I am, standing next to him and looking at the ocean again. He says, “See how the water is farther away from the beach than it was yesterday? That is called the tide. It happens throughout the day on a fixed schedule. It is useful to know, because as the tide is rising and falling, the current and the undertow change.”

I ask him where Brunt went. He tells me that Brunt had to go sail his ship without me, and that he wouldn’t be back for three days. And in those three days he would teach me how to swim.

He starts by telling me that I can breathe the water just like I can breathe the air, but I need to use my gills to breathe the water. I start trying to paw at my neck to find my gills, but he tells me that my gills aren’t like a fish’s gills, that they’re inside of my throat. He says I need to search and find the muscles that control my gills. He says that my throat will block out the water from my air-lungs just as it blocks out food that I eat, as long as I am using my gills.

And then he steps down into the water and tells me to follow him.

The water doesn’t feel that bad. It’s cold, but it’s a comfortable sort of cold. The way the water is always moving and little waves that are hitting me even feels kind of nice. I just can’t shake the feeling that I’ll need to spend all day sunbathing to dry out my fur again.

Then he just keeps walking, and I’m following, and suddenly I feel the ground start to drop out from under my feet. I was going to panic, but then I remembered that I could paddle. And I did. I treaded water and kept my head well above the surface, and I held my breath whenever a wave would try to splash water onto my face.

So I’m thinking: okay, so far, this isn’t so bad. Lynn even seems happy for me.

Then he tells me to try breathing the water. He tells me to go all the way under the surface and try to use my gills.

That’s a bit harder to do. I learned about what drowning is so early in my life that the old instincts are hard to overcome, but I told myself I was a fish now and I could do it.

I cringed really hard and closed my eyes, and I put my face beneath the surface. Then I took a mouthful of the cold, salty water and tried to figure out what to do with it. But then there was a reflex reaction, and the water just disappeared. My mouth was empty again.

I opened my mouth and swallowed more water, and I just lost track of where it went. I felt it going down my throat, but I wasn’t choking.

That made me feel more comfortable. I took a big sigh of relief, underwater, and it actually worked. I opened my eyes, and it tingled with cold at first, but then it felt perfect. There was nothing wrong with the water.

I paddled down under the surface of the water and looked at the sand. There were things sticking out of it, and I think some of them were alive, but I didn’t know what they were. I just started following the sand as it kept sloping down. It was hard to see underwater at first, and even harder to move, but I finally made my peace with the water and proved that I could swim.

Lynn was following me. He watched me swim deeper down and see the things beneath the water for the first time. I didn’t realize it, but we were very far from the shore by that time, and there was a lot of space to swim around in. I got bored of looking at the shells and the seaweed, and I turned to him.

When Lynn spoke I was surprised that I could hear him so well. The water made weird sounds in my ears and blocked out all the sounds from above the surface, but Lynn’s voice seemed so clear, like we weren’t even in the water at all.

He says to me, “Very good. Now I want you to do a few things for me. First, I want you to stop moving.”

I do so. I relax all my muscles and I let the water carry me back and forth, up and down.

Then he says, “Now, I want you to stop breathing.”

That surprised me. I thought, stop breathing? That went against every instinct that I had. But I gave it a try, and I held my breath.

It was like a dream; I was floating there completely limp, held by the water, just letting it move me and pull me around without fighting it. And I stopped breathing… and it didn’t feel bad. I didn’t feel like I would start suffocating. All I could feel was the sound of the waves and the sound of my own heartbeat. It was surreal.

It really felt like many dreams I’ve had in my life until then. I started to learn that the water didn’t want to hurt me.

I see Lynn swimming in front of me, dashing and striding so smoothly and quickly around in the water… He looks at me and says, “Do you want to know why you don’t need to breathe anymore? Because you have already taken in enough water to last you a while. Most water-types can hold four times their body mass in water, and you keep it in your very soul. It ceases to exist in the physical realm until you need to use it again. When you come to need more water, you’ll know.”

“I keep it in my soul?” I say, and I hear my voice so clearly through the water, just like his.

He says, “It is unexplainable, but so are many things in this world. I am going to show you something else that is difficult to explain. I’m going to teach you how to truly swim.”

Lynn disappears behind me, but I don’t follow him with my eyes. I just keep drifting in place, not moving, not breathing. I wait for his words.

He says to me, “When you thrust your limbs against the current, don’t try to propel yourself forward. It is not necessary. The ocean can do it for you. Pretend that the water which touches and surrounds you is under your command, like an extension of your body. When you paddle, it is merely a gesture, telling the water which direction to send you.”

Now I know, that was the last moment before I understood what my new body was really like. When I evolved, I had grown up on the outside, and here, I was about to grow up on the inside, too.

So I’m still floating still and trying to understand what Lynn is talking about, about gesturing to the water. And I’m looking out across the ocean floor. The sand just keeps sloping down and it gets dark, and the sun looks very strange from underneath the water. The sunlight turns into bubble shapes on the sand which are always changing. I’m wondering if I should go forward into the dark.

And Lynn just says, “Go on, Jasmine. Swim for me. Wherever you want to go, ask the water to take you there. The water likes you. It will do what you want.”

And so I try. I give the water a little stroke with all four of my limbs. Like I was just hinting at the water that I wanted to go forward. And in my mind, I was pretending that there was a spirit in the water, and that it would hear me when I asked for help.

And… the water took me forward a few feet. I went much farther than I thought I would go with just the little swimming motion I had made. I started to understand Lynn. I knew that I wasn’t swimming under my own strength. I knew there was a spirit there in the water, or something. Maybe it was my own spirit. Maybe that’s just what Vaporeon are like.

Lynn says, “Good, keep going!”

So I do. I nudge the water again, and it moves me even farther forward. I feel it rushing past me like the hard currents of the streams after it would rain in the spring. I felt my fin-mane folding back with the pressure and I felt my tail trailing along behind me.

And I realized swimming was really easy. It was so effortless. I barely used any strength. I wondered how fast I could go.

So I tried to swim faster. I pawed at the water anxiously like I was in a hurry. I started paddling very hard. And I started going very fast. Very, very fast.

The sea floor was a blur. The feel of the water on my face started feeling like I was looking up from underneath a waterfall. And it was fun. Oh, my. It was fun.

It felt so surreal and comfortable, yet so thrilling, like one of those flying dreams I would always have. I really was flying through the ocean. The cool water was just the right temperature, and the currents felt like a nice breeze. And I wanted to go even faster, so I started lunging with all my strength in all of my limbs. I wanted to see just how fast I could go. I wanted to know what the limit was.

What happened next was… well, I found my answer, I think. I remember that I was watching the sea floor and trying to follow it down, so I could understand how fast I was swimming. But then everything I saw stopped making sense to me. I was swimming so fast that I could only see the shapes of things and I couldn’t quite understand what they were. It was like I was falling. I was falling sideways through the sea.

I found that I could change directions as easily as giving a small twitch of my tail or a paddle of my paws. At one point I saw a rock coming right for me, sticking out of the sand down below. I flicked with my right paws, then with my left paws, and then the rock was behind me. Just like that, I swam around it. What amazing agility! I tried going in other directions; I tried swimming straight up back to the surface, but I turned just before I hit the air and I went back down. It was all so easy. I tried swimming in circles and big knots, and it was all so easy. I never got tired and I never ran out of breath. I was unstoppable.

But eventually I snap out of it and I realize I have no idea how far away from shore I was or what directions I had been swimming. The sea floor had dropped down so far that I couldn’t see it anymore. I felt just a little worried. So I stopped myself. I stopped paddling and I guess I turned my body sideways a little, and I slowed down until I didn’t move anymore. And for a moment, I thought I was completely lost in the ocean.

But Lynn was there right beside me. He had followed me the whole way. He looks really happy for me. He swims above me and he looks down, and he says, “Very good, Jasmine! Congratulations on your first transmutation.”

I asked what transmutation was, and he showed me. He started swimming around me, striding with his legs, but then he suddenly disappeared.

I gasped when I saw it. He really disappeared. He turned into a stream of mist and bubbles. I watched the stream flow around me so fast, then he appeared again where the stream stopped.

I saw him smile at me, and I realize… I did the same thing. I turned into a stream of bubbles too. That’s how I was swimming so fast!

He says, “When you come in contact with the water, you can become like the water. When you do, you will still feel whole, and you will feel as though you still control your body. But in fact, you are a living current, hidden from the eye of onlookers, flowing effortlessly wherever you choose. Few water-types have this ability, and you and I are among them. It is… unexplainable. But unexplainably wonderful, is it not?”

Yeah. Yeah, it was wonderful. My heart was racing. I wanted to do it again.

But he didn’t let me. He asked me to follow him back to shore, so I did. It took a while. I had gone almost half a mile after I turned into water! A few times, he let me turn into water again on the way back to shore, but as long as I followed him.

When I stepped back onto the beach, I felt hot and dry, and I didn’t have to shake. The water just all fell off of me and I was dry. But I didn’t want to be dry anymore. I just wanted to turn around and go back.

I ask Lynn how long Vaporeon can stay in the water before they need to come back out. He laughs and he says, “Wrong question, Jasmine, but I’ll answer it anyway: indefinitely. A Vaporeon never needs to leave the water. Now, can you think of the correct question?”

I shiver when I hear that I can just stay in the water forever. Forever. It’s like… I don’t even know what’s under there. It still looked dull and empty to me. But I just wanted to be down there, because it was so comfortable. It was like that feeling I would get when it would be cold and snowing outside the den, but Grandma would let me snuggle next to her and be warm. I felt just like that when I was swimming in the ocean and turning into water.

Then I ask how long a Vaporeon can stay on land before they need to go back into the water.

Lynn nods and says, “Very good. The answer depends on how much water you hold in your soul. If your soul is empty, then you can survive without water for about nine days. If your soul is full, then significantly longer, perhaps thirty days or more. But when you’re on land, it is important to always know where the closest body of water is, and to drink fluids whenever you can. Around here in the port town, that’s not difficult; you can always rely on the sea to be there.”

As I’m walking on the shore and getting sand all over my paws, I still feel like I’m swimming. I feel like the sand is moving underneath me. I turn back and look at the ocean. I really wished I could just go back and keep swimming. But the thinking side of my mind didn’t want to get lost, especially after the sun went down and the sea would be so dark.

Lynn turns to look at the ocean with me, and he says, “Now can you see that I did not lie to you?”

I say yes. He was right. And I was sorry for yelling at him.

He says, “You are free now. You have a choice. You could, if you wanted, run back out to the sea, run away from me, and Brunt, and all of Port Craw, and disappear, never to be seen again. No one could find you, and no net could hold you. But, if you so chose, instead, maybe you could go back to Brunt’s residence and sleep there for the night, and meet me here tomorrow so I can teach you more?”

Of course I told him I would meet him. He walked back to the house with me and made sure I could get in. Then we parted ways for the evening.

I looked out over the ocean before I went in the house. The sun was setting again, and it was so gorgeous. I realized that I was a fish-fox, and that I could never be anything else. But I realized I didn’t want to be anything else anymore. Being a fish-fox was fine. So far, at least.

When I slept that night, I didn’t dream of the forest anymore. I dreamed of flying around in the ocean and turning into water.

I went swimming with Lynn for two more days, and he showed me more things about being a Vaporeon. He showed me how to use the water I had taken into my soul to attack enemies. I could spit it back out, very powerfully if I wanted. He also taught me how to use my speed to jump out of the water very high in the air.

Brunt came back after three days, just like Lynn said, and Lynn was going to disappear into the ocean again. On the last day, I begged him to stay. I said that I wanted to learn more about swimming and how the ocean works. But he just stood there on the shoreline and smiled at me one more time, and he said, “There is only so much I can teach you about the sea, Jasmine. If you want to learn more, you will need to discover it for yourself. Let your instincts guide you. You have good instincts; they won’t lead you wrong.”

And then he just… left. He walked into the ocean and he was gone.

I didn’t see him again for a long time.


So Brunt and I got to start a new shipment right away. This time I was much more prepared. He had a big crowd of monsters lift all the metal crates and load them into the cargo space on Keldeo. Then I dove down into the water underneath the boat – it went down so far! – and I found all the latches for the anchor cables and I detached them all on the first try. Then I got back onto the boat and we set sail.

I remember, I was sitting on the deck of Keldeo and I actually felt happy. The boat bobbed up and down on the water, and it reminded me of when I was in the water. And I was finally starting to like the smell of salt, and the way the wind always blew in from the ocean, and just everything.

Brunt is moving the wheel which steers the boat, and he seems awkward, like he didn’t like to talk to me very much. But he asks me if I feel better about being a Vaporeon. I just say yes, I feel alright about it.

Then he says, “I’m real sorry for chucking you off into the water. That’s what my dad did to me, and it worked fine. Instincts kicked right in. So, I thought it would do the same for you.”

I tell him it’s alright. I forgive him.

He says, “I won’t lie, you had me real worried there. I thought I had lost you. Thought my Eon-stone and my new partner was just gonna disappear into the mist after doing that. Thought for sure, I’d come back to shore, and you’d just be gone. So for the three days I sailed, it felt like Keldeo and I were sailing through the tides of my own shame.”

Then he leaves the wheel and he comes onto the deck where I am, and he sits on a chest and looks at me. He says, “Because, I learned a long time ago that being friends with a Vaporeon is all about… being able to stand one another. I need to be someone you enjoy being around talking to. I need to be a reason you get on this ship whenever I need you. Because if I’m not, anytime at all, you could just…” and he waved at the ocean.

I ask him if Lynn had ever done that to him.

He looks down, and he says, “Once or twice, maybe. But I guess I was doing something right, because he always came back eventually. I like to think we parted on good terms when he retired. He answers my messages, so I suppose we did. Just… promise me something, Jasmine. If you ever want to disappear, let me know ahead of time, alright? Just so I can prepare myself. Maybe send for one of my nephews to give me a hand.”

I promise him I would.

After he said that, he went back to the wheel to steer some more. I didn’t really understand how the boat knew which direction to go from the wheel. I thought that maybe it was one of those unexplainable things that Lynn told me about.

So I just went to the edge of the boat and watched the water. I watched the big white waves that the boat made, and I realized the boat was going very fast. I wanted to ask Brunt if I could jump off the boat and swim around for a while. I wanted to see if I could turn into water and keep up with the boat. But I decided not to, because I didn’t want to be rude. I didn’t want Brunt to think I wanted to disappear into the ocean. So I stayed.

The whole ride was relaxing. The gulls started disappearing when we sailed far from the shore. Sometimes I could see other boats in the distance. At night, I could see the sun go down over the ocean. It would always turn into colors I never knew the sun could turn into.

And at night, I could stay up on the deck with Brunt and watch the stars. I had never seen so many stars in the sky before. In the forest, there were always trees or hills blocking the view. But on Keldeo, It’s like I saw all the stars.

Grandpa once told me that there were more stars in the sky than creatures on the earth. I never forgot that. Even though I thought I could see every star in the sky on the nights I sailed with Brunt, I remembered there were even more stars that I couldn’t see. I knew it was one of those unexplainable things.

One day, I was sitting at the back of the deck. My eyes were half-closed, I was letting myself be hypnotized by the sounds of the waves and wishing I was down there. I thought I felt myself getting thirsty. I wondered if my soul was running dry, like Lynn said. But then, Brunt jumps up from the wheel and shouts, “We’re here!” And he gets very happy and excited.

I jump up and I start peering over the sides of the boat in every direction, but I don’t see any land. I just see the water. Brunt says, “Overboard you go, dear! Latch the anchors and open the hangar, we’ve got a delivery to make!”

At first I thought he was just crazy, but then I notice buoys floating in the water. They were the same kind that were back at Port Craw that held Keldeo to the pier. I don’t understand what’s going on, but he doesn’t have to ask me twice to jump off. I squeal for joy and I dive down into the water. It was like I never had a fear of heights at all.

I start splashing and playing around in the water because I’m so happy to be there again, and Brunt unravels the anchor-cables for me to latch. Once I’m done, I tread water at the surface and wait for Brunt’s instructions. He tells me to meet him below the boat. I still didn’t understand, but I dove down below the hull – again, it went so far down! – and I waited.

Then something really weird happened. The bottom of the boat was opening. I thought it was going to let the water in and make the boat sink, but there was air. I swam for the air, and I popped out and I realized I was looking at the cargo bay of the boat, still filled with metal boxes and all kinds of weird things. And Brunt’s standing there looking very proud. He comes to me and he says, “Keldeo’s a Seadra-class vessel; equipped with an airlock and a primary loading bay on the bottom of the hull itself! Specializes in undersea deliveries. Come on, this is your time to shine, Jasmine! You’ve got to help me get this stuff down.

So I help Brunt push the nearest bundle of stuff into the water. It’s very heavy and I didn’t feel like I was doing any of the work, and it makes a huge splash as it hits the water and starts to sink. I dive in after it, and to my surprise I find that it’s much lighter in the water than it was in the ship. I find that if I let it rest on my back, I can hold it up with no problem.

But still, undersea deliveries? I wasn’t sure what was going on. So I just follow Brunt. He’s also got a big bundle of cargo, but he has it attached to a rope and he’s dragging it down through the water. I start following him. Before long, I realize that there are fish here with us. There were a few different kinds. Some were orange, some were yellow, and some were gray. They were all swimming up to Keldeo.

I noticed that Brunt was saying something to one of the fish. Then one of them swam past me and said hi, and wished me a good day. I was so surprised that I almost dropped my cargo. They were talking fish! Some of them were the same kinds of fish that Brunt had in his freeze-box. Some of them were the same kind our family would roast over fire and cook with chives. But they were talking! I had no idea fish could be civil. I started wondering, could they read and learn like land-creatures could? Could they build things?

I had my answer as soon as I saw the ocean floor. It was a city. It was a whole city on the bottom of the ocean. There were buildings and caves and weird plants everywhere. There were many lights of all different colors. Fish and water-snakes and sea creatures were swimming around everywhere. It was just as busy as Port Craw.

Brunt swims near me and says, “Welcome to Crawdaunt Reef, my dear! Port Craw and Crawdaunt Reef are sister-cities. It’s where the land and the sea connect. All the water ‘mons in the sea come here to hear news of the land, and likewise with Port Craw and the sea. And they rely on us to bring them merchandise that they can’t get anywhere down here. Today, we’ve got several tons of berries to deliver. They’re a real delicacy down here.”

I hear what he says, but I can’t say anything. I’m just so mesmerized by the city.

He laughs and he says, “You want to explore, don’t you? Tell you what. Help me get all these berries down into the warehouse, and when we’re done I’ll let you explore all you want. Alright?”

So I was patient and I did my job. I lost count, but I think it was about twenty trips, up and down, down and up, all the way from the surface of the ocean to the bottom. I was starting to get tired because the loads were so heavy, but I kept thinking of touring the town when I was done and all the new things I would see.

And after we got the last stack of boxes down into the water-house, Brunt says to me, “Well, I need to go up and get some air. Unlike some of you other ‘mons, I can’t stay down here forever. So have a little fun and look around? Tell me if you find anything you want to trade for, and I’ll buy it for you. Just be back up in a few hours, right?”

As soon as I got permission to go, it felt like all my energy came back. I turned into water and swam all through the town as fast as I could! I almost ran into the fish that were swimming everywhere, but I was so agile that I just curved around them and went through all the crowds without touching anyone.

The whole town was built into the reef. The reef was this giant stickle bush that looked like it was made of rocks, and there were lots of gaps inside for the fish people to build things and make homes. I met many new kinds of creatures that day. I even got to talk to some of the Corsola-fish and beautiful Milotic snakes. They were very nice and welcomed me to the reef. They asked me if I was living here, and I told them no, I was just visiting. But it made me start wondering why I couldn’t just live here anyway. It seemed like an awesome place for me.

And it was just amazing because I kept swimming and I couldn’t find the end of the reef. There were just more and more fish and plants and underwater buildings. It was bigger than Port Craw, for sure. I just remember trying to see it all, and how pretty it was glowing in all the different colored lights they had.

I don’t exactly remember how I got to the abyss. I think I just kept following the reef and I stopped to realize that the city part of the reef was gone. That there were just wild fish and no more houses. But I didn’t know how far back they had ended. I just remember I stopped when I saw this giant dark chasm open up in front of me.

And I wanted to go down and explore it. The fox part of me still really liked the dark. The dark was when the predators couldn’t see me. So I wanted to dive down and explore the abyss. It was like going down into my den. It made me feel safe.

And I guess I was a little overconfident, too. I just thought nothing could ever catch me, because I could just turn into water and swim away.

And I was so curious, I just kept going down into the dark. It started getting very cold, but I didn’t mind. I liked the cold. It only was a little bit uncomfortable when I really got down there. I felt that there were treasures in the dark. Maybe I was going to the true bottom of the ocean and there would be special treasures down here that no other sea monster could find but me.

To my surprise, I found that I wasn’t alone. There were some very weird creatures living down there in the dark and cold. I saw a few eels and some starfish, but they ignored me, so I wasn’t scared. I kept following the abyss wall and searching for interesting things.

Then I saw a new kind of creature, one that I didn’t see when I was exploring the reef. It was a blue fish. Kind of small. It didn’t look very intimidating to me, especially not after I had just spoken face-to-face with some giant dragon-serpents earlier. But the interesting thing was, this fish was using light to guide its way. The light was coming from itself. I swam closer and I saw that the light was attached to its own fin. It was just like some of the glow-lights that the city used, but this one was attached to the fish from its back fin, hanging down in front of its face.

And I just thought it was so adorable. So I swam closer. I wanted to see if it was a talking fish. Maybe it was using a lamp-light it bought from the reef city.

As soon as it saw me, I felt fear for the first time. My instincts were telling me that I made a great big mistake. Because it thought I was an enemy. It started scowling at me and swimming closer like a predator. Just like a hungry hound or a raptor flying in the sky would.

Then it created lightning. The lightning struck me and… I felt hot. Like I had fallen into a fire.

It hurt so much. But the fish did it again. It swam closer and shocked me with lightning. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t turn into water, and I couldn’t scream. The lightning made my muscles stop working.

And I saw more fish of the same kind. They were swimming behind the first one, but they weren’t using their lights. When they saw me, they all lit their lights, and they all swam up to me and just kept attacking me with shocks.

It hurt so much, I hate to remember it…

It felt like there were icicles sticking into me, except they were hot and cold at the same time. I really thought I was going to die. And I couldn’t fight it. I couldn’t even move at all. Those angler-fish just kept hitting me with lightning and I just let it happen. It hurt so much that I just fell asleep.


When I woke up, my mouth was full of sand, and I wasn’t underwater anymore.

I really didn’t know where I was, and I was scared. I had gotten used to waking up in Brunt’s basket, or in the cabin of Keldeo. But I woke up in the middle of the sand and I knew that I wasn’t where I was supposed to be.

I spit out all the sand and I look around myself, and I find that it’s a beach. But I can’t see Port Craw anywhere. All I see are trees. There’s a forest past the beach, no cities. There wasn’t any nature in Port Craw.

Then I realize this wasn’t the same beach at all. I didn’t know where I was. I was lost.

I look over the ocean and I don’t see anything. I try to call to Brunt and Lynn, but they aren’t there.

I didn’t want to believe I was lost. I thought I just drifted down the shore for a while. But then I remembered how far away from land I was. I was out in a reef that was a few days away from land. And I remembered the abyss, and the lightning-fish…

And at this point I start to panic. I understand what happened. I realize that I drifted in the ocean for a long time, and the high tide probably put me onto the beach. I knew I could go back into the water and swim away, but I didn’t know which direction to go. I didn’t know which direction would take me to Port Craw or to the reef.

And I begin to fear the ocean again. Even though I was a fish-fox and I could swim and turn into water, I feel terrified of the ocean again. I remember that the ocean is as big as the sky. For all I knew, I could swim straight in one direction and never see anything else for as long as I live. The ocean was so big. And I was alone. And that really scared me.

I start running toward the forest. I want to see if there are any civilized people around that could help me. I hear birds singing songs I don’t recognize and animals calling to one another. It’s all wilderness. But I start jumping through the trees and the plants trying to find someone to answer my questions.

And then I find that I can’t run well anymore. All those years that Grandpa told me to run and keep my legs in shape, it didn’t mean anything anymore. My tail keeps hitting trees and scraping on bushes. My paws don’t dig into the ground very well. Even the fins on my head keep hitting things and getting scratched. And then I try to jump onto a fallen tree, but I slip off and my face goes forward and hits a rock. I screeched so loud, and I laid there for a long time waiting for the pain to go away. I realize a little late that my forehead is bleeding. But my blood isn’t red anymore, it’s blue.

I curled up and put my paws on the wound and I just started sobbing. All I felt right then was that I wanted Grandma and Grandpa back to lick my forehead and help it heal.

The pain went away in a while, but I knew I couldn’t stay in one place. That’s one thing Grandpa told me about the forest: never stay in one place for too long. So I remember which direction goes back to the ocean, and I start to explore. The forest was more like a jungle the further I went in. There were plants with nasty thorns on them, and bright colorful flowers that smelled like poison. And I saw a few creatures. One of them was much larger than me and it had blue fur. And it looked like there was lightning on its fur… I ran away from it so fast, scraping my poor fishtail on branches the whole way.

When I got back closer to the ocean where the forest was less thick, I decided that I could try to survive on my own. The first thing I needed to do was make a den, somewhere I could sleep at night without predators attacking me. So I start looking around for somewhere that could be my home. I wanted somewhere that at least looked like the home I once had. Something with water where I could take baths, nearby berry-bushes for eating and healing, good shade from the trees… I carefully crawled around in the forest for somewhere like that.

I found a place that was alright. It was next to a river. There was a fruit tree, and it grew these green fruits that I thought I saw them selling in the market at Port Craw. I started nosing around for somewhere I could dig a small den, just something big enough to fit into, so I could sleep safely at night. And I saw that the night was coming.

I kind of made one, I guess. It wasn’t a very good one. I wasn’t good at digging. I had to spit water at the dirt to make it softer. So the den was all muddy, but I didn’t really care. I got there before nightfall and I slept as well as I could, as long as I didn’t remember I was alone.

And I stayed there in the forest for a few days. I honestly started to think that it might have just been my new life. I started gathering fruit. I tried hunting some rats, but I was terrible at hunting now that I was a giant fish, so I just collected even more berries. And the river kept me from going thirsty. I think it might have been unsalted water, which made my thirst go away so much more.

Things didn’t really change for me until the fourth night, when I decided, if I was going to live here on this faraway beach from now on, I would make it as much like home as I could. And there was one thing I always remembered about the den back home that I wouldn’t ever forget. It was that one rock that cast a shadow into the river and told us when it was time to sleep. I wanted something just like that.

Well, I wasn’t good at carrying huge rocks, so I just made a bundle of thin logs and buried them into the mud next to the river. They cast shadows, so I figured they would work. Then I explored my territory and tried to find more supplies that could help me build the den. I thought maybe I could find some giant spiders and use their silk to make rope. Or maybe some good rocks that would make nice claw-spades to help me dig.

But then I saw that the sun was going down, and rushed back home to see the shadow touch the water for the first time. And I came home to find that the shadow wasn’t even close to the water. It was pointed in the wrong direction.

I thought that was so weird, and I didn’t understand it. I had set up the river and the poles in the same places that Grandpa had them. I waited to see what would happen, but it just got dark and the shadows disappeared, so I went into my sloppy den and waited until the next day.

The next day, I got a pile of berries and I sat in front of the poles, and I watched it all evening. I watched the shadow go from the poles into the same wrong direction. It missed the river completely.

I was so confused. I started to think that this was just another one of those unexplainable things. But I didn’t think it was. Shadows were easy to explain. Things block the light and create shadows. That’s simple.

So as I’m thinking about this, I take one of the poles in my mouth and run out to the beach with it. I stick it into the sand to see what would happen. It makes a very long shadow, just like I do. The shadow points away from the sun, I realize. That makes sense. It’s blocking the sunlight.

So… if the pole blocks the sunlight, why doesn’t the shadow touch the river?

I walked around, and watched my own shadow. I realized that the shadow always pointed in the same direction: away from the sun. The sun was setting on the end of the beach, and the shadow was pointed sideways along the shore.

Grandpa’s rock always cast a shadow away from the sun when it was setting.

That means… the sun always sets in the same part of the sky every night.

I think it was something I always knew, but I never thought about it enough. But I stood there on the beach, I looked at the sun, and I realized why the rock’s shadow would always touch the riverbank at night. Because the sun always set in the same place.

Just like it always set over the seaside at Port Craw.

That’s when I knew how to get home. I had to swim away from the sunset! Because that’s the direction we sailed on the boat. If I wanted to go back to Port Craw I had to swim toward the sunrise.

So then I spent one last night in my pathetic little den. As soon as I woke up, I ate berries until I was full, then I ran out to the ocean and followed the morning sun. And when the beach ended, I ran into the water. And then I turned into water.

Grandpa told us once that he ran very long way in a single day just to find our eggs. That’s what it felt like when I was following the sun. I swam so fast that I thought I could see the water making room for me. I didn’t let anything hold me back. The waves and the currents were all just so weak compared to me. It didn’t matter which way the water went, I went forward, and I didn’t let the water change that.

And the amazing thing is that I never got tired. Running through the forest would always make my legs sore and make me pant hard, but swimming didn’t do that. I wondered how long I would have to go before I really started to get exhausted.

At some time I decide to swim deeper so I could look for the reef, and I start seeing some fish near the bottom of the sea. When I see them I just stop swimming and I look at them. Of course, they’re not intelligent fish. So they don’t talk to me or anything. They just swim away. But I understood something else just then.

Fish never rest. They’re always swimming. They never have to stop to sleep on the ground. They swim forever. The water supports them.

And when I realized that, I understood Lynn when he said that I could stay under the water indefinitely. He really did mean it. I could stay under the water forever. I would never get tired of swimming. I would never need to rest. Ever.

And I just laughed at myself. I laughed just because I was a fish and because the water liked me. I was born a fox, but my body adapted to the water and I would never need another home. I would never need to go back… except that I remembered the comet, the one that would come sometime during my life. I knew I couldn’t get too lost in the ocean; I needed to know how to get back home to see my family when it came time. So I turned into water again and I kept swimming toward the sunrise.

I think I swam through a storm. The water tried very hard to shove me around, and I heard thunder. But I wasn’t scared anymore. The water liked me! I knew it would keep me safe. I just kept swimming forward and the lightning never touched me.

I don’t know how long or how far I swam, but I knew it when I found the reef. I was so happy to see something I recognized. But most of all, I was happy that I wasn’t weak anymore. I had made it back all on my own. I was strong and free. Just like Lynn promised I would be.

I started to look around for the city in the reef, and this angler fish swims up to me. At first I’m terrified. I didn’t want to get hit by lightning again. But then it talked. It was a civilized fish. It said, “Excuse me, but are you Jasmine?”

I almost forgot my name, I hadn’t heard it in so long. I said yeah, that’s me.

The angler fish said, “Jasmine, you were reported missing by some friends of yours. Would you like me to tell them that you’re okay?”

I told the fish that I wanted to see my friends as soon as I could. It told me they were probably at Port Craw, it asked me if I would like to have some escorts take me back there. I thanked him, but I said no and I swam away. Escorts would be too slow, and besides, I wasn’t tired.

I remember how excited I got when the ocean floor started sloping up. I knew the land was coming. I used a trick that Lynn taught me, and I swam right up into the air and jumped very high over the surface of the ocean. Before I fell back down, I could see the shores of Port Craw. I could see the beach, the long and tall piers, and the boats that were next to some of them. I could even see the cliff that Brunt took me on top of during my first day in the city. And I could see the tall buildings where all the land-creatures lived. It was the city where they came from all over the land to connect with the reef and hear news about the ocean. I was so happy. I felt like I was home. I kept jumping over the water just because it felt so fun.

And then I made it to the shore, and I found that Lynn was standing right there. He was very surprised to see me. He said he was just watching the ocean and wondering where I had been. I wasn’t even all the way out of the water before I started blurting everything that happened. I don’t think he even listened to me. He was just happy to see me.

Lynn says to me, “At first, I was not worried for you. I thought you had begun your submersion; it was natural behavior for a newly-formed Vaporeon to vanish beneath the waves. But Brunt didn’t agree with me. He was very worried. He told me that you promised that you wouldn’t leave without telling him first. So… I took his word for things, and I reported you missing.”

I say, “My submersion? What do you mean?”

He looks at the ocean and I see the sunset reflecting off his eyes, making them look look red and yellow. He says, “When a Vaporeon first discovers the ocean, they will tend to vanish, and spend a very long period of time becoming accustomed to life underwater. They become so immersed, they forget for a time that the land exists at all. Normally, you will grow out of it, but it can last for a long while. For instance, my submersion lasted for eighteen years.”

I thought about staying underwater for eighteen years, and it made me shiver. But not in a bad way.

Lynn said, “Jasmine, it might be coming time for your own submersion to begin. When it does, I suggest coming to dwell in Crawdaunt Reef. It is the greatest underwater city in the world, and you would have everything your soul would desire, and all the while you could continue to help my old friend with his business.”

And I just scampered up to Lynn and I hugged him just like I would always hug Grandpa or Grandma when I was happy to see them. I put my paw around his neck and I put my muzzle under his chin. And I thanked him for everything he did for me.


And that was the story of how I became a fish. I stayed around the city, and I was very happy during my time here. I helped Brunt once a week take his Keldeo to the reef and bring things to the underwater city, and he paid me by buying me things from the market. One time, he even let me make one of those fake fossil-prints, and he put my name on it. And he set it on the hearth right next to Lynn’s.

I didn’t see much of Lynn anymore, but I still found him on the beach a few times a year and I got to talk with him. I wanted to talk with him even more, but I could never seem to find him when I wanted. But I guess he was just happy swimming wherever he wanted all the time.

As for me… I just spent a whole week dictating this story to Brunt. I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to have my story written down somewhere so I wouldn’t forget it when the comet comes. I wonder where that comet is, anyway. The astronomers don’t know anything about it, and I’ve already been living here for six years.

But I feel something inside me. I want to submerge. It was just like Lynn said. I really just want to go underneath the ocean and live there for a very long time. And I think I’m going to start tomorrow. I can’t wait any longer. It’s just so exciting thinking of living in the reef. So I’m getting this story down in paper, because I don’t know what’s going to happen to me now. At this time tomorrow I might just be a jet of water flying around in the coral without a care in the world.

I miss my family, of course. I dream about them sometimes. But Grandpa always said there was a whole world out beyond the forest that we would see one day. I got to see the ocean, and I think I would miss it too if it were taken away. I’m a very happy fish. So I guess my evolution was good. My change was for the better. I just wonder if the rest of my brothers and sisters are doing alright.

This is my goodbye to the world of the surface. I was raised on the surface, but now there’s somewhere else I belong. Somewhere bigger. After all this time, that’s still the only thing I know about the ocean: that it’s big, and I’ve barely seen any of it. And when I die, it’ll still be the same way. But at least I can say I was there, and that I was a part of it.






3. Fire


o

Chapter of

- Fire -

My story starts with a disaster.

Actually, I’m starting in the middle of the story. I’ll get into the beginning later. Shut it. It’s my story, I can tell it however I want.

Here’s where I’m going to start: in the middle of a forest fire. And I’m there, just strolling through the flames. But I’m okay, because I’m a Flareon. Immune to burns. Completely. I’ve never done it, but I can swim in lava like it’s just mud. (I’d love to try it, but lava is hard to find). So unless you put me somewhere like the surface of the sun, I don’t feel a thing. It’s just the way some of us fire-types are. They call it “flash fire.”

Now, dad always told me that our little bonfires we had in the forest sometimes could set the whole forest on fire if we weren’t careful. I believed him, but –

Shut it. I call him dad. I know he’s really my granddad, but I don’t care. He was my foster father, he raised me. So that’s what I’m going to call him. Deal with it.

Anyway. I remember dad talking about how the whole forest could be set on fire, even from just the tiny burning embers in the ash piles. That’s why he made us pour water on them after we were done using them. Until that last glowing ember is dead, the fire could rebound from almost nothing, and keep expanding forever as long as there was something to burn. He said it really could set the whole forest on fire. So like the good little boy I was, I always made sure all the little light and the smoke was gone whenever it was my turn to clean up the fire. I believed him when he said it was dangerous, but I didn’t really understand what it would look like until I saw it for myself.

So I got to see a forest fire for the first time. There was so much ash in the air. Glowing orange in the sky. Whole trees bursting into fire. From the distance, it looked like the ash cloud was a storm, and it opened up and dropped waterfalls of lava onto all the trees. There was just so much orange and red light everywhere that I could see.

I couldn’t believe how I saw entire trees burning at once. Sometimes when we tried to start our cooking fires, we could barely even get one twig to catch on fire. But I got to see the fire spreading between trees like they were just little twigs themselves. Sometimes there was so much fire that the flames on the trunks would become invisible. And I’d get to see the tree bark just disintegrating like the flesh of a rat when you drop it in scalding hot water.

Fires get scary when they get big. Even for me. I admit I felt just a little daunted at how mighty the forest fire was. I didn’t like watching the bark peel off the trees, or having dead logs crashing to the ground everywhere around me. Fire or not, a falling tree could put me out, and I knew it.

Believe what you want about fire-types, but this was not my paradise. I wouldn’t build a den in a burning forest. I wanted out. After I got over the initial shock of watching the world around me just destroying itself – well, I never got over the shock – despite the shock, I looked for an escape. But that’s not easy to do when the air itself is dancing like the surface of a river in the rain and everything I see is wobbling in the weird vapor from the fire. And there’s so much light, but I can’t see three paws in front of my nose. I couldn’t hear anything because it all sounded like a waterfall. And trying to smell my way was a joke. No, in case you were wondering, Flareon’s nose isn’t powerful enough to track a scent through a forest fire. When I’m standing in the middle of a fire that must surround me for a mile, I smell fire. And that’s it. Again, not my paradise.

So yeah, it was a nightmare. I was trying to find my way out, but not too fast, because I was not going to find out what it felt like to get smashed into the ground by a redwood tree I didn’t see coming. I just followed the openings and braved the flames, and I hoped that the forest would end eventually. Because the fire couldn’t spread outside of the forest, could it? What would it catch, grass? I could handle burning grass. It would probably tickle my ankles, at worst.

Turns out I was wrong.

This part, I don’t really like talking about. Just… bear with me, alright? This is a hard story for me to tell. I never said it was a happy story. But it’s about me and I need to say it.

Alright, so… the end of the forest.

I found it. I found the end of the forest. And I was so relieved, because the fire was behind me, and it was much easier to breathe. You know, air. The fire was consuming all of the air… yeah, I didn’t know it at the time. Was not a pyro. I was just a Flareon. A very, very… naïve little…

Ahh.

Well. I ran right out of there and I thought I was gonna be alright. And then I saw something I will never forget until the day my ember goes out.

See, there was this village, and it was kind of close to the forest… it wasn’t touching the forest, but… it was close enough… that…

Yeah.

And I was just horrified when I saw that village. I ran into it. Fair-sized place. About thirty buildings, give or take. All on fire. Every single possession in every house, melted and charred. The people…

…Many of the inhabitants survived. I learned that later. There were some birds that spotted the fire coming and they evacuated. But some… didn’t make it. And I saw them there, the ones that didn’t make it. And that’s all I’m going to say about that.

And I was horrified beyond anything, because…

The village was burning. But the buildings were made of steel, and clay, and bricks… and… Those don’t burn! They’re not supposed to catch fire! I thought: only leaves and wood burn… right? But I saw it, right in front of me. Whole houses were burning like logs. Flames were gushing from the windows. The metal was on fire. The rocks were on fire. The bricks were on fire. Everything. Was. On fire.

That was the first moment when I realized that anything can burn.

See… I was the one who started the fire.

And when I saw that village I realized that I was a murderer. I killed people. Sentient, thinking, talking creatures that couldn’t make it out of the village in time. And I was breathing so hard, yowling curses to the gods, and just thinking: how big was the forest? How far did the fire spread? How many other villages like this did I destroy?

And I thought, how, how, how could I live with being a murderer?

For a moment I thought I could just run and put it behind me. I could block this event out of my pathetic life. Make-believe it never happened. Maybe someday I could forget it altogether. I could go somewhere far away from the fire and start life all over again. And nobody would know that it was me who started the fire.

So I just ran. I ran away from the fire. My endurance was so awful, even with all the adrenaline I felt, but I got some distance away…

But I wasn’t going to get away from anything. Because they found me. Those birds found me. They swarmed me from the sky, with their gray feathers on the dark night, and I couldn’t see them. All I could feel were talons striking me in the side and beaks tearing my fur away. I knew it was because I was the outlaw. They knew I set the fire. They were avenging their dead.

I couldn’t run much farther, because they struck me and swarmed me until I was numb. There were at least thirty of them. Raptors from the air, ganging up on the evil villain Flareon who had torched half the earth. After a while, my legs got confused and down I went.

And I just gave up. I let them take me. Because, honestly? I didn’t even know what to do with myself. I was willing to see if they had any better ideas.


I woke up in a dark place. And when I say dark, I mean it was like trying to see by the starlight in the middle of a forest. There was some light, but I couldn’t seem where it came from, so I assumed it was magical light or something.

I tried coughing some fire, and the flash I made was just enough that I could see that I was stuck in a chamber made of bricks. Underneath me, dusty gray bricks. They weren’t very comfortable. The bricks on the wall were red. There were no doors or windows. None that I could see, at least.

I didn’t even question it. I knew it was a prison cell. Not a very big one, either. I was a prisoner.

And it smelled. Oh, did it smell. In the corners of the room, I smelled predators and prey, and ashes, and death. There were so many scents, and they were so confusing, I just tried to block it all out. I knew the chamber had been used before. Maybe for decades.

…Yeah, probably the best place for me, I said to myself. But at the same time, I knew I didn’t want to be in there.

I tried not to panic. I told myself it was just like being grounded. Just like all those times I would disobey dad and he’d make me stay in the den all evening. I liked our den. It was very cozy and safe in there. But that all changed whenever I was being kept there against my will; I learned to hate it. All it took was just losing track of time, forgetting to watch the sun one evening… and if I didn’t make it back home before the shadow hit the riverbank, dad would send me to bed early the next day, and I would be trapped in the den while everyone else got to play games. I remember how bitter I felt, hearing them barking to each other and having fun… while I couldn’t do anything but stare at the wall and imagine how I could be winning those games! If only I could just be out there…

Times like that, it felt like there was fire in my chest. And I wasn’t even a Flareon yet.

I knew being in prison was kind of like that. I was grounded because I had done something wrong. But… Dad would always let me go the next morning. That always gave me hope, knowing that being grounded would only last one day. One evening. One evening and I would be forgiven.

So I thought, how long would I be in here?

And I remember, I realized… I might be spending the rest of my life in that box. That box that was like a mansion’s fireplace, but with no kindling. Or a furnace with no coal. That was going to be my new home.

I know I did wrong by burning the forest. But that thought, the thought of spending the rest of my life there in that dark place, it really scared me. I’d never get to see the forests again… assuming any existed anymore after the fire I set. And I could forget about the comet that dad wanted me to watch for. No hope of seeing it from in there! Not that anyone would even care.

So I sat down and I kept calm for a while. I just stared at the wall and entertained myself with my own thoughts. Just like I did when I used to be grounded.

I don’t know how long it was, but I like to lie to myself and say that it was a few hours at least. Meh, for all I know it might have been two minutes.

Then I just couldn’t take it anymore. I snarled and I clawed at the wall as hard as I could. I remember the sound my claws made when they scratched the bricks. It was such a terrible sound that made me shiver, but there was just nothing else I could do. I wanted to see the sun again. Or the moon. Either one. I just didn’t want to live there in that dark box forever. I needed to get out. I liked freedom.

And then I thought, “What if I’m in here because they’re starving me to death? What if they just put me in here so nobody would hear me scream?”

And so I clawed at the wall as hard as I could. Then I opened my mouth and, like an idiot, I scraped my fangs across the bricks. I know I wasn’t thinking straight. I remember, I was so panicked, there was a sudden pain in my mouth that snapped me out of it. I gorged at the wall so hard that my right fang broke apart. Just like that. The tip had come right off. And it hurt so much, almost like it was burning.

And then I laughed at myself like I was going insane. I was tasting my own blood coming from my broken tooth, and I was laughing. I think it was because… I forgot how it felt to burn. It was a long time since I tempted fate and put my paw into the fire. And now, I made my tooth burn with pain. And that made me laugh for some reason. Because… I didn’t need any fire to make myself burn. Pain could still burn.

And then something got my attention. I heard claws scraping bricks. But they weren’t mine; I even looked down and checked. Something behind me was making the noise. I looked around and I saw light, and I realized one of the bricks in the wall was moving. Someone on the outside was taking the brick right out of the wall.

I jumped at that hole in the wall so fast that I hit my head. Because it was still too dark to judge spaces in there. And I screamed at them. “HEY!” I said. “Who are you?! Is anyone there?! Where am I?! What’s going to happen to me?!”

But whoever was on the other side of the wall, they ignored me. They just tossed some things through the hole and put the brick back as fast as they could. Especially after I scared them away with my yelling. I cursed at myself, because I thought I missed the only opportunity I had to look outside.

They were scared of me. The evil criminal. It was four seconds and they were gone again, and the little chamber of mine was just the way it started.

I searched the ground and found an oran berry and a rawst berry they tossed in. And I realized… they were feeding me! So… they weren’t condemning the evil murderer Flareon to starvation. They still wanted me alive for some reason. And I think that was just the small glimmer of hope I needed to keep from losing my mind on the first day. That was the first thing I could cling to.

I ate the oran berry first. It made my tooth feel better. If I ate more, I knew my tooth would grow back soon. Oran berries just do that. They help you heal. Then I ate the rawst and it made me sick to the stomach. I remembered that rawst are used to cure burn wounds. So feeding it to a fire-type like me is some sort of sick joke. I thought, were they trying to soften my fire? If that’s all they fed me, I’d have no choice but to eat them or starve.

I ate the berries. They weren’t much, but I was used to going long times without eating. I had seventeen brothers and sisters and we all had to share the food. I learned to eat only what I needed. But after the berries were gone… I was back where I started.

I just really wanted to know what was going to happen to me. Maybe I would have a shot at getting away, running to the far corners of the earth to escape everything… I just… needed something to cling to. Or I would fall apart into a feral. I really would…

I stared at that brick in the wall. I thought, if they fed me once, they’re probably going to feed me again. And I would have another chance to see the outside of my cell.

So that’s what I clung to.

Of course, I had no idea what I was going to do the next time they fed me. I could shove my paws through the hole and refuse to budge until someone spoke to me. Maybe I could toss the berries right back out. I don’t know! I just wanted an answer and it was going to be my only chance to get one. Just one answer. That’s all I wanted! If they told me I would be let out someday, fine. I would be patient. I’ve been grounded before, I can be patient. But I just… I just needed to know.

So I used every trick I knew to keep my mind occupied. I counted the bricks in the floor. Three hundred ‘n eight. Then I counted the bigger bricks in the walls. Sixty-two. Then I counted my heartbeats. I remembered how to tell the time using my heartbeat. Dad said that a “second” was defined by a human heartbeat, and that my heartbeat was three times as fast as a human’s. So every three heartbeats was a second. I remember getting up to eight-hundred-and-something when I mixed up the numbers.

The next thing I knew, a sound made me jump. I realized I fell asleep counting the seconds, but by that time it was too late. The brick was already back in the wall and there were more berries on the floor.

I screamed things that I never said before. I screamed, “May the gods strike you! May Reshiram shove you up his tail!” and all the insults I thought I would never use because they were too vulgar. I got so angry that I smashed the oran under my paw! I probably would have burned down a whole ‘nother forest if I had one. But really, I look back and I was just cursing at myself for being so weak. And unlucky. I didn’t really have anyone else to blame at the time. Except maybe dad, but I wasn’t going to blame him because I didn’t think he deserved it. Everything that went wrong wasn’t his fault. Things go wrong all the time and it’s nobody’s fault. It’s just what we get for living in the world. And I knew I would sooner blame Arceus than dad for what happened to me.

So then I settled down after a while and I tried to lick the berry juice out of the floor, and tried to ignore all the sand and dust that got on to my tongue. Eventually I got sick of that, so I decided to just eat the rawst because I was so hungry. So I picked it up in my jaw, but I it felt so revolting. I hated them making me eat these stupid rawst. I knew they were trying to make my fire go away! I didn’t want my fire to go away. It was part of me now! I liked it. Kind of…! But there was just so much hatred in me, and the smell of the rawst made me so nauseous, that I just threw up. And it came out as a ball of fire and it caught the berry. In seconds, the berry was a pile of nothing and I had to spit it out because I hated ashes in my mouth.

I think that was when I started wondering if my fire had something to do with the way I felt. Because the fireball that lit the forest fire had come out in the same way. I just roared because I was so frustrated, and… next thing, fire everywhere.

So I stopped and realized that I was going to go hungry for the day, and it was nobody’s fault but mine. I destroyed my food in my anger and it didn’t prove anything to anyone. So I tried to just calm down and think rationally. I glared at the moving brick and I knew I would just have to try again to meet whoever was moving the brick. I’d just have to learn to stay awake longer!

So that’s what I did. When I got fed up with trying to salvage what was left of the berries, I walked laps around the room, and promised myself that I would never stop, no matter how tired I’d get! And instead of counting this time, I replayed in my head what happened to me and I thought about it.

I remembered when I picked the Eon-stone that night at the campfire. It was the first one that caught my eye, because it was red. That kind of color just naturally catches your eye, you know? So I jumped at it! I wanted the red one. Maybe I even already guessed it had something to do with fire. Because the campfire was right there and it looked just like the flames. I was the fastest and I got to it first. I was so proud of myself.

And then I remembered what happened after that. Saying goodbye to all of my siblings and to mom and dad. Then they sent me away with these weird creatures who were going to take me to live in a volcano! And…

Well, I guess I shouldn’t get to that part yet. Point is, I just went over it in my mind and I just padded around and around the room. And every time I turned, I kept an eye on that one brick that was going to move. I was going to be ready and I knew it. I think I stayed awake all night, because I felt lightheaded after a while, and my legs sometimes wouldn’t step when I wanted. I kept licking my fang to see if it grew back yet, but it never did. Actually it hurt again. I guess because I didn’t eat my oran.

Sometimes, when I felt really drowsy, I felt the fire inside me doing weird things. I focused on it and wondered how it worked. Even now, it seems so weird. It’s like, you know how it feels when you’re close enough to a fireplace that you start to feel a burning feeling? Like the warmth is sticking to you and spreading across you and sinking in? Really intense, but not so much that it hurts? That’s how I felt from the inside-out, all the time. There was this part of my chest, below my heart, and I felt the fire there. I even felt it dance sometimes like the campfires would always do. I wondered how a flame could survive inside of my body when there wasn’t any room, and… well, I don’t know. I figured my blood would put it out or something. I didn’t understand. All I knew is, that’s who I was now. That fire was the most important part of me.

Well, I ignored my tiredness, and my hunger, and I just kept thinking about my fire. And after who knows how long, I felt a vibration in the ground. It was so small, but it’s something you’d notice after so many hours of just straight nothing. And my fire in my chest burned bright, and I felt so excited! I knew it was coming! The brick was going to move! So I jumped across the room and I crept in front of the wall low and posed to strike like I was hunting a squirrel.

And it moved! And there was light! The brick was gone! And I jumped so hard and put both my front paws out into the open air and held on to the corner of the brick. And I raised up on my hind paws and tried to see what was outside.

I didn’t see much, just a flat wall opposite my cell that I figured was a hallway. But right there in front of me, on the other side of the hole, there was a creature there I didn’t recognize. But I figured it was a “grass-type” because it was mostly green and it smelled like leaves. But just when I was about to say hi, it panicked and just ran away… Of course, right? Because grass-types burn so easy, just like trees and bushes. And I didn’t exactly have a good reputation of not burning things.

So I growled at myself for my bad luck and I yelled, “Hey! Wait! Come back! I’m not going to burn you! I promise I’m not going to burn you!” and I got so excited that a huge fireball shot out of my mouth and out into the hallway. Then I shut my jaws hard to make sure it wouldn’t happen again, but it didn’t matter. The grass creature was gone. But I was victorious! I had a grasp on the outside world and there was no way I was going to let it go.

Well, that is until the little creature returned. And it had a bigger creature with it this time. It was a Graveler. Those huge boulder golem creatures. I’ve met some before, and honestly I’ve never felt comfortable around one. Something about having four arms is just unnatural. Like they could grab me and tear me apart in four directions at once. And so I saw this huge rock thing starting me right in the eye, and it said, “Boy, you have five seconds to get your paws down, or I’m going to put this cinderblock back in place and they’re going to pop clean off your limbs.”

And I was scared, but more than that, I was desperate… so against my better judgment, I yelled back, “Wait. I don’t mean any trouble. I just wanted to ask you something. Honest! I just had a question! Please don’t go away…”

And that little grass creature was just standing and watching me with such horror. And that rock beast just glared at me with those demon eyes, and I thought it might have been still counting to five, so I was getting ready to leap back out of the hole as soon as I saw anything move. But it actually answered me! The Graveler just said, “Ask.” And in that one moment I just felt so much relief that I just shouted questions like mad! “Where am I? Why am I here? Am I ever going to get out?”

The Graveler said, “You are kept in a medium-security prison in St. Jasper City. Your charge is arson and mass destruction of wilderness. Your trial will be held twenty-nine days from now. Five seconds, boy.”

And I screamed, “Wait!” I got so excited that I almost spat fire on the Graveler’s face. I said, “Can you give me some more food? Please? I lost the berries from last time because it was so dark.”

And the guy yelled in my face, “You will eat the food you are given! Two seconds!”

And I jumped away so fast that I landed on my back. Then they tossed in my rations for the day. The oran landed next to my ear, and the rawst thunked me on the chest. Then they closed the hole in the wall and it was dark again.

I didn’t even care about the berries for a while. I was just staring at the ceiling and thinking about what they just told me. So… I was in a prison cell. No surprise there. But now, I had a date to look forward to! And that was just fine by me. I was good at waiting for days to pass! You should have seen how long I waited whenever my dad would promise to get me a new toy from the village. So I wasn’t worried I wouldn’t make it.

Then I thought about it too hard, and I realized… trial. They’re going to try me for what I did to the forest. Which I am completely guilty of.

And all my joy was just gone. I even felt the fire inside me doing weird things when I realized it.

I was going to be found guilty and punished. What was the punishment going to be, I wondered? Death?

But I tried to stop worrying about it. I thought, hey, if they let me out, I could try to escape somehow. Yeah! Medium-security prison, my foot. At least it wasn’t a high-security prison! I bet I can get out. I’ll just spit fire in everyone’s faces until they let me get away.

It was a joke, obviously. But at least I had my date to look forward to. That’s all I wanted. That would keep me from going crazy.

So I got back on my feet and I nibbled the oran, trying to take small bites so it would last longer. But as soon as I took the first bite, the brick moved again and scared me to death. The little square beam of light fell right onto me, and then there was a shadow. I squinted, and I saw the little grass creature standing there, looking back at me. I still couldn’t recognize what kind of creature she was: short, walked on two legs, with this big round head and these whiskers that poked out above and below her ears.

She just stared at me and said nothing, so I looked at her weird, and I said, “Hi…?”

She panicked and backed away from the hole, and she said, “Oh, hi… yeah… uh… I uh… I wanted to uh…” and she couldn’t spit out what she was saying, and she just stepped aside so that I couldn’t see her. I just tilted my head and kept staring out into the light.

She came back, though. And she was holding an oran. She said, “Here,” and tossed it into the cell with me. She said, “I uh, I’m sorry… you lost the other one… I don’t want you to be hungry… so here’s another berry.”

And it took me a second to realize she was trying to be kind to me. She was disobeying the Graveler and taking pity on me. And you know, that really meant a lot. After being locked in that dark box for so long, it was the first kindness anyone showed me.

And she said, “Okay? I’ll feed you. Promise! It’s my job… Just… don’t jump out at me again, okay? I’ll feed you as much as you want!”

And I stepped forward to pick up the new oran she gave me, and I looked up at her with the most respectful, thankful eyes you can possibly imagine, and I just said, “Thank you.”

Because that’s one of the things that dad bore into our heads until it hurt. Show respect to people you don’t know. Always say thanks. And always say you’re sorry. I knew it was important. So that’s what I did. I said, “Sorry I scared you. I didn’t mean to.”

And she just looked at me oddly for another second before she closed the wall and left me in the dark again.

I ate both of the orans, and for some reason they tasted much better than orans usually taste. I made sure to enjoy them while I could. The hunger pangs went away. And that was good, because I didn’t want to eat the rawst if I could help it. Then I passed out and slept for a long time. And I’ll tell you, I found a new reason to enjoy dreams. They let me escape from the dark box for a while and go back home. Or at least they let me think I escaped for a little while.

When I woke up, the first thing I did was start playing catch with the rawst. The ceiling was kind of low, but I just tossed it into the air like a pine cone and tried to catch it again. I wanted to see how many times I could catch it before I’d miss. I think I got up to about two hundred when the brick in the wall moved and my caretaker came to give me some new food.

She didn’t run away fast like she used to. This time she actually stopped to talk to me. But she was still so nervous, acting like she was at my complete mercy. She said, “Flareon? Here’s your breakfast. Do you want three berries? I’ll give you three…”

I threw the rawst I already had into a corner she wouldn’t see, maybe to keep her from thinking that I was ungrateful for it. Then I laughed weird and I said “No, two’s fine! You don’t need to get in trouble for giving me more. I’ll live!”

She smiled at me and gave me the berries. And I said, “Thank you… uh… what’s your name? And, um, what kind of creature are you? I’ve never seen one of you before.”

She jumped like she was surprised to hear me ask that, and she said, “Oh… I’m Cherri. I’m a Chespin…”

She hesitated and kept looking at me so awkwardly. And here I’m thinking, For a prison caretaker, she’s really not the intimidating type…

Then she reached for the brick to put it back into the wall, but she stopped and put it back down. She said, “Oh, by the way, Flareon, your recess is later today. By law we’re required to let you run around in the courtyard every two days and let you get some fresh air… just thought you’d like to know that.”

And that made me very, very happy to hear that I’d get to see the sun again. Or the moon. Whichever. The outside! So that completely brightened my whole day when I heard that. I smiled big and I just said, “Thank you, Cherri! I can’t wait!”

And she lowered her voice and said, “You’re welcome, Flareon…”

I was waiting for her to put the brick back. Not that I was complaining about having some light to see where the berries were! But when I bit into the first oran, she looked at the brick again, and then back at me.

She said, “You know, Flareon… I’m… well, I’m surprised to see you here, to be frankly honest.” She laughed this awkward laugh, and she said, “Sorry, you’re… it’s just unusual to have someone like you down here! Heh heh! You really don’t seem like the kinds of inmates we usually have here. You… seem so… I don’t know. Tame. And young.”

I looked up from the berry I was eating, and I gave her the weirdest look. I said, “You’ve never seen a young criminal before?”

And she got nervous again, and said, “Well, usually the criminals… I—I mean, all the other ones around here, they try to reach out and grab us sometimes. Or they shoot attacks at us and… hurt us when we open the window. And they certainly never ask for my name or say thanks when I give them food! You don’t seem like the type to end up in here, to be honest…”

And I just took another bite of my berry, and I shrugged to her. I said, “So? I’m a criminal. I set a fire. How’s that weird?”

She held her breath just then. I even heard it when she did. And then she said, “Oh… you must not know…”

And that’s when she told me: “Well, here’s the thing, Flareon. This hall, it’s what we call the ‘Iron shutter.’ It’s the hardest security we’ve got in the whole wide facility: solitary confinement. This is where they throw in all the worst! Like… in the cell next to you, there’s a Scyther. He’s murdered… ugh, thousands, I think. And farther down, there’s a Druddigon. We think he ate his mate and twelve children… He’s already been sentenced to death, and we’re just keeping him until his execution date. And then in the other cells, we have a mass arsonist, and a master thief, and… yeah.”

And I felt really revolted when I heard that. The fire inside me splashed around and came up my throat, and I felt like I would throw up. I faced away from Cherri just in case any of it came out. I really didn’t know how to feel, knowing I was in the same hall as so many terrible people. Maybe they didn’t even deserve to be called people. They were things.

And then it hit me heavy. That I was a thing, too. That’s why they put me here.

And I said to Cherri, “So, wait… they think I’m just as bad as all those other monsters…?”

She looked at me sad, and just nodded.

I said, “How… big was the fire?”

She didn’t even have to say an answer. The look in her eyes just said everything.

And my heart sank so deep. All my joy just went away, just like that. I remembered that I was a murderer. And that town I saw caught on fire…! And all those people. And that’s not even including everyone who probably lived in the forest. It probably had so many caves and dens. Dens of foxes just like me.

I kicked the berry away, and I just screamed at the floor, “It was an accident… I… I’ve only been a Flareon for days! I didn’t do it on purpose! I didn’t mean to set the fire! I don’t know how to use this body yet! I didn’t mean it…! It was an accident… I’m so sorry, Cherri…”

Her eyes went so wide when I said that. She said, “Well, um… you tell the judge that, okay? Maybe she won’t make your punishment so harsh. If it was an accident… you know, accidents can be forgiven, no matter how big they are. Because it means you’re not a bad person.”

And I looked back at her. My eyes were blurry because I was starting to cry. Yeah… Flareon cry. I know it’s weird, but they do.

And I just looked at her, and I said, “I’m not a bad person, Cherri.” And I begged her to just… believe me. It’s like, I didn’t care if anyone else in the world believed me. I just wanted her to believe me.

And she looked back at me, and I knew she believed me. I knew, this is someone who saw the faces of really bad creatures before. Complete monsters. She’s probably had acid or blades shot at her throat from terrible killers. And… she looked at me and she knew I was different. And that’s all that mattered to me right then and there.

Then she told me to eat my berries because they’d make me feel better, and that they’d be back to let me have my recess in a few hours. Then she closed the wall… and it was dark and quiet again. Really fit well with the mood I had just then.

I sank my broken fang into the berry and I tried to block out those images of the fire again. I had done so well the first time, I was sure I could do it again. I was sure… I could forget… that it was really me that was the villain.


Later, they came to take me to recess. I finally got to see where the opening to my cell was: it was in the ceiling. They opened this hatch in the ceiling and let down this thick metal ladder. Then these Machoke came down and grabbed me really rough and held me in the air. One of them said, “Alright, flamey, time to take you for a walk.” And they strapped this muzzle onto my face. I actually tried to cooperate, but they tightened a strap on the muzzle so tight that it made me jerk around, and that just made them hold me tighter and laugh at me. My broken fang was getting jammed into my gums. Then when the muzzle was nice and tight, they put huge chains on all my legs and a big metal brace on my body. Then they held onto me and someone else raised the ladder with all of us on it.

They walked me down some stairs and through a door and I got to see the “Iron shutter” hall for the first time. It wasn’t very big. It was just so blank. There were no signs or anything anywhere. Just a gray hall with doors next to where the cells were, latches on the bricks where the food-windows opened up, and a big dead-end at the end. I think there were only about seven cells there in all. I guess I really was one of the special chosen few to be down there.

And then they made me walk all the way down the hall with four chain leashes attached to me. The two Machoke pulled me by chains from the front and some other big monsters followed in back. I didn’t get a good look at them because I couldn’t turn my head, but I knew they were water creatures. They wouldn’t let me start a fire and they would stop me if I got out of hand. But I didn’t see what I could possibly do with all of those chains on me. It was ridiculous! They were so heavy, every step was like carrying eight logs on my back. And whenever I moved, all the clinking from the chains was so loud I had to put my ears down. At least I could still do that since they didn’t chain up my ears.

We finally got to the courtyard after we walked through, like, eight hallways. I felt like I was about to pass out from having to drag all those chains for so long. Seriously, even dad’s chores weren’t that bad. Carrying logs seems like nothing now. After having those chains on me for so long, I really felt like I was just starting to pass out. But then, I caught a scent of outside air, and it made me so excited… I forgot about being tired, and I just wanted to be outside for however long they would let me.

They led me out to a place where I could see the sky and they took some of the chains off, but not all of them. The muzzle stayed on, so I couldn’t open my jaw even the slightest bit, and I could barely smell anything. Some of the chains on my legs stayed on. But they took the huge brace off and the leashes, too, and then they kicked me out the door and said, “Half hour.” And they slammed a huge steel door behind me.

Believe me, I was happy to be out there. Even though I could only see a small box of sky. The walls of the prison were probably three stories high of just blank, gray and red brick. I wondered how big this “St. Jasper City” was, if it had to build this big of a prison to keep all the criminals. And I wondered what high-security prisons were like if this was only a medium one.

The ground was just rough mortar. No dirt or plants. Just pavement. There was a weird water fountain in the middle. I peered into it and it looked drinkable, and I probably would have tried some if I wasn’t wearing that stupid muzzle. I guess they thought the juice from the berries was enough that I wouldn’t go thirsty. By the way, yeah. Fire-types drink water. Think that’s weird? We get thirsty, too, just like anything else. Sometimes we even like a bath. Just… not with cold water, if we can help it.

Just being outside for a while made me so happy I probably would have yowled my heart out… if I could even open my mouth. But no, I couldn’t even run fast, because it was so hard to breathe through that thing. So I trotted circles around the fountain for most of the half-hour. Then those jerks came back and tied me up and took me back through the whole walk-a-mile-in-chains thing again, until they stripped all the stuff off and dropped me back in the cell. And they actually did drop me. When that muzzle came off I didn’t even get the chance to be all fake-polite to them and thank them for letting me out for a while. I just took a foot to the face and landed hard on my rear, down in my favorite dark place. They laughed at me and covered up the opening.

The tail-ache aside, yeah, I did enjoy the walk. Even if I couldn’t see anything but a pathetic little square of the sky. No sun, even. The sun was down too far to see. And there was nothing outside of the prison I could smell. But the walk was important, because it was something else to get excited about. One more thing to look forward to. Because I’ll tell you, when everything else is taken away, those little things mean something.

But I noticed something weird. I crawled around in the dark looking for one of my toys, the rawst berries. But they weren’t there. I figured out that they cleaned out my cell while I was at recess. If by “cleaning out” it meant they just took away my toys. All the terrible smells were still there. But it wasn’t a big deal. I could just wait until Cherri came to give me another one.

That was the other thing I had to look forward to: Cherri. She’d feed me three times a day, and she’d never just toss in the berries and run away. She would always ask me how I was, and we’d have a little talk. There was no need to be fake-polite to her; everything I said to her was honest. I really, really appreciated the companionship she gave me while I was locked in there. It was weird, but we became friends. Sometimes we’d even have long talks. Although, every time we did, she kept looking behind her because she was breaking the rules by talking to me for so long and didn’t want to be caught by anyone.

In fact, on that day after I had my first recess, she came by to ask me how it went. I told her how much I hated the chains and how they handled me really rough. She frowned and said that they’re kind of supposed to be rough, especially with the prisoners in the shutter. She said that it’s the rules that they have to keep the prisoners demoralized so that they won’t try to escape, because some creatures get stronger when they have confidence and they might actually attack and hurt someone if they had enough hope. She even told me why I had water creatures walking behind me the whole way: they were “pacifier guards”. She said that it was the rule that whenever anyone from the shutter is taken out of their cell, they’re followed by two guards who oppose the prisoner’s core element. Just to strike them down quickly if there’s a problem. And there’s two guards because some creatures have two core elements, apparently.

And I know I could have ended our friendship really fast if I accidentally lit her on fire. All it would take was throwing up a fireball onto her through the hole in the wall. But… I didn’t want to. I decided I was not going to accidentally burn something again. So I tried to think of ways to control the flame in my belly. I tried to figure out how it worked and what kind of feelings I would have when the fire started acting up, but I didn’t learn a lot, and so mostly I just looked away from Cherri whenever I felt something coming up my throat. Those Machoke thugs, now those guys I wanted to smack a fireball between their eyes, if they ever gave me the chance. But Cherri cared about me as more than a criminal, so I cared back.

My fang healed fast. When I realized it was almost fixed, I wanted all the orans I could get so that it would stop hurting so much when they’d jam that metal muzzle thing on my face. I told Cherri about my fang, and she gave me three orans for every meal! I even told her I didn’t want the rawst, because I just used them as toys and I really hated eating them, but she said it was the rules that I had to have rawst berries, and she’d get fired if she didn’t give me them. I shrugged, and I said, “Fine, then they’ll just have to keep collecting rotten berries whenever I go on recess. No fur off my back.”

And so I asked her about the rest of the prison and the city outside. One day I asked, “So are these cells really the worst down here in this ‘Iron shutter’?”

And she laughed awkwardly and said, “Afraid so, kiddo. These are literally the most dismal places we have. Upstairs, the cells get windows. You’d get sunlight in your room. And some of them are communal, so they let you have roommates! And you get bigger meals, and sometimes they let you have visitors. Sometimes it’s not such a bad place up there. Just people who made a mistake and are only staying for a few days. In fact, that’s usually where I’m assigned. Upstairs. I like it there. Nobody likes being assigned down here in the shutter hall.”

And when she said that it made me worry. I stopped smiling and I said, “Does that mean you’re only working a shift down here? Are you going to be re-assigned back upstairs?”

She sighed and said, “Yeah. But that won’t be ‘till a bit after your trial’s over, so you’ve got me ‘till then. Actually, I lost a bet with someone. So I got landed with forty days of shutter shift. That’s just the way things are around here. This shift is so notorious that I guess you could say they it’s prison for the faculty themselves! Yeah, I was stupid… I tried to get out of my yearly shutter shift and went double-or-nothing on… of all things, a gladiator in the tournament that’s going on right now. Then he lost the next day and I couldn’t believe it.”

And I grinned so big, knowing she wasn’t going to leave me. But then I tried to take the smile off my face and I said, “Sorry you lost such a big bet…”

She said to me, “Well, it’s not such a big deal, I don’t think, not when one of the shutter-mates is someone nice to talk with like you…”

And inside I was just thinking, Oh please, oh please, oh please don’t leave me for anything, ever! Because I thought that if she left, I’d get someone terrible like that Graveler, and then I’d, I don’t know, I’d have to make friends with the bricks in the wall, or the berries, or something. Yeah, I said I was totally honest with her, but when she told me her shift wasn’t permanent, I actually was just trying to hide how desperate I was that she might leave me. But she reassured me she wouldn’t leave, and it made me really happy.

So then I asked her about the gladiator tournament. And she told me it was this sport event that happened somewhere else in the city that everyone got really excited about. Where warriors would have intense battles and knock one another out of the runnings for the grand prize. It sounded awesome and I started wishing I could see it for myself. It reminded me of the games I’d play as a kit with my brothers and sisters, like guard-your-flag or hawks-and-rats. I was always good at those games. Secretly I wondered if I could try joining the tournament myself, when I’d get out of prison. If I ever got out.

But that day when she was talking about the gladiators to me, I heard the chains clinking again. I knew that sound. Those were the harness chains they used to take me to recess. I grew to hate that sound so much, just because of the long walk back from the recess when it was over. I think the walk was actually longer than the recess itself.

And Cherri heard the sound too. She panicked and pretended she was feeding me, and she threw a rawst berry into my cell. I looked out into the hall as the chains got closer. And I saw the Machoke walking by, dragging those chains behind them.

And then I saw him.

I could barely see him. I guess I finally got to see what it looked like from the outside when a prisoner was all harnessed up like that. There’s so much metal that you barely see someone underneath it all… but right there, I saw this… this… great big… golden… reynard underneath all the chains. I had never seen anything like him before. He was more than twice my size and… even bigger than dad ever was.

He wasn’t an Eon, I knew that. But he was a fox. He was huge and muscle-bound and walked in such a stride that it didn’t seem like the chains were weighing him down at all. And his fur was the color of hay in the field right before it’s supposed to get cut. And it was really unkempt, like he didn’t care about grooming it. And he had these red eyes that looked like they were made of fire.

When I saw him, I had this immediate reaction that he was an alpha-male and that I should be intimidated by him. So I kinda cringed back as he passed, but I couldn’t help just staring at him. He didn’t look at me; he didn’t even notice me, I think. But I knew this was one of those terrible monsters in the cells next to me. He was one of the prisoners that really deserved to be here. That made me shiver.

Then I noticed he had way too many tails for a fox. And his pacifier-guards were water-types. Penguins, I think. The same ones that followed me around on my breaks.

Which meant… he was a beast of fire, just like me.

When the chains got far enough away that they stopped clanking, I turned to Cherri, who for some reason was still there, and I just whispered to her, “What was that?”

She was really solemn, and she said, “Ahh, that was Ignatius. The Ninetales. He’s one of your neighbors.”

And I couldn’t help myself but ask, “What did he do?”

Cherri bit her lip and just said, “I’m… not allowed to tell you. It’s against the law.”

I said, “Was it worse than what I did?”

And again, she didn’t even have to answer. That look in her eyes she gave me… it made me afraid. And kind of made me awestruck. And it told me everything I needed to know.


The days passed, but they were all the same, so I really don’t know how to describe it. I went on recess every two days and I got to talk to Cherri almost every day. Otherwise… it was just a bunch of nothing. Day in, day out, nothing.

I was getting nervous about the trial, though. Cherri tried to help me get ready by telling me what the trials are like. She tried to describe the courthouse to me, how there’s this little pedestal I’d have to sit on, with all these judges and witnesses that would sit at these high benches all around me. It sounded scary. But she kept telling me that if I made sure to tell the judge that I didn’t burn the forest on purpose, it would be over before I knew it, and I might actually get to leave the prison someday. So I kept telling myself that. That’s the thought I clung to.

One day she suggested that I start rehearsing my story to myself so that I wouldn’t make any mistakes in front of the judge. So I did that. But I kept tripping up at the part where I set the fire. Even to myself, alone, in my own prison cell. I was afraid to tell myself what happened. Even though I knew it was a mistake. I was young. I didn’t know how fire worked! I didn’t understand what I did. It shouldn’t have spread so fast.

And that’s what I ended up rambling to myself the whole time. Excuses. Denial. I didn’t get anywhere doing that, but… yeah. I couldn’t help myself. I was still so young and I was used to pleading for mercy from dad. He would always understand.

Of course, Arceus wasn’t like dad. He didn’t have to listen to me when I complained.

Oh… there was something else funny that happened before the trial. And it was kind of important, too. I remember, one day I was waiting for the guards to take me on recess, and I was tossing a rawst berry around. I decided I was tired of having the rawst berries taken away when I came back. I wanted a collection of them. If I had more, I could invent new games I could play with myself. But they never let me keep more than two days’ worth, so I thought, maybe, somehow, I could hide them.

Well, you’ll never believe this, but I actually found a place to hide them.

At first, I thought it was hopeless. My cell was a box. No furniture, no nothing. No moving parts but the food-window and the ceiling hatch. I wondered if I could stash them in a dark corner. Then I had the idea to see if any of the floor bricks would come out of the floor. Maybe I could hide the berries underneath them…

And yeah. It’s crazy, but it’s true. There was one brick that came out. It was in the wall, actually. Still, ‘till this day, I can’t believe the guards didn’t know about it. Maybe they really were lazy jerks who didn’t take a close look at the cells when they cleaned. And I couldn’t believe it was there, either. The mortar was all still attached around the brick to make it look like it was a perfect fit. But I wiggled it a little with my claws and it came out.

There was a cubby-hole behind the brick. Unfortunately, nothing was there. No bugs, no magical treasures. Nothing but some space. I wondered, did a prisoner once try to dig an escape route? Is that as far as they got?

Well, once I found that hidey-hole, I choked down one of my rawst berries and left the leaves on the floor, to make it look like I was eating them now, and I hid the other five in the hole. Then I put the brick back in place and it was amazing how well it lined up with the wall. Like there wasn’t anything wrong at all.

And… yeah, I collected rawst berries like that. After a few days, I had about thirty in there and I couldn’t fit any more! At least, not without squashing them and making all the juices leak out. Sometimes, when I was really bored, I’d take them all out and play games with really convoluted rules. I’d pretend that I was in the runnings for the grand gladiator contest and I’d try to beat the world record for tossing-rawst-berries-into-the-cubby-hole-from-across-the-room. Or I’d try to master the sport of rolling-rawst-berries-across-the-floor-so-that-they’d-hit-as-many-of-each-other-as-possible. Then I’d score myself and pretend I was the world champion. It made the time go by so fast. Sometimes when I was playing, I even forgot I was in a cell at all. Just like my dreams.

But the day came for my trial and I was a nervous wreck. I was afraid to exhale anywhere because the fire inside me was splashing around so much I thought I’d breathe it onto everything. It got to the point where I even considered just stuffing all of those rawst down my throat to make my fire calm down. But I couldn’t do that, because… the taste. I couldn’t take the taste. It was just so bitter that it would paralyze my tongue and make me gag. So I choked down just one and tried the self-control thing again.

Turns out, it wasn’t really necessary because they put that muzzle on me when they came to take me to court. And that stupid tight harness. And all those chains.

Cherri was there when they took me out. She was feeding one of the other prisoners. We just exchanged glances. She gave me a look that said, “Good luck out there,” and I just smiled back. Except she couldn’t see me smile with the muzzle on, so I tried to nod to her, but I couldn’t turn my head. So I just gave up and hoped she got my thanks somehow.

And so there I was, going off to be judged. Those Machoke were leading me forward, those penguin-things were behind me, and I was there, slogging along in those noisy chains, off to my uncertain fate. I didn’t know how the law worked in St. Jasper City. I didn’t know how fair the trial would be, or how many people would be involved in the final judgment. Maybe it was going to be a complete joke, for all I knew. A Kangaskhan court, if you will.

It was a long walk to the courthouse, and never once did I go outside. Nope. Instead, there was this underground tunnel that went there. Probably so that the worst criminals, like myself, wouldn’t ever need to come in contact with the innocent, law-abiding citizens.

I was dying on the inside. I felt like my fire would just overheat and make me explode. But I kept remembering what Cherri said: tell them it was an accident. Tell them you didn’t mean it. Because accidents can be forgiven. It means you aren’t a bad person.

And when I got to the actual courthouse, it was worse than I imagined. It was such a small chamber. Small, but tall. And dark. In the center was this circle stone, and they took all the chains off and told me to go sit on it. Yeah, they took all the chains off. Obviously the guards stood in front of the door and blocked my way out, but… That actually surprised me. I got to stand on trial as myself, and not some pathetic-looking thing tied up in chains.

At first, I didn’t see anyone else in the room at all. Then my night-vision, honed by days of living in a dark box, kicked right in, and I saw things moving in the shadows. Way up high. All around the outside of the room, there were platforms, and each one had a different creature sitting on it. I couldn’t see their faces. I couldn’t make out what kind of creatures most of them were. There was only one platform visible, besides mine, that had any light.

The high judge.

She was a Lucario. I recognized her species. I saw one of them before, during my childhood. One of my dad’s friends was one.

She came out of a door, somewhere up high, and then just sat down on her platform and looked at me. She looked so strong and confident, I just knew she was the high judge the moment I saw.

I realized right then that I didn’t know how big the room actually was. The Lucario had come out of the shadows. The platforms around me looked like walls, but up high, the room could have gone on into the darkness farther than I could see. There could have been hundreds watching me and I would never have known. It was a room designed to keep me away from the judges and anyone else I would want to hurt, and to hide everyone from my sight.

After an eternity, the Lucario judge started the trial, and she had this shrieking voice that actually kinda sounded like the chains I wore. She said, “Prisoner six, if you are so capable, please speak your name, if you bear one. If you are incapable, or otherwise do not bear a name, we will commence with the proceedings, in which you will be addressed as and referred to as ‘Prisoner six.’”

And everyone in the room went quiet while they waited for me to say something.

And I… I did something silly. I decided they didn’t have a right to know my name. None of them had a right to know my name! There was no reason for them to know! I didn’t actually like my name all that much, anyway. I was embarrassed by it.

So… I panicked. And I picked the first name that came to mind that had anything to do with fire.

And so I said, “My name is Ash.”

And… the room erupted into laughter. I’m serious. The high judge Lucario didn’t look happy, but her assistant judges were snickering at me. And I’m sure I heard other voices too. Just another reason for me to want to curl up and die. But oh, no. They weren’t going to let me do that. I had much more embarrassment to go through.

The Lucario lady said, “Very well then, Flareon Ash, we gather here on this occasion to determine your guilt and the punishment of your crime. Second Councilor will now recite the crime which has been attributed to you.”

A deep voice came from the dark. It said, “According to spectators, on a date approximately thirty days in the past, Flareon Ash began the great fire which has demolished the Bekko Woods, and continues to ravage Salamander Ravine and northern Pikesfoot lands even to this moment. He is to be punished for his act of widespread arson, and for the loss of such habitat, including but not limited to, Bekko Village, Javelin Village, Dragon’s Rite Village, and every other such habitat affected by the fire, measuring approximately twenty-two miles in diameter, and growing. Avian sources claim that he was spotted escaping from the vicinity of the fire’s origin, and they can offer no other reasonable explanation of how the fire may have started. We can reasonably assume Flareon Ash was the cause.”

Can you imagine how I felt when I heard that? Knowing I had destroyed so much… so many villages, just like the one I saw…

And on accident… It was a simple accident…

I saw those people… those people on fire… in front of my eyes again… those things I wouldn’t ever forget…

I didn’t hear it when the judge asked me a question. She had to ask again before I answered. She said, “Flareon Ash, do you admit to this act?!”

I heard Cherri’s voice in my head, telling me to just tell the truth. So… I did. I said, “Yes, I started the fire.”

I must have said something surprising, because everyone started talking at once. The judge yelled something in a foreign language and made them all shut up. Then she said, “Flareon Ash, do you have a license for your evolution?”

And I just said, “What?!”

She said, “Did you, or did you not, earn a license to evolve using a fire-stone? Did you complete the certification process necessary to lawfully evolve into a Flareon?”

I hadn’t ever heard anything like this before. I just thought, A license to evolve? What?!

How is that possible? How is that even… we need licenses to evolve here?! How can they expect that?! How can they even begin to justify that?! Am I dreaming? Am I imagining myself here? Am I still back in my cell or something?

So I… I just said no. Again, I told the truth. I said, “No, I don’t have a license to be a Flareon.”

And everyone in the room was talking again. There was so much noise it echoed off the walls and sounded like wind. But the Lucario shut them up again. Then she asked me, “Flareon Ash, are you aware that, here, in the Xernea region, becoming a Flareon without a license is a mortal criminal act, punishable by death?”

I squeaked, and I lost all the self-control I had up to that point. I pleaded, “No, miss Lucario! I had no idea! I didn’t even know that… you had to have a license… I never heard of anything like that, I… I’m sorry! The fire was an accident! I didn’t mean it! I didn’t! Please believe me! I would have never started that fire! I’m not a bad person, Miss Lucario!”

And… the weirdest thing happened. The room got all noisy again, but the judge didn’t quiet them down this time. She just stared at me. And she kept staring down at me from her high platform, until I was done sobbing and yelling, and until the rest of the room quieted down. It took a long time. Maybe it was an hour, I don’t know. But she waited until there wasn’t a sound coming from anyone in the room, before she said anything else.

And when she spoke again, it was like she wasn’t even the same person. Her voice changed. It got quieter, like mom’s voice. Like she actually cared about me. And she said, “Flareon Ash, do not despair. For this is your day in court. If there ever was a time that we were willing to hear what you have to say, it is now. So please, in as many, or as few words as you wish… tell us what happened. And we will listen, not only with the blind judgment of the law, but with open minds. For we wish to give you not the punishment the law demands, but the punishment which needs to be given. And this cannot be done without understanding. So I kindly ask of you, begin… when you are ready.”

And I looked up, and I saw all the eyes that were on me, with all the little glints of light coming from the shadows. And I saw the judge, and how she didn’t look like such a mean lady. And I remembered Cherri telling me just to tell the truth.

So I took a breath, and I told them the story of why I set the forest on fire.


I lived with my family until the day my dad’s friends came to bring me to my new home. I wasn’t a Flareon yet, but I had the Eon-stone that dad gave me. He told me I wasn’t allowed to use it until the people at my new home said I could, but he told me the secret spell to use the stone so I could evolve when I was ready. Because that’s a secret only we Eons are supposed to know, I guess. So it needs to be passed down between us. He also said that it was important that I keep it with me, because non-Eons aren’t supposed to carry the Eon-stones. They wouldn’t treat it with the same respect as our kind. So he put it in a pouch and I wore it like a saddle-bag on our travels so nobody would know that I had it.

My guides were a Rapidash, a Quilava, and a Swanna. They were all creatures I never saw before. The Quilava was going to be my mentor. His name was Aidan. I called him Uncle Aidan just to show respect. We got along well. The horse and the bird intimidated me too much, so I only really talked to Uncle Aidan.

Uncle Aidan told me that my new home was going to be in a volcano… an active one! One with lava pools and sulfur in the air and everything. And it even erupted sometimes, but the eruptions were contained, and everyone liked to stand around and watch. He said it to me like it was something amazing, but that scared me so badly that every night I got nightmares where I’d fall off a cliff and into a huge ocean of lava. I thought, Great. They’re taking me to my death.

Then he decided to tell me a few days into the traveling that I was going to become a creature that wouldn’t burn, and I could take baths in the lava if I wanted. He explained what “flash fire” was. Once I heard that, I finally felt better about the whole thing.

But the journey was still so long… We covered so much ground riding on Rapidash that I thought we were going to be there in a few days. But then Uncle Aidan decided to tell me that my new home was halfway across the world plus some, and it would take two whole seasons to get there. I remember when he said “Better get used to travelling, kid. But I promise, the destination’s worth it.” I believed him, but I got worried I wouldn’t make it back in time when I saw the comet my dad told me to watch for. The comet would only be in the sky for eight days, and our trip was taking much longer than that…

But I enjoyed myself! Dad promised I would get to see the world, and I did! I can’t believe how much of it I saw. We went through some big cities and towns. And there were forests and small villages that reminded me of home. But there were also places where the earth was broken into valleys and cliffs in ways I didn’t think could even happen, and places where I could stand back and see huge spans of land all at once, far down below. I read books about these kinds of places, but when I saw them for real, they were nothing like they were in the books. They were so much bigger. When the sun was low, the buildings and trees and things across the land would cast shadows, and it looked like the forest floor when I would look down close at pebbles and twigs. Everything looked so small.

And Uncle Aidan talked about what being a fire-type was like and how much I would just love being one myself. I guess he was also trying to teach me some of the basics about how fire works, but I didn’t listen to him because I didn’t understand what he was talking about. I didn’t get the point that being a fire-type would literally mean one of my internal organs would catch on fire and I could do whatever I wanted with the flames. I mean, I saw the Rapidash, but I didn’t think those were real flames because I could touch them and they felt like air. And Aidan’s flames I never got to see, because he never got angry or fought anything, so the fire-quills never came out.

I admit, I didn’t tell them all of that at my trial. It didn’t have anything to do with why I set the fire. But that was the happy part of my life before something went wrong. Whenever I went through the story in my head of how I set the fire, I never left that part out.

This is when things changed:

One day, we stayed the night in a village. Ire’s Crossing, it was called.

Ahh, and then, we left for the day, me and Uncle Aiden and the horse and the bird. We set out south and tried to make more progress for the day. But something was wrong, and I knew it. Uncle Aiden didn’t talk to me anymore. He just told me to be quiet all the time. And Rapidash wasn’t like herself at all. Now she was talking to me and trying to be friendly, just out of nowhere. And Swanna never flew anywhere anymore. Before, she’d always fly above us like she was keeping watch, but now she just perched in the trees and waited for us.

And we never rode on Rapidash anymore, but I didn’t understand why. I mean, we covered so much ground on her back, we made it to a civilization almost every night. But after we left Ire’s Crossing, Aiden said we weren’t riding on her anymore, and he wouldn’t tell me why. So I wondered if she was sick or something, or maybe she just needed a rest. But after like eight days of pushing through the woods by foot, I got scared that Uncle Aiden was keeping a secret from me.

One night when we were camping in the forest, I pretended to sleep, but I spied on them instead. That was another thing I always got grounded for: spying on dad’s private conversations with mom. But I guess it was a skill I needed after all…

See, I found out they weren’t actually Uncle Aiden, Rapidash, and Swanna. They were Zoroarks, the creatures who can pretend to be other kinds of creatures to trick you. I found out because they transformed into their true selves sometimes to give their illusions a rest, since they thought I was sleeping. Even though I was hiding in a tree and listening to them.

I wondered if my caretakers were Zoroarks the whole time, but I heard them talking to one another and I learned that they captured me at Ire’s Crossing. There was also a fourth member of their gang who was out there pretending to be me so that Uncle Aiden wouldn’t know I was missing.

They wanted my Eon-stone. Apparently it was so precious that you could buy a whole city with it, or something. Somehow they found out I had it, and they decided it was safer just to take me with them. At least for a while, so that they could get me nice and far away from the others before any of us knew what was going on. Besides, I don’t think they knew what the secret words were, so they probably wanted to keep me alive until they got that out of me, too.

When I found out, I did something cunning. It was a like strategy I used sometimes during defend-your-flag. My brothers would always fall for it.

I secretly took the Eon-stone out of the pouch and buried it. Then I replaced it with a rock that was about the same size.

We spent the next day travelling, and oh, was it hard to act normal now that I knew their secret… But I guess I did it right, because they bought it for the whole day. I tried to act the same way that I always would, like trying to annoy Not-Uncle-Aidan and get him to teach me more about fire. Or asking if we could finally ride Not-Rapidash.

The next night, when we set up camp and they sent me to sleep, I came running back to them with the Eon-stone pouch in my jaw. I said, “Uncle Aidan! My stone is missing! Look! I think there was a thief in Ire’s Crossing and they switched it with this rock! What do we do?!”

The three of them looked at one another for a moment. They panicked and searched the immediate area for the stone, but it wasn’t anywhere, because I had buried it miles back.

Then the three of them took off north and abandoned me. Left me completely alone in the forest. I can only assume they were trying to get back to Ire’s Crossing as fast as they could.

I pretended to chase them, in case they would start suspecting I was trying to trick them, so I had to look like I didn’t know why they were leaving me alone. But actually I was following a secret trail I made for myself. I had poked holes in the bark of trees along the way, tiny holes you wouldn’t see unless you were looking for them. I followed them and I backtracked to the campsite we used the previous night, and I dug up the Eon-stone, and… Well, I was proud of myself for a little while. Proud that I had outsmarted those thieves. I knew my mind-game skills came into good use for once. But I wasn’t proud for very long when I remembered I was alone in a forest that was probably territory to bears or dragons or whatever other predators that would want to eat me.

I lost Uncle Aidan and the others. But I had my Eon-stone. I thought maybe, if I got back to civilization, I could sell it and make a living. Maybe enough to make it back home one day. Problem was, I didn’t know which way to go. The path back to Ire’s Crossing was impossible for me to remember. It wasn’t a straight line. And if I picked the wrong way, I could be wandering in the forest forever.

And… that’s what happened, actually. I just picked a direction I thought would lead me back to Ire’s Crossing. I thought, maybe I could meet with Uncle Aidan there. Maybe he was looking for me by now. But I started walking in that direction and I didn’t recognize anything. Not a thing. The trees weren’t the right kind. The rivers weren’t in the places I saw them before. I was completely lost. And all I had to show for it was this gorgeous red stone I held in my jaw the whole way. The Zoroarks took the sack with them so I didn’t even have that.

Every night was scarier than the last. I couldn’t make a fire for myself, and I heard things in the trees around me. I even thought I heard the dark-hounds. The kind that killed my father. My real father.

So every night I just chomped down on that stone of mine and I climbed up the nearest tree and slept on the most stable limb I could find. And when I say slept, I actually just laid there terrified out of my mind and watching for predators by the moonlight. And every day I kept wandering, trying to find some path or some way that would take me back to civilization. I held onto the hope that I could find a way back to Ire’s Crossing and reunite with Uncle Aidan and get going to the volcano again. But the forest was big. And it kept changing, and… I smelled so many markings of other creatures there. Creatures that owned the territory and were much stronger than I was.

So, one night, it was getting dark, and I… couldn’t find a good tree, and I got scared. Scared for my life. I really thought I was going to die. So I did the only thing I thought I could do: I said “accipio mutatio,” and the next thing I knew… I was bigger. And I had more fur. And something inside of me was on fire.

After I evolved, I didn’t feel so scared about living in the forest anymore. I had the muscle and the speed to take on things that would attack me. Thankfully, not many did. Most of the other animals I saw ran away the moment they saw me. Maybe they smelled my fire. Forest creatures hate that smell.

I did get into some fights with some aggressive animals, like Bidoof and some other things I didn’t recognize, but I won. Sometimes I’d make a meal of them. I really liked not being a weakling anymore. Not that I was a weakling beforehand; I was the stronger of most of my siblings. But now that I could stand up for myself in the wild, just like dad, my fear was all gone. I felt fine about surviving in the forest for as long as it took to find civilization again.

I remember when I discovered what my fire could do. One night I learned how to cough it out. I figured out that breathing deeply would help me reach for the fire inside. I felt like it was the best day of my life. I finally had a core element of my own! Just like all the great creatures of the world. I had fire! When I realized that, I didn’t miss Uncle Aidan or dad or anyone anymore. I was happy on my own and I had no regrets. It was all worth it.

I made a bonfire for myself every night. It was so simple; I’d just take a few dead leaves and pile them in a circle around some dead branches, and there. Bonfire. Just like dad used to make for us, except so much faster. And there wasn’t any water around, so I put out the fire by just stomping it. And I found out Uncle Aidan was right! I didn’t burn. It actually felt really good to walk in the fire now. Although, whenever I did, my fur would all stand on end, and I didn’t understand why.

I liked burning things. I would search the forest for new kinds of wood and plants and watch how fast they would burn. I watched how the fire spread across the surface of leaves and made them disappear. I didn’t understand it, but I wanted to watch until I understood. But whenever I made a fire, I was a good little boy and I did just what dad told me, and I stomped it all out before moving on. I made sure not a single ember was left alive.

I must have lived there for an entire season. Every day I’d wander around and try to find civilization, but I must have gone the wrong way, because I just found more forest every day. Didn’t bother me, though! I was happy! Because I had an unlimited supply of fire that wouldn’t hurt me. Just like the Rapidash fire didn’t hurt me. Nobody could take me on. Not even those dark-hounds. I knew I could chase them away if I had to.

And then one night I killed a deer, just because I was hungry. Sawsbuck, I believe they’re called. I was so proud of the kill, the accomplished predator that I was. I didn’t even have to use my fire. I just outmatched its speed and aimed for its neck.

Then I went to get some good logs to build my fire and cook the deer. I could eat raw meat, but dad would always cook meat for us and I liked my meat brown and tender instead of stringy.

Then I came back with the first log, and I found some critters eating my meat for me. Of all things, dark-hounds. Poochyena, I think they’re called. There were four of them and they were just digging into my deer. I turned my back for one moment and they came and ate over half of it!

I got angry, and I…

I just wanted to roar at them. Just to scare them away. That was always the easiest way to get wilds to go away. Scare them. Especially when you’re bigger.

So I planted my feet in place and I released the biggest roar I could make. Except no sound came out…

A really big fireball shot out of my mouth and flew up into the air and crashed into something. Turned out to be a dead tree. The upper limbs caught on fire and… yeah.

Well, it sure scared the hounds away. But I couldn’t have cared less about the deer by that time. I needed to find a way to put the fire out. And it was too high, and the tree didn’t have the kind of bumpy bark I could easily climb, and… Well, I looked around for some water. I didn’t know what I was going to do with the water; I had nothing to store it in except for my mouth, but I panicked and I looked for it anyway for no good reason.

And I didn’t find any. Especially since night was falling and it was getting too dark to find my way. So I went back to where I set the fire, because… I hoped it would have put itself out by now! Fires do that sometimes. They just burn out if it’s too cold. Or if there’s wind. And when I got back…

…well, you can probably guess the rest. The fire spread. Oh, it had spread. It was hard to find a tree that hadn’t caught. And… I ran through the fire to see how far it spread. And to finally get out of that stupid forest. And…

And I finally got out, but then I found that little village, and…

And that’s all that I will say about that.


When I was done telling my story, everyone was quiet.

The judge said, “Flareon Ash, is this the extent of your testimony?”

I said, “Yes, Miss Lucario. That is all.”

The judge sighed and talked with the judge next to her, but I couldn’t hear her because she was too high up. Then she looked back at me and talked to me in that softer voice again.

She said, “Your testimony serves you well, Flareon Ash. It appears evident that you are not the arsonist we have accused you of being. In evolving prematurely, you acted in self-defense, a right which rightfully belongs to every living being in desperate circumstances. And you have explained that your deed was an accident, and that furthermore you had made an honest attempt to put the fire out once you realized what you had done. In light of these things, Flareon Ash, I do not see the need to sentence you to death. It is an inappropriate punishment, since I find it clear that you are, indeed, a good person. The council will now take a vote on the proposal to mitigate the penalty on Flareon Ash’s actions.”

And they went around all above my head and they took a vote. Seventeen-to-one, they agreed not to sentence me to death. But you probably already knew that, since I lived to tell the story I’m telling now! But that’s still not the end of my story. Because the judge looked back at me and she said, “Unfortunately, you leave us in a difficult situation, Flareon Ash. Do you understand why an Eevee requires, here in the Xernea region, a certificate of training and a license to evolve into Flareon?”

I shook my head and said, “No, Miss Lucario. I don’t know.”

And she explained to me. “Understand; though we find you to be a good person, with no ill will in your heart, there remains the issue that, by your very existence, you pose a grave threat to the people and habitats which surround you. Let me explain. When undergoing evolution, it is said that a creature “volunteers” to a core element, if they did not possess that core element prior to evolution. For instance, a Bidoof, when growing into Bibarel, volunteers to the water-type. That is, it gains the properties of a water-elemental creature, when it previously did not possess those properties prior to evolution. Do you understand so far?”

I nodded and I said “Yes, Miss Lucario.” As an Eon, I heard the term “volunteering” many times as a kit, so I knew what she meant.

Then, another judge from the shadows with a soft-sounding voice spoke to me. He said, “In this lies the problem with the evolution to Flareon. It is why we make a special exception for this particular adaptation, when generally we consider evolution to be a right which rightfully belongs to every living being. Yours is one of the only few evolutions which we must restrict, because it represents such a staggering threat to society. For most fire-types, evolution poses no threat, because fire-types generally live with their powers since hatching and understand how to control it… A Cyndaquil, from the moment of hatching, learns to understand the behaviors and instincts associated with its fire, and grows to control them throughout its evolutionary journey. But because you, Flareon Ash, are a volunteer to the fire-type, until the moment of your evolution, you did not harbor the fire-type affinity, and thus you could not have been expected to understand its repercussions, nor could you have been expected to… act in a manner that would not have led to the destruction of the Bekko Woods. Because you had not received the necessary training, it was fated to happen. As it will be fated to happen from this point onward, wherever you would travel in this world. There exists only one other known species in the world who volunteers to the fire-type, a species of bird which is not indigenous to the Xernea region. If it were, it would be subject to the same restriction.”

The Lucario judge looked at me and said, “Do you understand what Fourth Counselor says, Flareon Ash?”

I felt my fire bursting out of my belly again, and panicked and I yelled, “Miss Lucario… I just need to be trained, is all! I am ready to be trained… I didn’t evolve very long ago, less than a year! I… I will learn! I can learn to use my fire!”

Then she looked at me, sadly, and I knew she was going to say something bad. She said, “Unfortunately, it is not that simple, Flareon Ash. It has been shown in studies that Eevee who do not complete the certification process for evolving to Flareon… become un-trainable. Despite our best efforts, you are, and will always be, a threat to society. And thus… for the protection of the millions of citizens who reside in the Xernea region… actions must be taken against you. While you do not personally deserve punishment, it is the responsibility of this court to afford the people of this land protection from any further disasters. Thus…”

“The council will now take a vote on the proposal to mitigate the penalty on Flareon Ash’s actions, to that of… life imprisonment.”

And they took that vote. It was fifteen-to-three, in favor. I remember, because I counted.

They were going to keep me in that dark box.

Forever.

I didn’t really remember how the trial ended. I just remember dropping like a limp carcass on that stone thing and not moving. The guards had to force me up. They put those chains back on me. They put that muzzle back on me. They dragged me all. The. Way. Back to the iron shutter. And they dropped me, head-first, onto the bricks which paved my cell, like I was garbage they were throwing away into a compost pit. But I barely felt any of it, because I was just in a frozen stupor at the thought of living in the dark box for the rest of my life. My thoughts were already back in my dreams, flying away outside of the prison. And my fire felt like it was actually going out.

I remember that Cherri came later that day, and just said she was so sorry. I didn’t even look at her or say anything to her. I needed time alone. And apparently I was going to get it. A lot of it.


For a while, I was dead on the inside. Not really any other way to put it.

Cherri came and went with my food. I knew she wanted to talk to me, but I didn’t think there was anything she could say that would make a difference, so I just sat in the corner and stared at the wall whenever she came by.

The recesses came and went, too. But they blurred together with the rest of my miserable existence and they didn’t really make a difference either. It just reminded me that I’d never get any more freedom than that.

I knew I needed to accept with my new life. Either that, or plot a daring prison break, or… do something creative with that brick I kept all the rawsts behind. I knew that if I tried, I could figure out a way to do something with it that would… so to say, put me out of my suffering.

I had to choose between one of those three things: acceptance, escape, or… giving up. I had a feeling that a prison break would be the ideal way to go. Even if it failed, it would be the more fun way to end up dead. But it was still the hardest choice in my life at that point and I spent a long time thinking about it.

One day, I don’t know how long it took, but I decided something. I decided, before I chose which one of those three things I wanted, I would ask Cherri if I could write a letter. I could explain where my dad lived. I thought, maybe I could dictate a letter to dad so he would know not to expect me back home for the comet. So at least my dad would know that I did my best. And that I love him.

And that was what I clung to.

So I waited for Cherri to come by again so I could ask her about it. Only problem was, I think it was night when I decided that, because it was taking so long for her to come. I decided to just sleep. The sound of Cherri opening the window to my cell always made me wake up, so I didn’t think I would miss her when she came.

And that’s when life decided to get interesting.

Something woke me up the next morning, but it wasn’t Cherri. Actually, it was a loud voice barking at me, “Up, you whelp!”

And I thought it was the Machoke guards. Or whoever’s turn it was to chain me up and take me to recess. But it was someone I really didn’t expect to see.

It was the golden reynard who lived in one of the cells next to mine. Ignatius the Ninetales. There he was, in my cell, just standing there on the other side of the room, below where the ceiling hatch was. And he didn’t have any of his chains on. He was completely himself, this massive beast, twice as big as I was, and with so many huge tails trailing behind, he had the whole look-intimidating thing perfect. My first thought was, “he broke into my cell to murder me…” I didn’t even consider that they let him in on purpose.

You’ve got to understand, in the world of canines, size is the first thing the instincts react to. When you’re eyeing down a rival who’s not only twice your size in body mass and has got teeth and fangs to match, but who’s clearly irritated at your existence and everything about him just screams that he can put you out whenever he wants… and there’s nowhere you can run… survival instincts take over and you can’t stop them. And my survival instincts told me to back up against the wall and be a miserable coward who couldn’t say anything. And I just watched him taking steps toward me and I crouched down and tried to think of how I could fight him.

He barked at me. His voice was loud and deep, but… broken, like he was choking on a bone stuck in his throat. And no, that didn’t help my confidence either.

But what he said to me next… did.

He said, “I’m going to make this very clear to you, whelp: I don’t enjoy being here. But if you listen to me, they’re going to let both of us free. You had better listen because I don’t repeat myself and I don’t take pity on those who don’t stop to think about what I say.”

I wanted to ask him what he meant about being let free, but I was still just so shocked he was even there, I just squeaked.

And he asked, “How is fire created? First lesson! How do you make fire?”

I didn’t have any idea why he was asking that. But I was so afraid of him that I didn’t ask any questions. I tried to say, “I breathe it out,” but I just squeaked again.

Then Ignatius got right up to my face and growled low, and he said, “Stand up to me, boy. Really think I can do anything to hurt you? If we both don’t play along and dance the way they want us to dance, this is all going to be pointless. Besides… you’re flash-fire. So am I. I don’t think we have any reason to fear one another. Now, if you want your freedom, get up and answer me. What makes fire?”

So I did. I stopped crouching down like a cornered squirrel and I stood up, full-height to him, and looked him right in the eye. Or as best as I could. He was still taller than me. And then I laughed. Maybe I was going a little nuts by that time. I must have, because the only thing I could think of to say was, “You just repeated yourself.”

He ignored my joke and answered his own question for me. He said, “There are three ingredients for fire: air, heat, and something to cling to. Memorize this. It’s the basis for everything else. “

He paced around the room, and I just watched. Then he laughed at me with a laugh that sounded like he was choking. It really matched well with his voice. He said, “Ash. Is that actually the name you gave yourself when you evolved? I take it you do not get around often. ‘Ash’ is the name of a children’s storybook character, the laughing-stock of any dignified storyteller. Also, it has special meaning to fire-types. It is a slur, an insult. To call a fire-type an ‘ash’ is to say that person no longer has any reason left to live. So tell me, Ash. Is that what you are? Do you believe you have no reason left to live? Am I wasting my time talking to you?”

And he walked close to me again, and stared down at me like dad always would when he was disappointed with me. Even with how dark the cell was, his eyes sparkled like they were on fire. I think they were even glowing a little. And to be honest, I was still scared of him. It’s hard to describe, but I could see the criminal inside of him, through his eyes. The part of him that was a murderer, or whatever he did that got him put in the shutter like me.

I was trying to think of something to answer him with, but he said, “There is no fire in your eyes, Ash. You are a burned-out heap of dead embers. There’s no sense in trying to teach you anything. You truly believe you have no purpose left in life. I don’t think you even want to escape from this place!”

I snapped back at him, and I said, “You’re wrong. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in here…”

And he snarled like I was lying, and he said, “Your eyes say otherwise, Ash. And you speak like a kit who thinks that daddy is going to come rescue you. ‘Ohh, help me, I’m only an innocent little murderer! Please get let me go! I didn’t mean it! Yip, yip!‘ You’ll need to do better than that. Tell you what, Ash. I’ll come back in two days. Between then and now, dedicate some time in that busy schedule of yours to think about this question: why did the forest burn?”

I snapped again, worse this time. I said, “It burned because I set the fire, you crazy reynard! I set it, alright? I get it. I murdered people. Alright?” I guess I didn’t feel so afraid of him anymore, knowing that he couldn’t hurt me if he wanted to get out of prison.

He turned his back to me and all of his tails waved in front of my face, and he said, “I’ll just pretend I didn’t hear that, Ash. Don’t answer until you’re sure you know what you’re talking about. I expect you to have an answer for me when I return.”

And he barked at the ceiling, and the guards came to tie him up and take him back to his own cell, leaving me a confused little Flareon just staring at the corner and wondering what he meant.

But the next thing I knew, Cherri was there to feed me. I decided to talk to her for once since I ignored her for so long. She seemed too cheerful, almost like she just had a baby or something. I said, “Cherri, what’s going on? Why was Ignatius in here?!”

She said, “Oh, he’s gone already? That was fast! Ignatius is going to try to train you to control your fire abilities! They’re letting him give you a lesson every two days, after his recess is over. If he teaches you enough to pass the test and get a license to be Flareon, the judge will let you out!”

My eyes got so wide when I realized it was all true! I smiled back to her. I said, “The judge changed her mind so fast?! How did that happen?!”

Then she got all bashful, like she was afraid to tell me something. She said, “Well, uh, I uh… After I heard you were sentenced to life in prison, that really hurt me. You don’t deserve to be in here! You’re… just a kid, you deserve a chance at life, just like everyone else! So uh, I kind of… came up with the idea to let Ignatius train you. I mean, you two have nothing else to really do, since you’re stuck around here all the time, so I figured, while you’re here, why not try to help you get out? So I told the judge my idea, and… she reversed your sentence.”

My jaw fell open, and I said, “I thought the judge said I was un-trainable!”

Cherri said, “Well, we didn’t test every Flareon on the face of the earth, so… really, there’s no way of knowing for sure if every one of them is un-trainable! No real reason we can’t give you a chance, at least! And the judge agreed with me. I think she wants to see you go, too.”

I felt just so moved at the kindness she showed me I completely forgot about asking her to write a letter. Now I was thinking about escaping. Getting my Flareon license or whatever. And I couldn’t believe that this random person cared about me enough that she’d go talk to the judge and get my sentence reversed. I probably would have hugged her if there wasn’t a wall between us. So instead I just said, “Thank you, Cherri,” just like I always did. And after we talked for a while, I took my berries and I sat in the corner to think about things.

I remember I was chewing a big glob of oran when I thought hard about the question Ignatius asked me. Why did the forest burn? It burned because I burned it. That was always the hardest part to accept whenever I went over the events in my mind. Because it was me and I knew I couldn’t blame anyone else. I was responsible for all that destruction… and death.

But that’s not the answer Ignatius wanted to hear. It was too obvious. So I asked myself about other reasons. I couldn’t think of anything. I kept seeing that fireball shoot out of my jaw and fly into the dead tree branches. That was the only thing I could think of that caused the forest to catch on fire.

I got so stumped, I was afraid I wouldn’t have an answer for the reynard when he’d come back, and I would ruin my only chance of escape. So I did the only thing I could think of: I tried to do it all over again, and I tried to set a fire.

I took the rawst that Cherri gave me and I set it across the room. Then I took the deepest breath I could, and I shot another huge fireball at it. It wasn’t as big as the one that caught the tree on fire, but it was a good one. The thing is, it didn’t hit the berry. I aimed it so bad that it just hit the brick wall and went out.

I was going to try again, but that got me thinking. Why didn’t the bricks catch on fire? Why would the berry catch on fire but not the bricks? Why would the fire not cling to the bricks?

And then… I got it. It just hit me. That was the moment my life changed. And everything changed so fast.

At first I didn’t even know how to feel about it. It meant that all the hard feelings I had were wrong. It meant that St. Jasper City and their “law enforcement” or whatever was insane. All those judges were crazy! The laws were crazy! The prison guards were crazy!

Just like that, there was no reason for me to feel guilty anymore. Because I understood for the first time what I did. I finally learned how to accept the fact that I was a murderer.

Because I wasn’t one.

I got restless. I couldn’t stop thinking of the fire in new ways. And I felt angry because I knew I didn’t really belong in prison. But I waited and I wanted, I counted my heartbeats and I counted the bricks, just like that first day I was locked up, and when Ignatius came back, I told him my answer.

I said, “The forest burned… because there was heat, air, and something to cling to.”

Ignatius grinned like he was proud of me. I didn’t know if he was mocking me or not, but all I knew is that I sure was proud of myself. He said, “You are beginning to see the truth. I see it in your eyes. The forest burned for a simple reason: because it was ready to burn. The climate, the dryness of the air, the particular types of flora present at the time of the combustion. They are responsible for the destruction. You were only the spark that set the fire into motion. If not you, then a bolt of lightning, or a pile of dry leaves on a particularly hot day, or perhaps even a wild animal with the power to summon fire would have done the same. It was only a matter of time. It was fated.”

I asked him, “Does that mean nobody could have saved the forest? Because there were dead trees that the fire could cling to?”

Ignatius said, “Why would anyone want to save it? It saved itself. Forest fires need to happen; they’re normal parts of the lifecycle of this world. They are healthy. They redistribute the nutrients in the trees and the ashes fall to the ground as fertile soil. In fact, the scientists study the climate and know exactly when they will happen. Bekko woods was due for a fire this year, and they already knew it. And most of the citizens who fell in the fire already knew that as well. They understood the risks of living where they did. They were only waiting for it to happen… so they could know who to blame.”

And I thought about that for a moment. That it’s okay for forests to burn.

They sealed me in a dark box for doing nothing wrong. For helping.

I got so angry. Not only because they kept me in there for so long, but for… for making me submit to them. For making me feel bad about setting the fire and making me think that I deserved to be locked up like that! I remembered what Cherri said once, that the guards treated me bad so that I’d lose hope and not fight back. I realized they did that on purpose!

And for the first time as a Flareon, I felt… really alive. I never knew my fire inside could get so strong. But when I felt the hatred for being kept in prison, I felt my fire doing new things to me. The heat was spreading down into my limbs, and I didn’t feel sluggish anymore. I knew I was going to get out of that prison. I was going to do whatever it took to get out.

I asked Ignatius, “If forest fires are supposed to happen, then why am I in prison?”

He didn’t answer me at first. He just laughed. And he laughed for a long time. He was still laughing when he answered me. “Ghehehk, You’re here, because… ghehehk, people are afraid of… change. Because that is fire’s purpose. It is a force of change. To destroy the past, so the future may take its place. So people fear fire. And they fear you. Because… people like to think of the world as something they own, something they worked hard for, and thus deserve. And when the fire comes? It reminds them that it’s all a lie, because it takes everything away from them. Everything they worked so hard for. Everything they clung to. It reminds them that everything is vulnerable. Everything is flimsy. Everything… is fleeting. So, they like to keep fire contained. They want to keep it controlled. They may light the wick on a candle, or the coals of a furnace… because fire is something they need. But it will always be confined, locked away on the other side of a barrier, lest it escape from their control and overwhelm them… And that, Ash, is why you and your fire are trapped here in this tiny box. Because the world is afraid of you, and your rightful, god-given gift of change.”

And I thought about that for a moment. There was nothing wrong with fire. It was just scary.

Like the campfires dad would always set, how we would keep it in a little circle of stones that it couldn’t escape. Contained. And how we’d always pour water over the embers when we were done using it, to make sure they wouldn’t spring back to life. Or how I, when I lived in the forest, made sure to stomp out the embers of each and every fire I made.

That’s what they were doing. That’s what this whole prison was for. I was a little glowing ember after the fire was over and they were stomping me out.

Then Ignatius said, “Second lesson, Ash. What types of materials are capable of burning?”

And I grinned so wide, and my face was beaming with so much pride because I already knew the answer. I learned it on the first night I thought I was a murderer.

I stood up tall, and I told him, “Anything can burn.”

I think it surprised Ignatius when I said that. He was getting ready to give me a whole ‘nother speech to get me to open my mind, and when I already knew the answer he just closed his jaw and looked down at me all funny.

And then he saw how I was standing up straight and breathing heavy. The fire inside of me wasn’t just making me warm; it was coloring the way I thought about the whole world. I didn’t feel afraid anymore. I didn’t despair. I felt confident, like I could see the future and I knew it was just a matter of time before I would have things my way and get out. And I didn’t feel ashamed of myself. I felt proud for starting that forest fire. It felt like a great accomplishment for someone so small!

And he looked into my eyes, and he said, “I see, you are no longer a pile of ash. Your fire has come. I had you wrong, kit. You are ready to learn.”

So he started my lessons about fire.

He taught me that everything can burn, but not everything can catch fire. Some things burn without a flame. Other things just melt, or disintegrate. But with enough heat, anything can be destroyed.

He taught me that fire isn’t a physical thing. That everything that is solid in the world is held together by a soul of energy, and fire is just that energy escaping from its physical form. That is why things fall apart and disappear when they burn; they lose the energy that was holding them together. And it comes out as heat and light. Anything that is solid is a catalyst for the energy; things that are stronger only need more heat before they’re destroyed. It’s just like how a lion is harder to kill than a rat; a brick is harder to burn than a twig.

And that’s also why fire can spread. Fire is hot, and the heat allows more fire to exist. That’s why a forest fire spreads so fast. It spreads fast because the fire makes the air hot. That’s also why I thought I saw entire houses burning after I escaped the forest; the metal and bricks weren’t actually catching flame, but the flames were so tall because there was so much heat, and it just looked like the fire was clinging to everything when it really wasn’t.

And he taught me so much about fire, day after day, for months. How temperature can be measured in numbers, and about burning points and melting points and boiling points. And how heat is energy, but coldness isn’t. He told me to memorize it all because I couldn’t pass my test without knowing it. And it was so hard to understand because there was nothing we could use to demonstrate. If I was being trained the right way, I could light things on fire and watch what happens. But I was being trained in prison, so I could only light things on fire in my mind!

I memorized it all. Because I was furious, and I never stopped being furious. I was going to get out of there. I had so much passion for just getting out of there, and it made my memory better, I think. Because it felt like everything was important.

I was never angry at Cherri, though. She didn’t deserve it. She was the one who made it all possible for me to learn. It was like I was returning the favor to her: she was kind to me because she knew I wasn’t like the other prisoners, and I was kind to her because I knew she wasn’t like the other guards. She even agreed to stay on shutter duty until I took my test! Not like anyone would complain about it, I guess. But she was always there for me, and I rambled to her about how much I was learning, and how excited I was to escape. She rambled back about how life in the city was going, how the gladiators were doing, and everything else. And when she wasn’t there, Ignatius was. And when Ignatius wasn’t there, I was probably eating berries or being dragged out to recess. There was always something for me to look forward to. For solitary confinement, it sure was eventful.

And it’s weird, but I made friends with Ignatius, too. As long as I could forget he was a criminal and probably deserved to be in prison with me, he didn’t seem so bad. A few times, I thought about asking him what he did, but I decided it wasn’t worth it. Because I liked being friends with him, and I was worried that if I found out what he did, he wouldn’t want to talk to me anymore. Or maybe I wouldn’t want to talk to him. Sometimes he reminded me of dad, and I guess I just didn’t want to lose that.

One day we were just sitting in my cell talking to one another. He was telling me about some stories from when he was a kit, how he’d get bullied when he was a smaller red fox with six tails called a Vulpix. He told me how he evolved one day so he could escape the bullying, but one of the bullies evolved too, and found him, and cut off three of his tails so that he would always be a Vulpix. And that was his nickname ever since, ‘Ignatius the Vulpix.’ He laughed it off, but I felt angry when he told me. No one should have parts of their body cut off like that. Because orans can’t regenerate everything.

And I felt sorry for him and I wanted him to know that I appreciated him helping me pass the test. I wanted to show him I was his friend. So I told him my real name. It was after I told him a few stories about my own childhood and how I was a champion at the forest games I played with my brothers and sisters. I told him we were given flower names.

And I said, “I’m Lotus…”

And smiled and nodded at me, like he approved of my name. He said, “Lotus. Nice to meet you, Lotus. I am Moe.”

I laughed at the name. But he laughed too, and he said, “I had no control over the name I was given. Thankfully, names are relative. That’s why we have the right to rename ourselves over again once we evolve.”

And then he said something weird. He said, “Tell me, Lotus. Who are you?”

And I said, “What? I just told you my name.”

He said, “Not your name. Your identity. This is your next lesson. Tell me. Who are you, really?”

Unfortunately I couldn’t surprise him by already knowing the answer this time. I really didn’t know what he was trying to teach me. So I just shut up and listened to him answer his own question like he usually did.

He said, “You are fire.”

I didn’t understand it at first. I thought he was speaking in symbols. Because I was pretty sure I was a fox. I had four legs, claws, a snout, and fur. But he spoke again to change my perceptions of life.

He said, “Though it defies all the laws of fire I’ve spent days to teach you, Lotus… you, I, and all creatures who harbor fire as a core element hold a flame within our bodies. This flame is known as the ember of a fire-type. Surely you notice it fluctuating with your feelings and keeping you warm when you are cold.”

I nodded. I did notice it. I noticed it since the day I first became a Flareon.

He said, “The ember within your belly… is you.”

I didn’t understand it at all. After he drilled into my mind what fire is, that it is only a release of energy from fuel and not a physical object, I couldn’t comprehend what he meant to tell me.

So he said, “Your soul exists within the waking world in the form of your ember. It is you. The rest of your body is merely a suit of armor. You have eyes to help you see… a brain to help you think… legs to dash around and move out of harm’s way… But your soul, the very essence of what you are, is the ember. As is mine. Most creatures’ souls are removed from the physical plane; they exist only in the ghostly plane. But our souls are here, just within our chests, animating us as they continually blaze and cling to our physical selves. Should the ember ever go out, your soul will finally be released back into the ghostly plane; it means you are dead.”

I thought that sounded silly. I admit I really didn’t believe him. But hey, I don’t know. Dad told us that sometimes the gods made things in ways that don’t make sense in natural terms. That’s why we call them super-natural.

And he went on to tell me about how my ember behaves. How it’s different than regular fire. That it flares and becomes more powerful when I have strong emotions, like if I’m angry or excited. And how that makes me more dangerous when I’m angry. This actually made sense to me once I remembered all the times I blasted fire at something without meaning to; like at the hounds who were eating my prey. It was because my ember was flaring. It also was why I felt so much stronger all the time after I could cling to the hope of escaping from prison.

And he told me that sometimes, if I need to control my fire, I must learn to control my emotions. He told me it would be difficult, because the fire is difficult to fight. It makes rage seem so justified and fun! But that’s only because it’s trying to stay alive. He said that there will be times where I will want to give into the ember and let it flare up… but I shouldn’t, because I would know better. He said those are the most difficult decisions I will have to make as a fire-type.

And he was right. But… ah, I’m getting to that.

And we talked for a bit longer that day after the lessons were over. I could tell Ignatius was lonely, so I let him talk to me for as long as he wanted. But at one point he stopped talking and he was staring at something in the corner of my cell.

He said, “Lotus, you should eat your rawst.”

I didn’t get what he meant until I checked what he was looking at. Turns out, yeah. I had a spare rawst berry in the corner I forgot to put away.

I said, “Nah, I hate those things. They taste awful. I just play with them instead. Besides, don’t they hurt your fire? I know they’re used to cure burn wounds. So wouldn’t that just make them help your ember go out?”

Ignatius looked at me like I just spat up a mouthful of worms. He said, “They help to cure burn wounds. They do not put fires out. You never realized there is a difference?”

I felt stupid that I didn’t think of that. But I went to go get the berry and I said, “They’re still too bitter for me. I can’t swallow them.”

Ignatius said, “Lotus, they are healthy. Eat them. In fact, they strengthen your ember over a period of time. Help it to burn hotter.”

That was really news to me. Especially after all the time that I neglected eating them. But it still didn’t make sense. So I asked him, “If they make my fire stronger, why do the prison guards feed them to me every day?”

He shrugged, and said, “To encourage you to lose control of your fire and burn one of the people who feed you. That way they can give you a death sentence more easily. Realize, ‘life imprisonment’ is just another word for death sentence here. Because they seal you in these boxes in hopes that you will eventually kill yourself silently and they won’t be guilty over it. Evil, is it not? I’ve figured out this place years ago. Their sense of justice is purely artificial. They hold you here only because they are afraid of their own hypocrisy.”

I heard that, and it made a twisted sort of sense. These people were crazy. Telling myself that, it made my ember so strong. I was getting addicted to the feel of the blaze inside. When my ember was strong, I didn’t feel pain and I didn’t feel tired or anything unpleasant… all I felt was the fire. And the more I felt it, the more I wanted to use it on something.

When I devoured the rawst, it tasted wonderful.

I had a funny thought, and so I said with my mouthful of rawst, “How do we know they’re really going to let us out if I pass the test?”

He didn’t look surprised. He just sighed, and shifted his tails, and said, “We don’t. But if there’s anyone who would let us run free after the damage we have done, it would be the crazy people. Besides, we’ve got to try it, don’t you think?”

I said yes. I was going to try. And somehow I was going to win.


I always wondered how long it was that Ignatius kept coming back to make me study for the test. It felt like a year.

There was so much to remember. He taught me how to put out fires, that you need to take away either the air or the heat. He taught me how things burn from the outside-in, because only the outside of something touches the air. And he taught me why explosions happen, because some things just burn so quickly that all the flame and the energy comes out at once. And he taught me about the different colors of fire, and about “smoldering,” which is when something burns without making a flame at all.

And he taught me more about controlling my inner ember. He said it was the most important part of the test, because the test was all about convincing them I wouldn’t start another forest fire. But he also said he was teaching me for my own sake because I needed to understand what was happening inside of me when I felt the fire rising up. He said, “The ember flares when you find something to cling to. Like flames cling to objects in the physical world, your ember clings to feelings. Feelings such as hope and pride, but also dangerous feelings, such as desperation and rage. It is important to remember: regardless of how strong your fire might flare, you must always ask yourself: ‘should I, or should I not, let it out?’ For though you are flash-fire and will not burn, you may find that your inner ember might still destroy you, if you let it go when you should not. So, before you burn something in rage, always ask yourself: ‘will this destroy me as well?’ and if the answer is yes… then you must defy your ember. You must, at all costs, keep the flame restrained, just as they have kept you restrained on the leash whenever you are let outside.”

I thought about what he said, but I knew it was hard. I felt my ember flare up strongly before. It always felt impossible to hold back. It always felt like the only option was to let the fire out.

So I asked him, “How do I do that? It always feels like I can’t make the flame go back down once it gets hot.”

And Ignatius said, “The same way you counter any other type of fire: you must take away one of its ingredients. Just as flame, strong emotions are as chain reactions, self-perpetuating until they have burned everything and released your energy. But you can calm the fire if you, say, find a different feeling to cling to. If you are enraged, cling to the idea that hope lies in the future, not in the present, so you must wait longer. Or cling to the idea that you may replace what you may have lost. Though, yes, it hurts to cut off the chain reaction when such catharsis feels natural and right. But perhaps if you do not stop the fire, you will only find yourself a smoldering pile of ash in the end, without a reason left to live. Therefore, you must learn to halt yourself. If you remember nothing else I have taught you, Lotus, please remember this! As a fire-type, you have the power to destroy things in a way no other creature may. When you destroy things, do so with just cause and deliberation, not passionate irrationality.”

And I said, “Well, what if I can’t cling to anything else? What if… it’s like this prison cell, with nothing inside of it? How do I stop the fire if I can’t find any other thoughts to cling to?”

And he looked at me in the eyes and said, “Lotus, if you truly can find nothing to cling to but your rage, then you must remove a different ingredient from the fire: that is, your freedom. Let yourself be bound and gagged, or run away and not look back. Yes, there are times when your rage will not stop. In those cases, the only thing which can prevent your own destruction is distance. Distance between you, and that which you wish to destroy. Sometimes it is the last remaining hope you have.” And he laughed and he said, “Or, perhaps in the best of cases, when you rear back to project the first fireball, learn to miss.”

I nodded. I understood that. Like when I turned my head away from Cherri when I thought I might cough fire on her. The forest fire wouldn’t have happened – not right away, at least – if I had aimed at the ground instead of up into the tree. So it was sound advice.

But right before he left, he said something else that made me think. He said, “I hope you realize, Lotus, that starting a fire is not the only way to cause a disaster. If you start a fire, yes, your flash-fire will let you survive. But there are other mistakes you might make, other disasters you may cause, that you cannot survive. So learn to contain your rage, and only apply it when you are certain it will not backfire.”

At the time, I didn’t know what he meant. I thought maybe it was like when I set the forest on fire, and I could have been killed by the falling trees even though the fire wouldn’t hurt me. But it was just so annoying that he kept talking in symbols like that. Sometimes I couldn’t figure out whether he was talking about my ember or my emotions. Or if they really were the same thing and it didn’t matter.

And one day, he came in and just told me there was nothing left for him to teach me. He said he was done. And that if I remembered everything, I would pass the test and earn a license to be Flareon.

I told Cherri that I was ready to take the test, and she was very happy for me and said she’d get me out as fast as she could. I spent the next night so nervous that I didn’t sleep. It already felt like I forgot everything Ignatius taught me. My ember was flaring, but it felt sour, like I had a stomachache from eating rotten berries. It made my body feel jittery and weak.

You’ll never guess what the test was like. I thought they were going to chain me up in the stupid harness and take me away to some other room where they’d ask me to throw up all the knowledge I was taught.

Well, that’s not how it was at all. Here’s what actually happened: they let a giant yellow cat into my cell who walked on hind legs, he touched my forehead, and then he told me I passed the test.

I said, “That was it?”

He said, “Perhaps under normal circumstances, you might have failed the test, as your knowledge is not as stable or as reinforced through instinct as we generally like. But for our purposes today, you understand enough, given what you had to work with. I give you a pass.”

I recognized his voice when he spoke. It was one of the councilors from the trial! I learned later that his kind was psychic. In case you’re wondering why the judges aren’t all just psychic so they can tell whether or not you’re lying, I found out the answer later in life. It’s because psychics lie too. Not only do they lie, but they are the best liars, because they can tell whether or not you’re believing what they say. So in some civilized cities, courts are not based only on what a psychic thinks of you. So they get several judges to form a council and come to a conclusion together.

When that psychic creature left, I… felt so alive. That’s really the only word I know that can describe how I feel when my ember gets hot and it fills my whole body and takes all the pain away. I’m just… alive. Strong. Far from being dead. Feel like I can survive anything. I laughed so much and I spat fireballs at all the walls for the rest of the day. Because I defeated the prison! Those walls weren’t going to hold me anymore! I was going to get to see the sun in the sky! And have fresh air all the time! And eat whatever I want! And… make it back to dad. Because through it all, that’s the one thing I really regretted, more than burning a forest down, more than losing Uncle Aiden somewhere on the road… The worst regret was being stuck in a far-off land and not being able to make it back to dad and tell him my story. So that was finally something I could cling to again, after all that time of being trapped. That made everything worth it.

Not very long after that, I think it was only about four meals later, it was time for my final trial. The judges work fast when they want to. Took weeks to get me into court the first time, but the second time it was apparently urgent enough to let me go the first day after I earned my license. Although I never saw a license, never put my pawprint on any paper or anything. I guessed that the psychic cat just did that for me.

Whatever, I didn’t complain. Because I was getting out! I didn’t miss that cell one bit. Not one. I wanted to never see it again. I never even wanted to see it in my dreams. I remember, the last day before I got out, I clawed at the walls and put burn marks on them, just because it felt like I was leaving my last mark on the place. Showing the cell I was superior, and that it should never dare forget the Flareon that defeated it! I don’t know. My ember was burning so strong I wasn’t exactly thinking straight.

But they put me in those chains one last time, and they took me out into the “iron shutter” hallway, with those huge guards in front and those water-creatures in back… and then they did something I didn’t expect and brought out Ignatius too. He eyed me with this gleam in his eye, I knew his ember was burning bright just like mine. He looked so proud, and so… aggressive. Like a predator. Like his freedom was a mouse in the forest and he was about to pounce on it. I thought the fire in his eyes could have burned the whole place down. I couldn’t talk with that muzzle on, and neither could he, but I eyed him back because I shared the same feeling. Like I could feel his ember in my belly burning next to my own. And with my eyes, I just told him thanks. Thanks for everything.

They took us to the courtroom together. It was the same place, with the same terrible shadows up high, keeping me from seeing the judges or anyone behind them, and the same tiny stone platform that I had to sit on. Although it took on a different meaning for me now that it was my means of escape. I was happy to be there. I was alive.

They said I had to go first. When they took me out of those chains for the last time, I bounced onto that pedestal so fast… And I sat there looking up at the Lucario judge’s seat. Now that I think of it, I must have been wagging my tail the whole time I sat there, like I won the game and I was begging for the prize.

The judge came out and sat at her place. She didn’t have to talk over anyone when she started the trial; everyone was already quiet.

She said, “FlareonAsh, we gather here on this occasion to discuss a proposal to mitigate your previous sentence. Your previous sentence is that of life imprisonment. However, a proposal brought forth to this council by your caretaker, Chespin Cherri, has been taken into consideration. Second Councilor will now recite the details of such proposal.”

I couldn’t see the Second Councilor, but I knew from his voice that he was the cat that visited me. He said, “In the belief that Flareon Ash acted out of necessity and not malice, and with the knowledge that he unknowingly entered the Xernea region without learning of our laws, we, the council, voted in favor of the mitigation of his sentence, which was that of execution, to a sentence of life imprisonment, in the spirit of protecting our people from the incompetence of a fire-type volunteer. Following this sentence, Chespin Cherri approached the council with the proposal that this danger, too, might be mitigated. She proposed that Flareon Ash be offered a test to determine his liability to become a further danger to society. In passing the test, Flareon Ash would prove to the court that he is potentially trainable, and thus deserves the right to go free. She proposed the use of Prisoner Four, Ninetales Ignatius, to aid him in his preparation for the test.”

I felt humbled again when I heard Cherri’s name and what she did for me. It even cut my ember down by a little. I didn’t know how someone could be kind enough to go through that effort for me.

The Lucario judge said, “Understood. What were the results of the test?”

He said, “Flareon Ash passed the test. He now possesses an understanding of the properties and dangers of his fire-type nature. While his understanding is still insufficient to earn the license, it is enough to cast doubt upon our previous suspicions that a Flareon’s instincts cannot accept adequate training after evolution. In my own personal opinion, Counselor One, he shows enough control over his fire, and enough remorse for his actions, that he can be trusted. Perhaps we may someday resume our studies of the Flareon mind after evolution, and develop an appropriate post-evolution training regimen.”

I winced when he said that I didn’t earn the license. I didn’t know what that meant for me. But somehow, I didn’t worry about it. Their voices still seemed positive enough that they didn’t have something miserable in mind for me.

Counselor One said, “Thank you for your honest opinion, Counselor Two. It will be taken into consideration.”

And she looked down at me. And I put on the most poor, respectful, begging-for-pity face I could. But not on purpose. I knew she was about to tell me what my fate was. She lowered her voice and changed to her motherly nature, and she said, “Flareon Ash, I believe an apology is in order from us. In truth, we have never detained an unlicensed Flareon in this particular court before; this council does not have experience in dealing with your kind. We could only assume, through your actions in setting the fire, that you were a public enemy by nature. On behalf of this council, and the people of St. Jasper City which it represents, I apologize for our prejudice toward the Eon kind.”

Of all things, I said, “Thank you, it’s okay.” Because that’s what dad taught us. Always forgive someone when they apologize. Otherwise they might never apologize again. So that just kind of came out that way, because I was just so nervous that I couldn’t think about it clearly. Everyone laughed at me, but it wasn’t as bad as when I said I was Ash. It sounded like more of a happy laughter this time.

Then the judge gave me my new sentence! She said, “Now, taking into consideration your potential to control yourself and your fire, but also taking into consideration the fact that you are an unlicensed Flareon in a region where we require a license for your kind… I propose further mitigation to your sentence of life imprisonment. I propose a sentence that is, in my opinion, a far more appropriate sentence that is both fair for you and fair for the people of Xernea: banishment. The council will now take a vote to honorably banish Flareon Ash from the Xernea region.”

I was so happy, I felt like I could cry. Banishment is just what I wanted: to get as far away from this place and these crazy people with these crazy laws as I could. And to go back home. So I held my breath when they went around and cast votes.

It was ten-to-eight in favor. I won.

The judge said, “Flareon Ash, as of this moment, you are free to leave. Given that you do not start another fire or otherwise knowingly break our laws, you are welcome to remain in the Xernea region as a citizen for ninety days from this day, after which point you will be detained and brought back to court if you are found. … …Please don’t make us bring you back. That is all.”

I was so happy that I howled. But I couldn’t hear it, because the whole room applauded me, too! All those people behind the judge, the audience that I couldn’t see, they were on my side, apparently. They were happy to see me being given a sentence that was actually fitting for what I had done. One that was really fair. So many cries of so many different creatures came from the shadows… they were cheering for me like I was the champion of the gladiator tournament and I had just won the final match!

And… I really did feel like a champion. The warmth from my ember was so intense that it made me feel dizzy. I was so alive, I felt like I could fly. I really did.

Then the Machoke came and pointed the way to the door, letting me know I could get off that stone and leave the prison house.

But when I turned around… I saw Ignatius, still tied in his chains, glaring at me. And I realized I was only the first of the two trials that were held that day. And it was like someone poured a huge pot of water onto my ember. In that moment I saw him, it just died. And I felt scared again.

But I followed the Machoke right past Ignatius and out the door. He took me through a side door and made me walk up a huge spiral staircase, and I finally got to see what the top of the room looked like. There was a stand for the audience in a half-circle all around the trial pit. It was made of stone stair-steps where all kinds of creatures stood to witness the trial down below. And it really was a pit. The drop was so deep that it reminded me of some of the cliffs I stood on when I traveled with Uncle Aiden. I was afraid of tripping down the stands and falling. The circular stone I sat on looked like a tiny little pebble…

It was dark and I could barely see, but the people seemed happy to see me. I’m still really not sure why, but they cheered when I came through the door and entered the audience. I guess now, it’s weird that they were so happy to see me get out of prison, even after I caused such destruction. I guess they actually took sympathy on me. After all, it was an accident. And an accident means I’m not a bad person.

And right there in front of them all was screamed and said, “You made it! I can’t believe you made it, Ash! I’m so happy!”

And I just said “Thank you, thank you!” and I pounced on her shoulders with my front paws. But she screamed, “OWWW, hot hot hot…!” so I jumped back down and lowered my ears all bashfully. Yeah, one of the things Ignatius taught me was that my fur gets really hot when my ember flares. I guess I was so glad to see her that I completely forgot.

But she didn’t seem upset. She pet me on the forehead and told me it was alright.

I was going to thank her more, but the Lucario judge shouted something in a foreign language, really loud, and it made the whole room shut up. I realized they were starting the trial of Ignatius now. And my heart sank. I was wondering why they didn’t just let us stand on the platform together and judge both of us. After all, Ignatius’s freedom was supposed to go along with mine, right?

Ahh… well… his trial began. But something was wrong… they didn’t let him out of the chains like they did with me. I thought that was supposed to be a law, That they let you out of the chains so that you don’t look pathetic. And so that you can talk! But not for him. They just led him forward and pulled the chains until they made him stand on the platform.

And the Judge didn’t even go with her usual speech. She just said, “Prisoner four, Ninetales Ignatius, I will make this brief. I offer my humble gratitude to your role of progressing Flareon Ash toward his freedom. You will be remembered honorably for this act. However, despite what you might have been told, your sentence remains in place and the date of your execution has been re-instated. Leashbearers, please take this prisoner back to his cell. That is all.”

Ignatius tried to escape. He… jerked and struggled around in his harness. He screamed, but all I could hear were grunts of his voice coming through the muzzle. He tried so hard, it made me feel sick. It went on so long that one of the water-types spat water at him and made him drop to the floor unconscious. They dragged him out like he was garbage.

And I just… sat there on that big stone stair, I couldn’t believe what I saw. I just… stared… down at that pit, long after Ignatius was taken away, long after the judges all left, long after… the audience was gone.

When I finally snapped out of it, I was alone in the dark room. Dark like my cell, but so much bigger. And somehow I knew that Cherri was still sitting next to me. I must have heard her breathing or smelled her or something, but I didn’t even take my eyes off the pit.

I said, “What just happened? Why didn’t they let him go too?”

Cherri said, “Ash… I’m sorry, but we really can’t let Ignatius go… it was part of the plan.”

I looked at her weird and I said… “What plan?”

She said, “The plan to get you out of prison. That was how I convinced the council to give you a chance to go free. You needed someone to teach you about fire… but nobody would help you because nobody wanted to be in the same room with a criminal from the shutter. So it had to be Ignatius. But we know he wouldn’t help teach you unless we told him… that… he could escape with you… Otherwise…”

I realized what she was saying and I looked at the ground. I said, “You lied to him…”

Cherri tried to cheer me up, just like she always did during those days I would be down on myself. She said, “Yes, to get you out! That’s all that mattered to me, Ash! You’re more important than him! You have your whole life ahead of you! He’s–”

I cut her off. I said, “He’s what? What is he, Cherri? What did he do that was so bad?”

She looked all scared and she said, “Uh… I’m uh… not allowed to say. It’s against the law…”

I glared at her. I wanted to ask her to just tell me, but… I didn’t want to lose my friendship with her, I guess, so I just glared. I hoped that my eyes looked all fiery and deep like Ignatius did when he glared at me. I hoped the look on my face would say everything.

And she said, “But to give you an idea, Ash… he… well… he did something terrible, and he was captured and brought here. But no matter how hard the judges tried, they couldn’t decide on a sentence for him. It was always a tie, nine-to-nine, whenever they voted putting him to death. So they just threw him back in the shutter, and put him on trial again, and threw him back… over and over again… for like ten years. Then, one day, a prison caretaker tried to feed him. He was a Weavile. And Ignatius… as soon as the window opened, Ignatius burned him. The fire was so hot that it killed him before… the pacifier guards… could put the fire out.”

When I heard that, my fire just died. All the day’s excitement, all the joy from being let free… just gone, just like that. Like the last ember of a fire stamped out.

And Cherri said, “After that, they had another trial, and of course, they voted… seventeen to one… for death. That was… just last year, I think. Because that’s the law around here. When you’re given a death sentence, they let you live in prison for a year, in case there’s some new information… so the sentence might be reversed. So… yeah… That’s… that’s what my bright idea was. To make him think we were going to reverse his death sentence if he helped teach you. But Ash… we can’t. We just can’t let him out. He’s a murderer, and… his… he… he…”

She couldn’t say anything else, but she didn’t have to. I got the message. He didn’t deserve freedom. They just used him to get me out.

But… I just couldn’t be thankful for it. And I don’t know why. Something about it just seemed wrong.

So I just stared at the floor, and I said, “When’s his execution?”

Cherri said, “Well… it’s in twelve days. That was the deal. He… we already passed his first execution date, but that’s because it was suspended while he gave you lessons. Then when he was done… we would reschedule for twelve days after. If you want, I… can help you… be… a witness… if… if that’s what you want.”

And I just thought… twelve days. Ignatius never told me he was even going to be executed. I was too afraid to ask what he did or what his sentence was… And I knew he really thought he had a chance to get out with me. That was his chance to escape death.

This is what he clung to.

That’s when it made sense to me what he meant about fire that can destroy you, too, even if you can’t get burned. He burned the caretaker to death… and what he did was going to kill him.

I knew I should have been happy. Everyone got what they deserved that day. But… my ember cooled down inside of me, and it let me feel all of my weakness again. I was tired and I felt a headache coming on. And I decided I really didn’t want to stay in that place any more. I was so sick of it! I needed to start my journey home. Leave everyone behind and forget about them. Especially Ignatius. I knew I needed to forget about him or it would hurt too much.

So I just stood up and walked away. I didn’t know how to get out of the building, but I was going to find out. I said, “Goodbye, Cherri. Thank you for helping me,” and I walked away.

Cherri called to me, “Ash, wait a minute!”

I didn’t stop walking, but I said, “I’m not Ash. I’m Lotus. Okay?”

And I guess she let me go because she didn’t follow me.

Well, it wasn’t hard to find the way out of that building. The hallways were all straight and there were other creatures coming and leaving. And there was a sign that showed me the way to the exit, so I left.

When I got outside, the first thing I saw was the sun. It was up above all the city buildings, and it was already halfway setting into the evening, and there were some clouds in front of it. I won’t ever forget when I saw the sun, because it made me remember I was completely free. No more chains. No more dark box. No more fire lessons, no more courts with judges in the shadows. I could run wherever I wanted, eat whatever I could find…

But it was so long ago that I was free, that I wasn’t really used to being free…

St. Jasper City was interesting. All the buildings were big domes in crazy colors. Like someone cut a bunch of berries in half and put them flat-side down on the ground. The roads weren’t straight at all; the space between the domes was all road. And there were creatures there, mostly bipeds, some quadrupeds… Not really any birds that I could see…

I just remember walking through the roads… I remember the fresh air… Every time I took a deep breath, I kept expecting to smell the dust from my cell, but it never came. But I did smell the city and all the weird things that were nearby. I smelled food. I knew I couldn’t pay for any food, but that was alright, because I knew how to hunt. If I could find the wilderness anywhere.

I walked in circles around some of the buildings and I tried not to bother everyone else on the road. I guess I was looking for a way out of the city. But really I didn’t know which way to go.

And I realized, that was the first time in my life that I never had someone to guide me. It wasn’t like being lost in the woods, either. When I was lost in the woods, every day I looked for the way back to Ire’s Crossing and hoped I could find Uncle Aiden again. But this time… there was nowhere to go and nobody to tell me what to do.

I was completely lost. And that scared me. I knew I could pick a direction and just run there. But I didn’t know if it would take me anywhere important. Or I could ask someone, but I didn’t know who to ask, or what the city’s laws were for talking to other people on the street. Maybe I would make someone angry and they would just attack me.

I felt like the night that I evolved. Like I was just… out of options. Except I didn’t have an Eon-stone anymore that could solve my problems. I had nothing at all. And the sun was setting, and there were so many strange creatures around me, none of them even noticed me just standing there…

So yeah, I got my freedom, and… it made me become an ash again, because there was nothing left to cling to, so my fire just died. I felt like I was lost in the woods again. All I felt was that I was separated from my mentor, and I needed to find him again.

I wanted Ignatius to be there to guide me. That was what I was always hoping for, too. I thought we’d get out of prison together and I could follow him and he could tell me what to do and where to go.

And I thought about him again and how he was going to die. It felt so wrong! I told myself, “He doesn’t deserve to be put down! They tricked him! They got him to kill someone just so they would have an excuse to sentence him to death! That’s why they fed him all those berries! He was absolutely right. They fed him those berries on purpose because they were tired of taking him to trials.”

I got angry and my fire came back just a little. And I decided there wasn’t anything else I could do. So I went back to the courthouse and told them I wanted to be a witness at the execution.


This is the part where I tell you that my story ends with a disaster. This time it wasn’t an accident. I did it on purpose. But just like the first time, I didn’t understand how bad it would be until I saw it for myself.

Hey, I never said I was proud of it.

Ahh…

Alright. Here’s what happened.

This is going to sound really weird, but… I got a job at the prison building. Yeah… it took a long time to find Cherri again, especially since they wouldn’t let me in past the lobby, so I had to beg them to find her and bring her out. But when I finally got to see her again, I told her I wanted to attend the execution after all. I had a whole ninety days to pass until my banishment; it’s not like I had anything better to do.

Then she got the prison managers to let me stay in the building for those twelve days. They gave me food and a place to stay, in exchange for doing some chores like picking up food scraps from empty cells. In St. Jasper City, you live and sleep in the same building you work. Every building has personal chambers for the workers to stay. And I got a room all to myself! It wasn’t like the cell at all. This one had a cushion for sleeping, and a running pool of water, and a window. And a door I could open myself that wasn’t in the ceiling. That was probably the biggest thing I was happy about.

I met some of the people who I used to see on the outside of my cell. I met that Graveler on good terms, the one who threatened to pop off my paws. And I met a lot of the so-called “pacifier” guards, really strong creatures of every element. There were even dragons. Yeah, dragons. Flygon, I think one of them was. He was one of the pacifier guards for the Druddigon prisoner. He said he was about to retire, though, as soon as his Clefairy friend was strong enough to evolve. I even met a Scizor. Heh, he looked pretty mean. But he was scared of me.

And while I was on cleaning duty, I got to see the cells where the other, less-dangerous prisoners were kept. And I was jealous! They weren’t too different than the room they were letting me stay in. And the prisoners were happy, mostly. They knew they would all be getting out soon, as soon as their tiny little punishments were all over.

About three days after I started the job, I volunteered for the shutter shift.

It was just feeding. That’s all it was: throw rations for each prisoner into their cells. There was some law that said that the shutter-guards weren’t allowed to feed the prisoners themselves, so someone from up above needed to come down and do it by hand. But apparently many had died trying to do it, because the criminals had crafty and clever ways to kill you in that one moment of opportunity when the cell window was open.

Nobody said I couldn’t go. I mean, they were wary of letting me down there, of course, because I was new. But everyone hated that shift more than death. So they were more than happy to let me do it.

Besides, I knew there was at least one prisoner who I wouldn’t have any trouble with. I knew he couldn’t burn me. That was why I wanted down there just one more time: I wanted to talk to him, at least once, before he was put to death. I wanted to tell him how much I hated the lies they told to him. And I wanted to tell him that I wouldn’t forget him. Maybe, I thought, it would help him to die happy.

The shutter was a long way down. Long, long stairs. And then there was an elevator that went even deeper down. And I had to make the whole trip, all alone, with a basket of berries strapped on my back from the stockroom.

I got down there and I met the shutter-guards, the Machoke that tied me up all the time. They laughed and told me congratulations for escaping imprisonment, only to get roped into a terrible job. Jerks.

I turned the corner into the hall, and… I saw my cell. From the outside. It had a new prisoner in it. I could tell because the window was closed. The windows were left open on the cells that had nobody in them, I remembered that. Even if the prisoner was only out to recess.

And I… I was wondering who was the new prisoner six. So I went to go open that one first. I put the berry basket down and moved the latches with my teeth, and I bit down on the handle and pulled the brick out…

It was Ignatius.

He was staring right at me. Expecting food, like he knew the whole schedule by heart. Like he really counted the seconds with his heartbeat like I tried sometimes. Or maybe he wanted to burn someone else to death, I don’t know. He just looked at me, and he growled and he said, “You…” like he hated me.

I didn’t know what to say. I was going to ask him if he was hungry, or tell him I’m sorry… but in that moment I forgot everything that I wanted to say to him. And he just said, “They torment me… by locking me in this place… that reeks of you…”

I said, “Why did they put you in my cell?”

Ignatius said, “Because there is a new prisoner, I don’t know what it is, but apparently it is a large beast. And in my final days, they decreed that it needed the larger room more than I. So they deemed this pathetically cramped space fit for me… and until my final days, I will always be surrounded with… the smell of you…”

I said… “Moe.” And it made him shut up. I said, “I wanted you to come with me. I thought you were going to come with me. Every day you gave me lessons, I looked forward to escaping with you…”

And I said, “It’s unfair what they did. They shouldn’t have lied! If I could, I would get you out.”

He snarled at me, like he was going to rip my throat out. He said, “Hah, very kind sentiment from you, Lotus. But I’m afraid I have outlived my usefulness to you. Feed me, then leave. I never want to see your face again.”

I felt my fire coming back when he said that. The confidence came back with it. I wanted more of it.

I said, “So you’re a pile of ashes now? Is that it? You gave me something to cling to, then you go and let yourself die without a fight!?”

He growled, “Understand, I only gave you hope for a simple reason: because my freedom hinged on you. I needed you to listen and take heart in what I said. I needed you to care. That’s all, Lotus. I gave you something to cling to, for the sake of my own end.”

I stood up straight and I looked right into his eyes, and I said, “I don’t believe you. If that’s all you wanted, you wouldn’t have told me what your real name is, Moe.” He didn’t answer.

And the fire grew bigger. The warmth came back to me fast. I really liked it. Because I needed it for what I was about to do. From the moment I saw his face staring at me, I already decided what I was going to say. I didn’t know at the time what it would do, or if it would do anything. But I knew what I was going to tell that six-tailed reynard who only had days left to live.

I whispered to him so that the guards wouldn’t hear, and I said, “I’m going to give you one last thing to cling to, Ignatius. I won’t repeat myself and I won’t take pity on you if you decide not to think about what I say. But listen. Sometime before you die, sniff around, and… find the brick in the wall that smells different.”

He growled deep and said, “You want me to spend my final days trying to beat you in a game of nose knows?!”

I said, “Yeah. Consider it my repayment for what you did. It’s the least I could do.”

Then I tossed in his oran, his rawst, and I shut the brick on him.

When I clicked the little latches back to lock him in, my fire was blazing. I had my suspicions about what Ignatius could do with thirty-something rawst berries. That is, if they really did increase the power of your fire.

Well… a few days later, I found out.

The execution was going to happen in a weird room called a chill-chamber. Because apparently chilling a fire-type to death is the most painless way to kill them. It triggers a reaction called “smoldering,” where a fire-type’s ember gets stunned for a few minutes before it goes out completely. During that time, you don’t feel any pain, or anger, or any emotions at all. It just gives you some peaceful time to think as you leave the world and fall into the spiritual plane. Ignatius told me about it. It sounds nice, I guess, if you like the idea of dying in a boring way.

They let me into the room that had a window looking into the chill-chamber. All the witnesses were there, sitting next to me. Nobody I recognized was there, but I think some of them were councilors who voted at the trials.

And then, in the other side of the glass, they led Ignatius in on chains. Musclebound creatures held him against the wall really hard and took the chains off, even though it didn’t look like Ignatius wanted to struggle. Then they locked him in.

The windows froze on the outside. Frozen condensation. Another thing Ignatius taught me about. And that’s all I could think about as I watched him: all the things he taught me. I tried not to think about the fact that I was watching him die.

He started shivering, and lurching around, and closing his eyes. It made me really sick to see. They were snuffing him out like a little candle. That’s what I was watching. I was watching him lose the last of his life force. It made me wonder why I even wanted to watch.

I guess it was because I wanted to see if something unexpected would happen.

But they left him in there until he stopped moving. He just fell on the ground with all his legs and his tails spread out everywhere. And then they left him in there some more. Little piles of snowflakes grew on his fur.

It was forty-six minutes he was in there. I know because I counted my heartbeats the whole entire time. But my heart was beating fast, so it might have been less than that…

Then they opened the door to take away his corpse. Some creatures with arms came in. They lifted him up like a baby kit, like they were trying to honor him after he died. Yeah. Like that makes sense. You don’t kill someone and then honor them. I know my ember was burning so sour when I saw that. I wanted to throw up.

And they were taking him away…

And then something happened. I didn’t see all of it, but… I think I saw him move. But everyone panicked. People roared and cried all around me. And Ignatius was gone. I guess he faked being dead, and then ran out the door. I guess eating thirty rawst before you freeze to death lets you smolder for longer than you’re supposed to. But at the time, I really didn’t know what to think… all the witnesses were running around everywhere and screaming and there was a stampede for the door. The prison turned on its sirens, which I guess were just loud creatures that stood on the top of the dome and screamed as loud as they could. I didn’t really know.

I just stared into the cold room, but some prison guards came and told me I needed to evacuate with them. So I followed them out. I ran through these hallways trying not to run into all these other creatures who were trying to get out.

And… that’s really all I remembered before the whole place exploded.


When I woke up, there was a rock on top of me, and my flank was bleeding everywhere. But the wound didn’t hurt. I think it was because of the fire.

That’s what I saw when I crawled out of the junk: fire. There were burning things all around me. It was the prison. It was burning, just like the forest fire.

Most of the dome was still together. More than half of it. The other half… it was like cracked eggshells just shooting out of the ground, with burning stuff just hanging out of it. There were things falling around everywhere. And I could barely see anything because huge windy walls of fire were coming up from some parts of the ground, just making everything look bright and red. I looked up and I could barely even see the stars in the sky because the smoke was covering everything.

My gash hurt a bit, but I tried to limp over the piles of broken bricks. I felt heat coming from everything I stood on. The rubble was smoldering. I didn’t see the flames, but it was still burning.

And I… was in shock. Really nothing else to call it. It was like my nightmares of re-living the forest fire came alive. Though it was nothing, and I mean nothing, like a forest fire. This was an unnatural fire. It smelled sour, like metal and fuel. And the flames were such a weird color of purple and red, like a sunset. And it was so hard to run over those mounds of broken bricks, especially when they shifted under me and almost made me fall… but I ran. I didn’t care if I would fall head-first onto something sharp and kill myself. I just wanted out of that fire. My instincts completely took over and I just ran and stumbled over the endless junk. I just wanted to survive.

The explosion was big. Parts of the prison building got blasted kind of far. So it was hard to make it out of the rubble, even after I got off the site where the prison used to stand. But I saw that the chunks of the building were clearing away, and I finally made it out…

And there, on the outside of the disaster, were about six hundred witnesses. They were just gathered around, staring at the remains of the prison building. Or, rather, staring at the six-tailed fox that was saying something to them.

He turned and saw me, and he said, “Oh! Lotus! Didn’t expect to see you. Some sort of weather we have today, is it not?”

I completely froze. Didn’t know what to say or do; I didn’t know why he was there. He took some steps closer to me, but he didn’t approach me very much. He called out to me and said, “You’re just in time. I was telling these kind citizens how I got out. I was telling them about who lent me the means to escape. How I attained just the extra bit of energy I needed to make them underestimate me. I bow to you, Lotus. Two masterpieces of destruction in one year! You make me proud.”

I realized… it was me.

I started the fire. Again.

I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t. I… couldn’t bring myself to accept… that… I was the one who had let him out…

Even now, I cringe whenever I imagine that… That I had trusted him…

And my ember started flaring with anger, just then. So much rage. Rage of desperation and hatred. I hated that fox with my whole being. And I learned, rage like that… really feels different. It really takes over you.

But he kept saying things to me. He said, “I believe it is time for me to confess my crimes to you. I was sentenced to prison… because, you see, I have traveled the earth, and I have caused twelve times the havoc and destruction you have. I have seen cities crumble before me. Wherever I go, I create a plan to burn everything I see. And believe me when I say that I’ve had twelve years to plan how to burn the prison down. All it took was knowing where to find the boiler room… and knowing how to give it a little… pop!”

All the feeling in my body was replaced by this tingle that spread across my skin underneath my fur. I felt like I was part of the giant fire we stood beside. I growled loudly and I said to him, “You! It was you! You burned the prison, not me!”

And he laughed hard, that terrible, choking laugh I always heard from him. He was still laughing when he talked to me. He said, “What have you learned, Lotus? I was only the agent of the flame. You were the spark that set it into motion. The building burned merely because it was ready to burn. Heh, hehk hehk hehk, do you know what else I burned today? A little Chespin I found underfoot on my way here. Oh, and believe me when I say that I’ve had time to imagine her fate. All those days, those days she would jeer at me from outside the cell… Hehk, I burned her until there was nothing left to burn.”

And that’s when the fire just consumed me from the inside. I saw red. I felt my belly and my throat fill with lava. And I… wanted to kill him.

And I would have tried, too. I would have pounced on him like that Sawsbuck I killed in the woods. I would have aimed for the neck.

But the next thing he said to me made me stop.

He said, “Lotus! This is your final lesson. These people now know what you’ve done. They know that you’ve betrayed the second chance they have given you. So then, you have two choices before you: you can attack me in some vain attempt to redeem yourself, in which case I will kill you, and get away. Or, you can turn your tail around and run in the other direction, in which case I will still get away… but so will you.”

No, I thought. No. I wasn’t going to let him get away. Not after what he did. Not after he tortured and killed someone as innocent as Cherri. I needed to do something. I needed to put an end to him. The fire demanded it! The fire told me to rush in and kill him.

But he said, “See, Lotus, you can’t do anything to hurt me, because I’m flash-fire. I, on the other hand, have mastery of invoking many different kinds of elemental attacks. Take one step towards me, and I will put you out. Just one step is all it will take. So the question is… can you resist the rage of your ember? Can you quell your hatred, if by doing so is the only way you can survive?”

And when he said that… There was a far corner of my mind that realized he was right.

I couldn’t kill him. He was years older than me, bigger than me, and…

…and I had no chance.

He looked at me, waiting for me to make just one step toward him, and he said, “Yes, Lotus. Good boy. I see that you are struggling with yourself. I told you this would be a difficult decision, but I had faith in you, little flower.”

The fire was so strong… I just wanted to lose control… let it take over me… reach forward and sever his head off… rip the rest of his tails out… peel his fur off his skin… but…

…But my fire would be useless. My fire… the fire that was demanding that I attack… it would do nothing to a bearer of flash-fire.

My eyes filled with tears, but I… stood there. I didn’t attack. I held myself back. I restrained myself.

And finally I just screamed at him. I screamed so loud and hard… I screamed insults at him, terrible vulgar insults… I screamed questions, I asked him why he burns things and why he would want to kill someone as innocent as Cherri and why, why, why… And when I ran out of things to say, I just screamed until there was no energy left in my throat.

But I didn’t take that one step.

And when I was silent, he smiled at me like he was proud, and his eyes were gleaming with fire. He said, “Well done, Lotus… You did well. Now… it is time for our parting. As keepers of flame, we hold a responsibility to this world… the responsibility to bring change. For this is the reason we hold the ember in our chests; the gift of Arceus, entrusted to us to spread throughout the world and bring change, wherever and whenever it is ready to burn. Goodbye, Lotus. May Reshiram smile with favor upon you and keep your flame bright.”

And he turned around, flicked his six tails at me, and dashed back into the fire.

And once he was gone, I looked with panic at all the little creatures still staring at me, all their eyes on me… and I ran, too.

I ran away from that crowd. Away from that fire.

Through the city streets, around the domes, past all the unknowing townspeople.

I ran until there were no buildings left. I ran into the wilderness.

I ran through the grass and jumped over creek beds and climbed up huge hills…

And all the while I was expecting the birds to come back and capture me again. I kept looking up at the night sky, trying to spot their black forms against the stars. But they weren’t there.

And finally, when I was completely out of energy, the city was so far out of sight… I found a tree, I climbed up into the branches, and I collapsed.


I know I said my story ended with another disaster, but that wasn’t really the very end. Shut it, it’s my story. I don’t care if it’s long. I need to say it all.

I remembered when my eyes opened and I realized I was still in that tree. I thought for a moment that I was still in the prison cell, thought that I would wake up and look over and see Cherri tossing berries in and wanting to talk with me about how my fire lessons are going.

And then I remembered that Cherri wasn’t alive anymore.

So I didn’t really know what to do. I got my wish. I found the wilderness again, I had my freedom. I knew I had to keep running, because they would try to catch me.

And I just sat there, and I thought… why? Why keep running? What’s the point? There’s nothing left for me to do. I destroyed a forest, I destroyed a building with people in it… or at least it was my fault… so I just laid on that tree branch for hours with my feet dangling down, the wound in my flank throbbing, and I didn’t know what to do with myself. I might have even been crying but I don’t know.

I decided there wasn’t anything left to do but to go back to St. Jasper City. Yeah… I know, I know. Just let them capture me again. Maybe throw me in the high security prison. But you’ve really got to understand… I… just didn’t know what to do with myself. Maybe I wanted to see if they had any better ideas.

I didn’t run back. I just walked. I remembered the direction I came; it was a big straight line. So I just went back the way I came. And as I went, I kept asking myself why I was going back. What I wanted to do there. What I wanted to prove. Maybe I just wanted to apologize. Or help fix the mistakes I made. I don’t know, something. Because that’s one of the things that dad told me since the day I hatched: always say you’re sorry. And I guess I needed to say that I was sorry to all those people I hurt… Yeah. I don’t know. I was an ash that day. All burned out, no real reason to live.

It took me a day. A whole day. And a whole night. The sun was rising again when I saw the city, but I made it back. And I really didn’t know what they were going to do with me, the evil villain Flareon that destroys things. So I just walked into the city to see what would happen.

Nobody noticed me. Nobody stopped me. Nobody even cared.

I was surprised. I thought for sure they would have a perimeter of some guards keeping an eye out for me. Or have those dark-birds in the air ready to swoop down. Nope…

So I went even further. I went back to the explosion site. And still, as far as I went, nobody noticed me. There were some creatures lifting rocks and trying to clean up the junk. They were making fast progress. I guess I wanted to ask them if I could help.

But then something grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and lifted me up. I yelped, and I tried to twist my head around to see what it was… it was a giant boulder creature with four hands. One that I recognized. He carried me into the wreckage site, and he said, “We’ve been waiting for you…”

And I thought for sure he was going to tie me up in chains, but nope! He just carried me into another part of the explosion site where some of the workers were pushing a boulder, and he dropped me down in front of this other creature I didn’t recognize.

It was this big round green creature. It was pretty ugly. It almost looked like an egg. It saw me, and it stopped for a moment, with this look on its face like I had three eyes or something. And she said, “Lotus…”

I knew that voice. It was Cherri. But it was coming from a different kind of creature. I said, “Cherri… Is that really you? Ignatius said he killed you!”

Cherri walked up to me, now she was about at my eye level. She said, “Well he might have thought he did! As soon as I caught on fire, I started evolving… See, I… I was… working on exercising, when I was taking care of you. I was worried that… you would get the life-sentence permanently, so I figured… I would need to be on shutter duty for a long time! So I started working on evolving, because I knew that… if I needed to be on shutter duty for the rest of my life, I’d need to be bigger and stronger! So… I was trying to evolve, and… I guess it paid off…”

And I was happy for her… so happy to see her alive. But I stopped myself from jumping up onto her again, because I remembered she burned easily. But she saw me stop, and she said, “Ah, I’m stronger now, silly! C’mere!” and she put her claws around me and hugged me tight.

And that… that one moment reminded me of mom and dad more than Ignatius ever did.

I said, “I’m sorry… I’m so sorry I let him go free… I didn’t know it would do that… They’re going to put me in prison again, aren’t they?”

Cherri said, “Well, it’s true they’re not happy with you… but you also were the one who stalled Ignatius long enough so that the firefighters could come.”

I broke out of the hug and I said, “What?”

She said, “Lotus… they got him. Ignatius is dead for good now. The firefighter team came and started blasting water at the wreckage, and Ignatius ran right into their water, and… he never got back up. And it’s thanks to you. If he hadn’t been talking with you for so long, he would have gotten away.”

I sighed such a happy sigh, knowing Ignatius was no longer a threat. If he had survived, I probably would have dedicated the rest of my life to hunting him down. So I said, “Oh… I’m sorry about the prison…”

Cherri said, “Don’t worry about it, Lotus. Nobody died, or at least so far that we’ve found. Besides, it was an old building. Centuries, I think! Had a lot of silly design flaws, too. We’re going to build another one. This time maybe we’ll put in some better technology. I hear they’re thinking about things like teleports! Arena-traps! Or maybe even white energy suppressors…”

I blinked weird, and I said, “So wait a minute. Are they angry with me… or not?”

The Graveler, who was still standing behind me, said, “They are. Oh, they are, boy. You’re still been banished, now. You had ninety days not to make another mistake. Since you gone and blew it, law enforcement is allowed to capture you at their digression. You’ve even got yourself bounty on your head. ‘N fact, I’m considering it right as we speak.”

I winced, and I said, “Well… I guess I’d better go, then. Don’t know where, but out of this region, obviously.”

Cherri said, “Yeah, I guess so. But it was good to see you again, Lotus…”

And I looked at her one last time, I saw the… the ugly thing she had turned into, but… she had done it for my own sake, so she could be on shutter-shift forever… just for me. So… I couldn’t complain. I gave her one last smile, and I thanked her for all her kindness… and I never saw her again. Because that Graveler said, “Alright, boy, you’ve got five seconds to get out of my sight, or I’m taking you up north to the big house.”

I yelped, and I said, “W-wait! Can’t I at least just stay for one more day? Maybe find a map to the nearest volcano?”

And he screamed, “Two seconds!” And I was out of there faster than lightning.


My name is Lotus. I’m a Flareon. My job is to burn things. And I’ve burned some pretty big things in my time. Not really on purpose, but hey. I still have the bragging rights, right?

I’ve been running away from the Xernea region for a while. And this is the first chance I’ve gotten to settle down and tell someone my story. I’m in a library reading it to a scribe. Hey, they usually don’t let fire-types into a library, but I promised them I’d have a good story to tell.

I guess… the only thing my mind keeps drifting back to, even after all this time, is Ignatius. The one who taught me how to use my fire. He was a monster, yeah. And he had so many crazy thoughts that didn’t make sense, now that I think of it. He was crazy. But even so, there were some things he said that… were right.

I realize now that, even past all those crazy things he told me, he did teach me something really important. He taught me that I can’t just burn everything down. Sometimes I need to hold back my fire and not let it out. Even when it’s painful. I know he taught me in the worst way possible, but… he was right.

And there was something else, too…

He taught me that sometimes, if you want something to change, you’ve got to destroy something to make room for it. Sometimes that thing you destroy is good. Sometimes it’s on accident. But if you don’t ever destroy anything, you’ll never get to see what change looks like. And how good it can be.

Like… when I was fleeing from the Xernea region, somehow I found my way back to the woods I burned down. I got to see what they looked like after the forest fire was over. There were dead hollow logs standing in the ground everywhere. And the ground was all muddy and wet with ashes. But then I walked farther and I looked closer, and I saw… there were saplings and things rising out of the ground. All these little green weeds, they were taking root in the ashes and growing. And that was the beginning of the new forest.

And I realized… all those little seeds in the ground, they would have never gotten to grow if they never had sunlight. If the big trees never fell down or never disappeared, they would have just been little seeds forever.

And I realized a lot of things in life are like that. Maybe that’s what dad wanted me to see when he gave me the Eon-stone and made me go away from home. The life I lived at home was fine! It was great! But I would have never gotten to see anything else, if he didn’t make that old life go up in flames, so that change could happen. And I don’t lie. I miss him. I’m going to be the first in line coming back to him whenever I see the comet. But he told me to write a story with my life, and I think I’m starting to understand what the story is about. It’s about destroying things that are comfortable and familiar and make us happy, so that we can go out and find things that maybe are even better. Or build replacements that are bigger and stronger.

Or at least, I think so. I’m only one fox. I’m sure my siblings are learning different things than I am. I guess I’ll never know until I see them again.

So, what have I learned? Anything can burn. And some things should burn. Even good things. But I guess we don’t always understand why until they’re already gone.






4. Electric


o

Chapter of

- Lightning -

Since the moment I evolved, I knew the wild was the place I truly belonged.

When grandfather set the evolving stone upon my chest and sent me away, he said to me that no one in the world would truly hold authority over my choices. Though I would be taken somewhere far away and placed under the guidance of a mentor, he told me how my mentor’s rules and commands were only suggestions, and that my new habitat might only be a starting point – for as long as I understood the risks and the consequences, I could cast off the reins of my new life and flee in search of something more.

So I did.

I’ll admit, working on a farm wasn’t something I felt ashamed of. There were the boring moments, certainly, but it wasn’t nearly as exhausting as I first feared. I was part of a team, and we all had our roles to play: Luxray would make the decisions, the Scyther twins would harvest, Wartortle and Floatzel were in charge of irrigation, Donphan and Sandslash did the digging and ploughing. As a Jolteon, I was the fastest sprinter of the team, and so Luxray gave me a fitting task: once every three days, I would patrol the fields to keep an eye on the crops. There were forty-six acres’ worth, sowed with sprouts of berry bushes, squash, and apple trees. Our produce was to be shipped to cities so far beyond the horizon that, in all the many seasons I stayed there, I didn’t meet one passing visitor from the outside world.

On those days I worked, from dawn until dusk, I would dash between the rows of tilled soil and cast my gaze upon every speck of green in the field, checking for dry patches, pest damage, and crops ready to be harvested. I enjoyed those days most of all, because it was on those days I learned how to run.

But there came a day, while I was inspecting the nomels at the very edge of the properties, when I felt something change within me.

I felt a shiver, starting at the tip of my nose and sweeping through my chest and into the muscles of my legs. Though I wasn’t cold, I shuddered as though I had climbed out from a hot bath. I felt invigorated in a way I did not understand. In that moment, I felt as though I could dash three times as fast, were there only a wilderness wide and open enough to welcome me. I knew the wild was calling; I remembered how it had called to me on the day I evolved and I knew it was only a matter of time before it grew impatient and demanded me to finally come.

I peered out into that wilderness beyond the farmland, at the soft green-and-yellow fields curving downward and dotted with lakes, and at the mighty blue mountain crags far beyond. And I saw, far above the shallow peaks, a dark squall of fearsome clouds encroaching upon the land, thick and tall as a cliff, yet dancing and rolling as a bonfire. It stood as long and endless as the horizon itself, its shadows casting the prairie into the depths of midnight. The might of the gods flashed and sparked within the dark boils, the bolts of lightning furious and eager to cast themselves down upon the earth in numbers rivaling the raindrops.

The great storm was upon me, the first of its kind in the time I worked on Luxray’s farm. The temperate winds blew in from the northwest, bringing with them great downpours to cast away the draught and let the crops bloom and flourish, just as Luxray had anticipated. Even so, I could not have anticipated the majesty I saw that day, and for many long moments I stood humbled before the mighty display of power, truly believing that Arceus himself, donning his thunder-plate, was charging across the sky and kicking up a storm to remake the world anew.

The low-pressure front pressed closer, decompressing the air around me and filling me with such an awesome wealth of energy and endurance that I wondered if I had undergone a second evolution. I felt, for the first time, the true power of the Jolteon form. I felt my heart racing, my legs coursing with a fiery desire, and I cast myself over the metal fence and away from the farm without a passing regret.

I am Dandelion, the flower which belongs in no garden; the flower which grows tall and bright, only to drift away into the wind at the summer’s end.

Driven by some primal longing to join the storm in celebration and bask beneath its shade, I galloped, fierce and strong, through the weedy grass of the prairie. Never had I felt such a thrill in my life, a thrill of sprinting beyond what I thought were my capabilities, of feeling as though I could outrun even the mighty raptors who swoop down from the sky. I raced towards those blue peaks, some miles and miles away, thinking nothing of the distance or of finding my way back. The muscles in my legs burned with such tension, and I wanted so much more.

As I drew nearer, I saw how the mighty gusts of wind spread and rippled through the prairie grass, the surface of the plain turning to river-rapids as each blade bowed to me in turn. The first gust pummeled me in the face and momentarily drowned me, taking my breath away as I felt it pounding at my ears and the nettles of my fur. Yet, it could not slow me. I took the challenge, lowering my head and bearing against the sweeping force of the blast, eager to see what other great forces the storm had planned to show me.

There was someone, or perhaps something, I wanted to see… something I knew within my heart to be there, somewhere, in the depths of the storm.

As a cub, I remember one particular night when the family cowered in the den from the wrath of a dark storm. I had been peering outside, watching the forest floor turn to puddles of mud, when a bolt of lightning struck a tree just above the den’s chamber, bringing with it a startling sound I had never known in my life. In my fit of panic, I nestled myself into the loving embrace of my grandmother, asking her what type of creature had come to destroy our forest, and what mighty power it might wield. I had not yet come to understand that lightning is something which merely happens, something which the little creatures of the earth could not prevent or control.

And I remember, my grandmother thought to calm me by telling me the stories of the legendary gods who guarded the land, sea, and sky. She told me the storm could be the work of the majestic Raikou, or the mighty Zekrom. But she told me not to fear, because Raikou and Zekrom were guardians of the land, not destroyers; their purpose was to cast great storms over the land to give it nourishment and water, and to protect the smaller creatures who lived up on it, like the little foxes who lived in dens.

I can think of no other reason I felt trust in the storm that day, rushing beneath its wings just as desperately as I rushed to my grandmother’s side in times of fear. Perhaps I thought Arceus, or Zekrom, or Raikou was really there, and I could not bear to miss the chance to witness their legendary wrath with my own eyes.

Though it had only been mid-afternoon, the color and light was drained from the land, casting everything into shades of gray, like the final hours in the early morning just before dawn. The violent winds hit me with no relent, their touch soothing and exciting me in ways difficult to describe. The hot rain came down in an angry swarm, falling sideways. I welcomed it happily, feeling it tickle upon my ears and drench my hide.

A mile fell behind me in mere minutes, and I felt no weaker than when I had first begun.

As the storm consumed me from every side, the light of the horizon sealed away, I heard the sound I had been waiting for: the deafening snap of a thunder god, just as I had heard it in my youth when the storm would strike a tree so close to our den. With the sound of a cannonball, sudden and without echo, a streak of lightning descended upon a tree at the edge of my vision, washing the land in pale whiteness for a moment.

In the bright flash, I beheld something so breathtaking I lost interest in sprinting and I trotted to a halt.

A great vortex spun in the sky, as though a sorcerer had opened a passage to another world. Wind curled in strange shapes, taking streams of cloud with it, mixing them together in swirls of gray and white. The shapes threatened to funnel together and descend to the earth as a twister large enough to swallow the farm whole. I watched and waited, staring intently at the spectacle, thinking nothing of the pecha-sized raindrops falling onto my open eyes. I knew I had finally found a god, some mighty creature of myth shrouding itself in the center of that vortex. It had called to me. I prayed to it, silently and fervidly: Zekrom, great guardian of the earth, show me your power!

And Zekrom answered me; for at that moment, a subtle sting of energy ran through me, tingling and invisible, paralyzing me in place and making me feel faint… While my eyes were fixed onto the sky, I felt as though I was rising, the vortex claiming me.

Before I could take another breath, the storm released a bolt of lightning upon my forehead.

It felt as though I had fallen into the most vivid dream. My ears went quiet, shattered from the great blast I do not remember hearing, and my eyes were blinded, my vision replaced with the shining burn one gets when staring at the sun. My skin became scalding hot, as though a thick poison was poured over me, and my innards became terribly cold. I remember stumbling about, dizzy and visionless, as the tingle of energy stabbed around inside of me, desperate to escape its new prison. Eventually I collapsed into the muddy grass, vaguely feeling the sheets of rain still petting me in rhythm.

Many other creatures would have been gravely wounded. Some might have been killed instantly. But I am Jolteon, and I, like all of my electric-type brethren, are made to withstand and accept such potent currents into ourselves. We can contain and compress ions within our bodies, creating voltage inside of a mysterious internal organ. Some call it the reactor, or the battery. I prefer to call it the inner spark, for it is the source I draw upon when I am weary or desperate. And like some other electric-types, I possess another power, a failsafe; when the spark is overcharged and can accept no more of the surge, the remainder becomes regenerative white-energy which spreads throughout my body and heals me. Therefore, no matter how powerful the live current, it will never harm me; it will only make me healthier.

I will confess, I never cared to learn of the science behind lightning. Even until this day, I know how lightning feels, and I know how it is useful; the rest is trivial details, understood only by my subconscious instinct, as it is with most electric-kin. The very extent of my knowledge, given to me by Luxray, is that there exists a strain of aura known as “positive ions,” and another known as “negative ions,” and that if the two forces are placed within enough proximity from one another, they will rush together against all odds, to cancel one another out and become nothing. They might pass through certain types of materials, or even arc through water or air, just to satisfy the great urge to balance. And it was through my own inner spark that I could collect the power of “negative ions” and harness it for whatever purposes I desired.

In the coming years, I would learn to hunt lightning as I would hunt food; I would spend afternoons standing on my hind legs like a Furret beneath the overcast sky, calling to the clouds for an ionic charge. But I still remember the first bolt I caught, that day in the foothills north of Luxray’s farm. It changed me. For the first time, my inner spark held great power, and though I didn’t understand what to do with it, I felt as though the guardian Zekrom had given me the bolt as a special gift to harbor within myself and to help protect me. And as the storm passed over me as an Eon may pass over an earthworm, I rolled onto my back with a contented smile on my face, blissfully drifting away into my sightless, soundless world.


Sometime later, before evening had fallen, I awoke to a drenched world in the wake of the storm. Gray clouds still covered the sky, though sunlight passed through them in streams, and I could clearly see my new surroundings, the place I had run away to.

Nature stood around me as a watered garden, with raindrops still clinging to leaves and blades of grass, and standing puddles dotting the mud. Though lightning no longer flashed in the sky, the wonderful tension was still there. Whether by temperature or pressure, the air forced upon me an electric aura, an excitement even in the calm after the storm, and my heart fluttered happily to it.

After a good stretching, I found my hide more brown than yellow, and so I waddled into the nearest pond and shook off the mud which covered me. Afterwards, I sat in the shallow end of the pond and gazed into the blue mountains, wondering what I would hope to accomplish in my new world, or whether I had been overtaken with stupid exuberance and should return to my life of obligation.

As I rested, I felt a particular tingling under my skin as the charges in my fur tried to let a current out into the water. I still felt the bolt of lightning within me, somehow, pulsing and burning from my core and breathing life into my form. I found it difficult to believe that this great power from the storm had now become one with me, that I had swallowed enough “negative ions” to flood and overfill my inner spark. But I felt my muscles twitch, and my heart race; I thought perhaps my energy had become bottomless. I thought perhaps my sense of eyesight had become enhanced, and that my ears had grown in sensitivity. I wondered if I finally understood how a storm-god would view the world, having captured the power of one inside of me.

And I wondered, at the time, if it could be of any use. I considered trying to discharge the energy into unknowing prey for an easy kill, or if it could be used to enhance my speed of running if the energy could propel me. I decided I wanted to try it; I emerged from the lip of the pond and shook off the excess water, beginning my hunt for some simple-minded wild who would become the victim of my experiments.

The sight I witnessed next did not make sense to me. Even after gazing upon the violent hurricane in the sky and the hallucinations induced by welcoming a lightning bolt into my body, I saw something which gave me pause.

Before my eyes, a cloud from the storm had descended to the land. Perhaps it was a trick of the sunlight or the shade, or an illusion created by the hilltops pressed against the sky, but a piece of the storm drifted down from above, billowing blue and white, and took shape as a corporeal creature.

Though I blinked repeatedly, and focused my attention at the sight, it didn’t go away. The creature remained, tall and magnificent as it peered over the top of the neighboring hill, its colors blending into the sky above, its great mane blowing in time with the remnant storm-clouds.

And for just a moment, I locked eyes with the creature, the ruby-eyed incarnate spirit of the storm. It set upon me such an intense glare of resentment, as though I had seen that which I was not worthy to see, trespassed upon the holy presence of a legendary being. It considered me for just moments, frozen in indecision, cocking its head to let the clouded sunlight glint from its eye, before jerking away from my sight, shrouding itself behind the crest of the hill.

My heart told me to give chase.

I burst into sprint, giving no thought to the muddy flatlands which blurred past or the droplets of water I kicked up from the soggy grass, keeping my sights fixed on the hilltop where I had last seen the creature. I put my heart into my stride, drawing upon my inner spark and taking any energy it would afford me.

The moment I leapt upon the summit of the incline, I caught another glimpse of the being as it disappeared into the rocky lands at the foot of the blue crags. I was startled at the sheer distance it had covered in the mere moments it had taken me to reach the place I had seen it last. It was a fast beast; faster than even the raptors of the air or the ghosts who could phase through solid objects.

I should have believed it was hopeless; I knew, in that moment, that by the time I could reach the crags, the creature would have gone in any direction it wanted, and I would have never seen it again. But no; my heart said, “Chase it! You have boundless energy and lightning within your chest; let us see just how swiftly your legs can carry you. Perhaps you can match the speed of the gods, if only you’d try.”

And so, humoring my naïve heart, I obeyed. I fixed my sights again, this time upon the mountain which must have stood some ten miles away from me, and at the rocky lands at its base, a maze of boulders and protrusions that the storm-creature was hidden within. Like the forces of ion, I was determined to close the distance at any cost. I clenched my teeth into a snarl, lowered my ears against my head, and launched myself forth into the wide open wilderness with rapid, growling breaths of air passing through my snout in rhythm with the pads of my paws against the earth.

My speed once again astounded me, for I had covered miles in just minutes, enough to outrun any creature I held knowledge of. But when I fell onto the last stretch of land between myself and the shadows of the cliffs, I felt my strength waver. My limbs burned with the twinges of weariness, mere suggestions of weakness, but threatening to grow at any moment and overwhelm me.

Fearing I would stumble, I drew upon my inner spark and the lightning which resided within, asking it to empower me to cover just one last expanse of land.

But my spark responded in a way which I had never before felt. As it released energy into me, I felt shards of ice forming within my belly, and the sting of molten heat against the surface of my skin. My ears rang, drowning out the sounds of the world and the gallop of my feet, and a smearing light appeared across my vision. As I began to fear for my health, I felt my spark ask me a simple, wordless question. Though it was merely a biological function begging for release, its meaning was clear: “Are you certain you wish for this power?”

“Yes,” I replied to it. “Yes! I need the power! Show it to me!”

My inner spark did just as I asked, bursting apart and letting the lightning flow into my veins. It consumed me, engulfed my entire being, forcing itself even outside the confines of my own skin until I was coated in an aura of yellow. It blinded me, turning the landscape into a white silhouette against a light that was as bright as the sun. I had no choice at that moment; I had given my spark permission to release itself, and so I relinquished control, letting it do what it willed.

It was as a free-fall, filled by the rush of terror one gets before hitting the ground at full-force. Even my legs were ineffectual; I believe I had lifted them from the ground, and I had flown forward in a single giant leap.

Three heartbeats later, I found myself standing, motionless, in a dark valley between two monstrous cliffs.

I did not understand what had happened. I held no memory of the journey, yet I was there, standing in just the place I wished to be. My inner spark vibrated with warmth, and I sensed it was spent; the bolt of lightning I had caught from the storm had disappeared.

In fact, I had become the bolt of lightning; for just a few fleeting moments, my body had disintegrated, becoming nothing but a cloud of negative ions held together with only a soul, just as the Vaporeon becomes a stream of water when it wills. It was not until later that I came to understand this; the powers of the Jolteon body eluded me at that time, and I had only begun to ponder the implications of what I could do, and just how fast I could run when I needed to.

Before I could lose myself to my dazed thoughts, a scent wafted into my nose. Against the mist and mold of the cliff crevices around me, I knew the creature I hunted was hiding nearby. It smelled of the rainstorms. I followed the smell, careful to keep my balance on the broken stone floor, until I found the place the creature had taken refuge within.

It was a long, narrow dent in the rocks; a sizable shelter created by an overhanging formation, with a small opening for safety and a slanted ceiling for stability. Before I turned the corner to enter the puny cavern, I stopped to listen. I heard the beast’s breaths as they passed through enormous lungs, and I shuddered, knowing from the reverberations I heard, that it was a beast many times my own size, one which could perhaps stamp me underfoot if I didn’t have enough sense to move. But the growling sounds were pained; betraying weariness and desperation, and perhaps fear. I wondered if the great beast sensed my presence and prayed I would come no closer.

But nothing would stop me. I bowed my head and entered the shadowy crevice, creeping carefully in fear of an ambush. I only needed to take four steps before I beheld the sight of the most beautiful creature in the great wide world.

In the small shaft of sunlight which fell around the corner from the tiny cave opening, I beheld its glory, but also its fearsomeness. It had the form of a fox; it was a four-legged beast, with a white underbelly and a massive pointed horn crowning its head. As I feared, it was many times my size, and even the size of Luxray; though it sat upon the stone floor, its flank bared to me as though it was a mother curling around its eggs, I balked at the size of the beast, at how high it held its regal, godly face above mine. I knew, in that instant, I had witnessed a deity descending to earth, perhaps one of the servants of Arceus himself, taking cover in the wilderness to hide from the unknowing societies of people.

As I stood, frozen in its presence, it reared its head away from me, its face contorting with terror and rage. It snarled, showing me its fangs, each nearly as large as my own legs. Before I could even consider the thought of backing away in fear, it boomed to me in a strong, motherly voice, saying, “Leave me, Jolteon! If you value your life, leave me!”

And she roared at me, her voice pure and crooning like a youngling, yet terrible as the thunderstorms, and I leaped out of the cave like a windswept leaf, disappearing around the corner out of its sight and collapsing upon the opposite side of the wall in utter astonishment. I panted hard, just as hard as I breathed when sprinting, my eyes terribly widened and my mind attempting to comprehend the reality that a storm-goddess had just threatened me with her wrath.

And I sat upright, staring at the waning sunlight that filtered through the cliff rocks, and I wondered what one should do with a cornered storm-goddess, especially one civil enough to speak. Only one thought was certain in my mind: I was not going to leave well enough alone.

For the six days which followed, I stayed outside the lip of the cave, out of the creature’s sight, as some kind of wayward sentry. Every night, I would sleep out in the open with my side pressed against the cave wall. Every afternoon, as soon as the sun was at the proper angle to light the cave, I would peer inside to wish the goddess a good day, only for her to repeat her warning to me and roar me away. On the third day, I grew hungry, so I told the goddess I was going to hunt for something. A couple of unfortunate Rattata later, I returned to my post and informed her that I had eaten, and she only sent a low, resentful growl in return.

On the seventh day, I grew curious; I wondered why this great beast, surely one who could wield the power of the storm-clouds, chose to reside in such an atrocious, grungy corner of the world. Surely, she deserved to live in a castle of clouds at the side of Rayquaza and Lugia, or perhaps in a wide, expansive lair with glimmering crystals of all colors, the place where Heatran had lived in a story which was once read to me. But she chose to dwell in a tiny crevice of solitude. Even when I left to hunt for food, she had not moved. If she had feared me, I had given her plenty of opportunities to leave undisturbed, yet she had taken none of them, choosing to remain seated in the same place at the end of the cave. I decided to ask this of her, in as gentle and unthreatening a voice as I could achieve, but she only replied with an annoyed grunt.

I tried to talk with her a dozen times or more, and each time, she replied with just a violent roar, as though just the sound of my voice caused her great pain. But I learned to ignore it; I tried to call to her from outside of the cave, asking her, day after day, time after time, all the questions which filled me. Who was she? Why did she descend from the clouds? Why would she refuse to leave the cave? And why would she refuse to speak?

It seemed to be of no use; the goddess was stubborn and fickle, and though I had tried a litany of different ways to approach her and help her open up to me, she would not have my company. So, on the eighteenth day, I was silent. At high noon, just as the shadows slid away and allowed the single stream of sunlight to extend into the darkness, I stood in hesitation. It was the moment when, for the previous seventeen days, I had entered the cave and wished the goddess a good day. But as the light dawned upon the cave, it also dawned upon me that I was merely just a mortal little Eon, fit not for the affairs of the legendary beasts, and that the most polite mercy I could show this goddess was to leave my post as her sentinel and disappear.

Though I would not have left immediately – I venture to guess that it would have taken at least four more days to lose hope and wander off again – I grew saddened at the unfortunate reality, and I bit down on my tongue, leaving her to silence.

But as I did so, the unthinkable happened – she called to me, instead.

“Jolteon?” she said in a weak, vulnerable voice. “Jolteon? Are you still out there?”

My heart skipped many beats, and I called back to her in a startled voice, “Yes, I am here.”

“Come here,” she demanded of me.

I approached her with honor and grace, covering my eagerness with a persona of humble curiousness. I followed the beam of light as it fell upon her, the tall sapphire monster who had not budged from her place against the far wall of the cave. As I rounded the corner, she watched me with those ruby eyes of hers, as though wary of me, yet willing to bear my company. And I looked up at her, perhaps worried for her, knowing weeks had passed and she had not eaten. And upon her face, I saw something frightening; though she, too, wore a persona to me, one of firm authority, it was a flimsy one. I saw upon her face an emotion of defeat, of utter despair, and I wondered what had troubled her so.

“What is your name?” I asked to her, keeping the squeak in my voice contained. “How may I address you, great one?”

“I am Samurott,” she replied, bowing her great head and speaking softly, carefully, to me.

I had never met a Samurott before, although I had heard of their kind and their power over water, I never expected to see them commanding the power of a rainstorm as I had seen this great beauty before me. So I bowed to her, just as I would before a king or an elder, and I said to her, “To what do I owe the grace of your presence, mighty Samurott?”

“Why do you stand outside, day after day?” she asked me, her tone troubled but calm. “Why will you not leave me be?”

“Because I think that a goddess does not deserve to be alone,” I tried, digging within my heart to find the most polite and gentle words I knew. “Especially one who chooses to bury oneself in such an ungodly stone tomb. Surely… after so many days, you must be hungry. Or perhaps you are lost. Or grieving the loss of a loved one. Or fleeing from a foe. Whatever the case, I know, if I were a mighty servant of Arceus cast down to the earth’s surface under the same circumstances, I would enjoy the company of a mortal for the time being, if it were the case that my fellow gods would not want my company.”

“Your flattery disgusts me, Jolteon,” the stormy beast snapped at me, breaking my pride. “I do not need your patronizing, or your pity.”

“Fine, then,” I said to her, shaking away her bitterness and pacing farther from her. “Then I will be honest, and only honest. I stand outside your door because, for all my life, I have desired to see you. That is to say, since I was a cub, when I first heard the stories of your legendary kind, I became fascinated with the nature and the ways of you and your fellows. I listened to the storytellers and heeded their every word as they described your might and majesty, and the terrible things you have done, whether to keep the world in balance or to threaten to destroy it. I have always felt you watching me, and I have yearned to meet one of my great divine caretakers, to converse with them, and perhaps to befriend them. Believe me when I say that it is of the highest honor to have been invited into this cave, and to speak with you, and to be spoken down to by you. You, a creature whom the mortals tell stories of, but never see with their eyes. I, rightfully, can now say otherwise; now that I have seen you, I know that you are everything the stories have claimed, a figure as breathtaking as the sunset, mighty as the torrents from the darkest clouds, and more beautiful than any creature I have ever met, or could have imagined. That, good Samurott, is neither patronizing nor pity, but the very truth.”

Alas, for all my charm and guile, I could not win her trust, or her respect; she turned her eye from me and stared at her paws, growling, “You know nothing about me, Jolteon. Do not claim to respect and honor what you can’t comprehend… you know nothing of those you call the gods.”

“Then tell me,” I begged, as a child begging to know a secret. “My ears and my heart are open, willing to learn; can’t you see? Tell me, please, great one, everything which I do not comprehend.”

Carefully, unthreateningly, I stepped closer to her, begging for her trust, but she turned to me, her eyes aflame, and threatened me: “Keep your wretched lightning away from me, monster.”

I gazed upon her, as she lay there like a cornered kitten, her hissing scowl lowered at me, cringing back at every inch I closed between the two of us, and I began to understand. She was afraid of me. Perhaps not of me, but of my lighting. Indeed, she was unmistakably a creature of water, and I of electricity; perhaps a stray spark, like those which popped from my fur on dry days, could bring her harm.

My jaw fell open as I contemplated the reality; this, a glorious godly beast, was afraid of me, a tiny Eon, because of my affinity with electricity. Though I meant her no harm, I understood her hesitance; she could not know if I would betray her, or if I would remain harmless. Perhaps even I did not know if I were to suddenly become startled and release a bolt which might arc through the air and attach to her on the other end of the chamber. But as I tried to formulate a response that could make her understand my harmless intentions, I saw how she continued to stare at me, untrusting, spiteful, as though she was expecting something from me.

At that moment, I realized her threat had not been a threat, but a bargain. She was demanding that I keep my spark under control, in exchange for her trust.

And I burst out to her, saying, “I promise! Great Samurott, my lightning will not harm you. And should I break my promise, may you ground my current, and then may you ground me, under your paws, until I am nothing but dust and ash.”

I meant every world; should I betray her, I would offer my life as sacrifice to her. Because I knew not what more I could put on the line to make her see that I cared for her safety, and to make her understand how dearly I wished for her to speak.

The goddess responded with silence, as she usually did, glaring down at my diminutive form with the electric wrath in her eyes, her persona of hatred and repulsion… I waited, motionless, for her judgment to pass, for some sign of trust or relent for her stubbornness. Though I tried to calm myself, my limbs nervously rattled beneath me, my heart filled with the stabs of stray currents from my inner spark.

Then, without even a sigh of humility, or a tear to fall from her holy eyes, she removed her persona, bowing her head to stare at her forepaws. Without a word, she lifted her left limb, letting me see what she had hidden.

Her right front paw was a bloody, mangled mess. Jagged bone protruded from flesh; scars and scabs mixed with the glistening of fresh blood. Her majestic sapphire skin was warped, turning every color of the sunset as the structure of her limb wrinkled and collapsed nearly a third of the way to the base of her shoulder.

It was a gruesome wound to see on such a perfect creature, and I could only imagine the stings of pain she must have felt since she had taken shelter within this cave. Though I knew it was not enough to cripple her, as even a fox could lose a leg and still live happily, I knew this wound had broken the goddess to the core, flooding her with regret and humility which she struggled to hide from me. I knew she must have cleaned it profusely, applying saliva from her tongue and lapping at the stray blood, enough to mask the scent from me.

I searched for the strength to accept this gruesome sight which I had been allowed to see. I stood close to her, standing in the shadows so the light could shine upon the wound, and I appraised it; I wondered if the limb could be saved.

“It has not been healing,” the goddess said to me in a heavy, quiet voice. “I do not understand why. My wounds have always healed, even those worse than this.”

“How has this happened?!” I gasped, breathless at the gory sight. “Were you harmed in a fight?”

“It does not concern you,” she hummed sternly. “It came from falling. I fell from a great height on accident, and the paw twisted underneath me.”

“I understand,” I said, my mind racing through possibilities. “Is it painful? Even now?”

“The pain has faded since I fell, but I still feel… as though… there is fire in the wound,” she said to me callously, betraying no shame. “It is a fire I cannot see, and though I can put it out for a time, it will always return.”

“Does it burn now?” I asked her, tenderly and carefully.

“Yes,” she said simply, turning her eye away from me. “In my belly as well… I hunger…”

I swallowed hard as I drew very close to the horrendous wound, and she did not move to stop me. I peered close to the broken flesh, glimpsing many swollen traces of infection. Though I shuddered to imagine telling the great storm goddess that it might be best to sever her lower limb altogether, I clung to a hope that something more could be done for her, if only I could imagine exactly what that hope could be. Soon, I was so very close to her that we nearly touched, and I tried to keep my head lowered, my gaze down and away from her intimidating scrutiny.

When I was close enough to reach out and touch the wound with my very nose, a force of tension swept through me, and again I listened to the impulse of my heart. I lifted my paw, so carefully and so gently, and I motioned upward, past the wound and farther up the limb to where it was healthy and unbroken.

Just as I feared, the goddess shirked back and admonished me before I could make contact. “Don’t touch me, Jolteon,” she warned. “I hold you to your promise.”

“But I can put out the fire,” I told her, enraptured by my sense of confidence. “If harm comes to you, then crush me beneath your body and I will not so much as struggle. But I will not harm you. Please, Samurott, let me have your trust, if only with something as small as this.”

She did not answer, but again I tried to draw my paw close to her, to press it on her sapphire limb. I could feel her wrath growing, I could feel her breath falling upon my back as her breathing deepened, and I could see her tension. My electricity, truly, was her greatest enemy; she feared it as she feared teeth upon the neck, or a pointed spike through the chest.

I hoped to show her that my electricity could also be a friend.

She allowed me to touch her, wincing at the first contact but remaining still and resolute, and I focused into myself, finding whatever remaining power my inner spark held, and asking for release. With such great care, I drew the power from my chest, into the tip of my paws, sure to apply just as much as was necessary, and not enough to cause discomfort to the goddess of the skies. At last, when I was certain of my abilities, I released the charge, feeling the sparks enter her and spread throughout her limb.

She recoiled at the sensation, emitting a displeased growl from the primal depths of her throat. A moment passed when I feared for my very life, but the moment was soon gone, and I withdrew once I realized the great Samurott had spared me.

Hopeful, I peered up at her. “Does the fire still burn now?” I inquired.

“The fire is gone,” she told me calmly. “What have you done to me?”

“Paralysis,” I explained to her. “I have shorted the nerves in your limb; for perhaps an hour, they will not function, and you will have no feeling from the wound. Be warned, though; while you don’t feel pain, you might still injure yourself further, but you wouldn’t know. Please keep the limb still, and enjoy the relief of pain while it might last…”

Though I waited for her expression of gratitude, or her compliments at my nurturing abilities, none would come. Instead, she sniffed at the numbed wound, and said to me, “And when the fire returns, you will paralyze it again?”

“Yes, if you wish,” I said to her. “Although, we will soon need to make it heal. It cannot heal because the bone is broken, and so the flesh cannot seal itself, because it does not touch with the rest of the flesh in the correct way. Also… it appears to be poisoned; by what poison, or venom, I cannot tell, but the cysts of infection are apparent.”

“Do you know how to make it heal, Jolteon?” she asked of me, condescendingly, hiding her weaknesses from me until the bitter end.

I knew her meaning in the question; she wanted no one else to find her here in such a vulnerable state; she would accept the company of no healer or doctor to betray her. She needed to know what I, and only I, could do to help her.

“I know of no healing spells,” I confessed to her. “But…”

And in that moment, an idea formed in my mind. There was a possibility, however faint, to heal the broken goddess and return her to her former glory, her throne in the sky. It would involve questions I could not answer on my own, and decisions I would need to make quickly, but I decided that I needed to try. For what else would I do? What other purpose did I, a wayward Jolteon who had run away to the wild, serve? I had pledged myself to her health; I would need to follow through.

“…perhaps with medicine,” I said, finally completing my thought. “I know of one who knows of the herbs and their many effects; I believe, with the correct types of berries… both applied to the wound, and fed to you… and if we can set the bone in place and hold it… we might heal the wound. Completely.”

“And you would bring these berries here to me?” she asked incessantly, anger returning to her voice.

“Yes, of course,” I reassured her. “I will find them, in just the right proportions and varieties, and I will fill two saddlebags with them, and bring them here to you in secret, great one. Is this acceptable?”

“Acceptable, yes,” she sighed, staring away from me and fixing her eyes on the flat of the wall. “Please go, and return soon to me. I will want you here if the fire returns.”

I balked for a moment; I hadn’t expected her to shove me away so fast. Although I guess I could not blame her; if I had such an injury, I, too, would want it addressed as soon as could be. But I suppose I was waiting for something; perhaps I was expecting something from her in return for my efforts and my fidelity. I reminded myself soon enough that she was a goddess and owed me nothing at all, and I gathered what strength I had and prepared to retrace my steps back to Luxray’s farm.

“I will return before the following dusk, if I find my way in time,” I promised her. “Very well, then. Rest well, mighty Samurott, and remember that the wounds upon your mighty form tarnish not the proud spirit within you. Stay safe, and have hope.”

As the column of light from the sun waned and drifted out of focus, hiding the legendary beast in her safe shroud once more, I gave her my deepest bow and trotted for the cave opening, eager to carry out her wishes. But just as I saw the world of the outside open before me and the great blue cliffs rise above me, I heard the goddess call for me again, saying, “Jolteon!”

I paused, having expected such an interruption, and I turned to her. Though I could not see her in the shadows, save for the glint of her fiery eyes, I paid her my full attention.

“Thank you,” she said to me. “Thank you for not asking about the fight.”

“I will ask about nothing more, if you so wish,” I assured her. “I can only imagine how incessant I must seem; a mortal, demanding enlightenment from a legendary god, as though your thoughts are rightfully mine. No, Samurott. There will be no more questions from me. I am happy with what you have already said.”

And though it was dark, and though I may have imagined it, I thought I might have seen the great beast smile at me.


It took until the dawn of the following day to return home, although I began to resent referring to the farm as my ‘home’ after I had grown accustomed to nurturing the goddess for so many weeks. The journey might have taken an hour or less if I’d had the sense to remember the landmarks I had passed the first time; but as it was, each foothill looked identical to the next, and when I had reached the flatter lands, each lake appeared as though it may have been the very one I had bathed in after channeling the lightning strike. I feared I would pass the farm entirely if I chose just one direction to run, so I searched parallel to the mountains at great lengths for a sign of the farmlands. Though the trek was long, I didn’t falter. I had earned favor by a higher power and was bound by a promise I intended to keep, and I valiantly searched all through the night. By some stroke of luck, the horizon turned to metal before the sun was fully free from the earth, and I leaped over the fence and found myself standing amidst the blooming sprouts of thousands of berry plants.

As you may imagine, I was not entirely thrilled by the idea of approaching Luxray after my extended absence. I had spent the return trip weaving an excuse of legendary proportions for him, but I could not seem to keep the details consistent, and the temptation grew to just tell the truth. I would need to decide whether or not I could trust Luxray, and perhaps the rest of the team as well, with the knowledge of who lived in the mountain caves just a day’s walk to the north.

As I took the time to perfect the words I wanted to say, I paced between the rows of crops, just as I had done when it was my duty once every three days. Though I had memorized the names of all the varieties of berry and the various shapes of bush upon which they grew, I did not know how each one of them tasted, and I certainly did not know the medicinal effect of each type. I figured the goddess could find some comfort from the common berries; I could bring her orans to help regrow her skin and bones, or pecha to counteract the infection upon her wound. I feared, however, these would not have a substantial effect to a creature as large or as unique as her, and that I would ultimately require something a bit more exotic. It seemed likely that one of the varieties of berry we owned could be of greater benefit to the goddess. As I strode between the field of salac and the field of rindo, I wondered if a professor of medicine would have prescribed either of them for such a special case.

To my dismay, just minutes after I had returned to the field, I found myself in company. I barely perceived a rustle among the salac stalks before I was ambushed by a swift, stealthy creature, one whom I happened to recognize. It was a Scyther, one who answered to the peculiar name of ‘Death’ for reasons I can’t fathom. His brother was ‘Life,’ even more oddly. I always suspected they had given themselves their names as a joke, but I didn’t discount the possibility that Luxray had renamed them to his own liking, perhaps because their native names were too complex to shout at a moment’s whim. It was a treatment Luxray had given a few other members of the team.

My first instinct was to shirk away, until I remembered that Death had no hands with which to detain me, and that I could likely defeat him in battle, or at least outrun him, if things came to violence.

“So it is you,” the Scyther cried in amazement, blocking my path. “Good to see that you weren’t actually dead. Lux wondered if the storm blew you away.”

“In a manner of speaking, that’s exactly what happened,” I told him awkwardly. “I suppose I can explain later.”

“I’m afraid ‘later’ may not cut it today, Dan,” Death said to me. “Lux gave us orders to send you directly to him if we saw you. Good luck explaining to him why we’re all out here doing your job for you.”

“Thank you; luck is something I might need,” I said with a long sigh. Inside, I was tempted to merely substitute for luck the true story of what I had found, if it would win sympathy from the one who could help me select the proper medicine for my needs. Before I began my unenthused sprint back to the den-house, I asked the Scyther, “Is he furious with me?”

“Depends on whether it was an accident or not,” the Scyther answered with a wry grin. “Also depends on if you’re planning to leave again. Shame I can’t be there to see what happens myself. Got to finish checking the salac.”

I took his answer as a “yes” that the farm’s owner was understandably displeased with me. Though I was not worried for my safety or livelihood, as I was not bound to the farm in the end, Luxray’s wrath was not pleasant to witness in full-force, even to one who would not be harmed by his lightning.

I mused, as I approached the tiny thatched farmhouse I once lived within, that sometimes, shame proves to be just as painful and real as a blow to the head.

Before I arrived at his door, I resolved to stand my ground and not be spoken down to. I had an important mission, a duty to the Samurott, and I would not let him tell me otherwise. I held my posture tall and proud as I approached the door, hiding my shame deep within, and wore a strict persona of confidence.

As if by chance, the large wooden door creaked and swung open as I considered approaching, revealing to me the Luxray whom I had called “master” some days before. It only occurred to me hours later, after I had come and gone, that he had likely used the power of his eyes to see through the door, removing any element of surprise I thought I could use to introduce myself on my own terms. But in the heat of the moment, I stumbled before him with both my tongue and my legs, groping for some string of words to make a good impression upon him. He seemed patient enough to wait for me to speak, and eventually I settled to say, “Master Luxray, I am glad to see you. I have traveled far to return here.”

The great blue lion eyed me down as he had always done, but it struck me that his gaze was not nearly as cutting or as powerful as that of the storm goddess whose favor I had won. In realizing this, I was inspired to hold my confidence and not back down.

“Welcome back, Daniel,” the Luxray spoke, in his grumbling voice, so deep that it almost did not hold a melody. “Will you be returning to your duties?”

I flinched at the sound of the nickname he had given me; since my true name was not one easily spoken at a moment’s notice, Luxray had chosen instead to call me Daniel, a name of fewer syllables. At times, I considered it demeaning to have my name rejected by another, for I favored the title of Dandelion, and wore it proudly. But I chose not to press the matter, instead, telling him the truth of what was on my mind.

“I am afraid not, Master,” I told him, keeping my voice calm and unbreaking in my rebellion. “Come this evening, I will be gone again. I have come because I am in need your help.”

“My help…?” the great lion said, mocking my words. “You neglect your duties to me seven times, and now you are pleading for my help? Hnnnn, I do not know what to make of you, Daniel…”

As I began to ramble some promise of an explanation, the Luxray interrupted me, tilting his head to the sky and releasing a powerful, gravelly roar which rivaled the thunderclouds. I understood this particular cry of his; I was conditioned to respond to this sound when working in the fields. It meant that Luxray needed our attention immediately and that we were to drop our work and return home at once.

“I am willing to hear you out,” the lion told me, sternly, after having recovered breath from his roar. “But it had better be important, and if it’s important, I will need the rest of the team to heed the news of the matter also, don’t you agree?”

At first this edict confused me; but before long I realized it was a challenge. Luxray was inviting the whole of his workforce to listen in on my tall tale, so that all may have a laugh at my expense if I could not justify my absence. I returned a sly grin to him, knowing that my story would impress him regardless.

“Of course I agree, Master,” I told him pointedly; I would have wagged my tail had I still owned one.


After a moment of impatience, my team and I assembled in a lazy circle before the storage barn, the place where Luxray traditionally gave orders to us at the start of the day. We were all there, all nine of us: Life and Death, the Scyther twins; Floatzel and Wartortle; Sandslash and Donphan; and, of course, Myself and Master Luxray. The ninth creature was a peculiar addition to our group: it was a Swellow, a strong and speedy bird, whom Luxray had struck one day with a discharge of his lightning. We had failed to imprint upon it so that it might become intelligent, but he kept it as a pet, a tamed wild, and trained it to return to him at the sound of his great roar.

At once, I saw that all eyes were upon me, most of them unamused with my antics. But I wasted no time; as soon as Luxray had passed the floor of attention to me, I explained my issue.

“In the Gatorback mountains, to the north, there lies a wounded goddess,” I said with eagerness and frankness. “A legendary being, fallen from the sky. I was drawn into the storm to catch a lightning bolt, and I witnessed her descent. She fled from me, into a cave at the base of the cliffs, where she nurses a broken ankle.”

I paused for emphasis, noting the glances of surprise and interest which my workmates were now giving me. It was a pleasant change from the looks of annoyance and skepticism they had held just moments before. I smirked at Luxray, as though to tell him that I had won his challenge.

“A legendary? So close to the plains?” cried my Sandslash friend. “What kind was it?”

“Yeah, Dan! What was it?” cried the Wartortle. “What did you see? What did it look like?!”

Soon, the six of them were shouting at me, begging me to account for what I had witnessed. I smiled, my inner spark beaming with confidence, as I began to strut into the center of the circle like some pretentious storyteller, digging into my memory for all the most glamorous and unnecessary words I could remember from the stories I was told as a cub. Then, I began to ramble my praises of the goddess.

“A splendid being, she was,” I began. “The paragon of the foxlike, she stands, so gracefully upon four legs, with regal hide of sapphire and white. Upon her head sits a stunning horn of crystal, great enough to impale even the mightiest of beasts. And her eyes, like radiant ruby stones, pierce through your heart and soul. Her name: the majestic Samurott!”

Against my better judgment, I struck a pose when I finished my monologue, and beheld my companions staring in disbelief, many of their mouths gaping in pause. I put a smug smile upon my face, awaiting the inevitable reaction of praise and astonishment… but as soon as the moment had passed, my companions, in unison, burst into laughter. Horrified, I shirked back from my place at the center of the circle, cringing as I beheld their roars of mirth; Life had been so amused at my words that tears formed in his eyes, and Floatzel’s spasms proved so great that she fell to the ground. Even the pathetic bird chirped mockingly at me, as though the laughter was contagious.

Luxray, however, did not laugh. He continued staring down to me, grave displeasure upon his face, as though I had betrayed him. It was his gaze which hurt most of all.

I simply did not understand it; the creature had been a goddess, there was no doubt in my mind. And though I had heard many tales about the gods, never did it dawn upon me that Samurott was not one of them; I knew Samurott was a rare breed, rare enough that I had only ever heard its appearance described to me perhaps once or twice…

But before I could feel the remainder of my dignity drain from my paws, Luxray sounded one of his deafening roars, not caring that we were all in such short distance from him. The laughter ceased immediately.

“Daniel, this Samurott…,” he growled, strutting between the others in my direction. “By any chance… did it happen to have diamonds upon its flank, the same color as its underbelly?”

“Yes, Master, it did,” I replied meekly.

“And did this Samurott have a mane the color of amethyst? And did it not have the tail of a fish, but that of a fairy, with streaming ribbons sprouting from its back?”

“Yes, Master,” I replied, resisting the reflex to paw at the ground to relieve my awkwardness.

“Hnnn,” he grumbled, standing over me. “So, you have seen Suicune.”

At last, the congregation erupted in a gasp, the very gasp I had tried to evoke from them on my own. Suicune was a name I recognized, the mythical canine-god of water, although I had never heard a description of her, or seen a drawing. When the identity of the goddess finally sank into my heart, and when I began to realize she was so much more powerful and important than even I had anticipated, I felt my heart drop into my hindquarters. I planted myself on the ground, my ears drooping in disbelief, my mouth as wide open as those of my friends.

“Suicune,” I mouthed to myself, testing the sound of her true name. It puzzled me as to why she had tried to betray me like this, covering her identity from me. I wondered if she had attempted to keep her presence a secret from me and perhaps anyone else I would tell.

Once the team was stiff and stunned, their legs planted in place, Luxray padded past me and stared into the northern berry fields, and the mountains beyond. “How bad is the wound?” he calmly asked of me.

“Infected,” I informed him. “Very large; it has claimed a good portion of her leg, and the broken flesh will not heal beyond a raw sore.”

“And the fracture, is it jagged, or clean?” he asked, not looking at me.

“Terribly jagged, I’m afraid,” I said. “I suspect I might need to set the bone, but I fear it will be too complex.”

“If it must be done, it must be done,” he told me. “You could feed orans to her until she vomits, but if the bone does not match, it will not grow properly. Slash, Daniel will need a pouch to hold his medicine. Find one suitable for him. Tails, Daniel will also need material to create a splint; find a wooden peg at least a threepaw in diameter, and two spans of flag-cloth. Meet me in the western fields when you have done so. The rest of you, kindly finish Daniel’s chore for him. He seems to have much more important task set before him than watching the fields here. And Daniel… I want you to follow me.”

The team scattered at once, and I warily followed my mentor into the farmland.

He walked slowly, as though contemplating something; his gaze jumped from bush to bush, and I wondered if he indeed knew which type of berry to give to me.

“Very noble of you, to help a legendary heal her wound,” Luxray grumbled to me. “What do you hope to accomplish from it? Are you looking for her favor?”

“You could say so, perhaps,” I admitted, walking at his side. “Perhaps she will live ten thousand more years, and never forget me. Or, perhaps… I feel I am doing a work of good, by letting one of the guardians of the earth fulfill her duty as guardian. Perhaps cities are collapsing, or people are in panic, in the absence of her power to calm the chaos and restore balance.”

“You are motivated by goodwill, then,” he hummed. “Did you forget the work you have done for me? What of the berries we grow here? These are consumed by the whole continent, and have cured just as many sicknesses and healed just as many wounds as your Suicune might have done in her lifetime. Why do you think I was driven to grow these berries in the first place? We are all plagued by a crippling desire to help the world around us thrive in widespread ways. Some of us find a way to fulfill that desire. I had hoped, in bringing you here, that you could share in my satisfaction.”

“Yes, but I do not know where our apples or our berries go,” I confessed to him. “Their effects are not real to me. I have never seen them used and I do not know their effects firsthand. And perhaps most importantly, I cannot witness the happiness they bring.”

“Seems as though that is about to change,” Luxray grumbled. “Seems you’ll get your chance to see their effects, firsthand, with your Suicune friend.”

As we passed through the passho field, odd blue berries in yellow leafy shells which grew on rusty red stalks, he lowered his head and uprooted one, dropping it before me. “You will need these,” he told me as I sniffed at the fruit. “I do not know how much Suicune might weigh, or how much blood she carries, but twelve or so of them should suffice. They will help a water-type’s regeneration immensely once they enter the bloodstream.”

Then, after some consideration, he showed me to the hondew field, filled with sprouts of the ridiculously-shaped green berries, each dotted with rows of yellow seeds. “These will help with the infection,” he told me. “Break one open to rub it onto the open wound, and make her ingest the rest. These, along with your standard fare of oran and leppa, are the best I can offer to your goddess.”

When Slash and Tails found us, we spent an hour packing the bags with the supplies and berries Luxray had prescribed. I thanked him from the bottom of my heart for his assistance and his understanding, and Slash apologized for his outburst of laughter. Once I was sure my burden fit snugly, I left them again, heading away into the sunrise. I knew it would be a good day’s walk back to the mountain cave where Suicune lay, especially since I could not dash with reckless abandon in fear of losing that which I carried. But I was fairly confident, if I never stopped walking, except to drink from a pond occasionally, I would fulfill my promise and return to my fallen goddess by dusk.


My encumbered journey was not nearly as enticing as my blissful rush into the storm; it reminded me how an obligation to responsibility does not match the thrill of spontaneous rapture to emotion. It was why, after all, I had been driven away from the farm life in the first place. Subjugation to authority, I had told myself, does not suit me. Appointed tasks, even those which saved thousands of lives, held no meaning to me, if they were already to be expected. Or so I had thought.

Why then, I wondered, was I offering assistance to the Suicune? Why, now, even after it had changed from a spontaneous, fateful encounter, to that of a chore, fetching her supplies? Why had I allowed the Suicune to hold authority over my actions, and so freely, when I resented offering the same gestures to my erstwhile team leader? It was a difficult question, and one which I asked myself each time the icy wind sent a chill through my back, and each time I thought my legs would break beneath me from the weight of my payload.

Two-thirds of the way through the walk, as I slogged among the shallow lakes and hoped that I would not stumble into a mud puddle half my size, the gray sky began to spit upon me. When I felt the first of the chilly raindrops, heard the miserable sound of them popping and bursting through the surface of the lakes, I stopped in my tracks and perched on my hind legs, and I asked the cloud to bless me with another bolt of lightning to help empower me upon the rest of my journey. Sadly, there seemed to be no lightning within the cloud, and it rejected my pleadings.

I found the hilltop where I had first glimpsed her, and the memories of that night returned strongly to me. With them came my sense of direction; I remembered every step I had taken, and even the particular set of cliffs which she had disappeared within the night I had first glimpsed at her. It was fortunate for me, as the evening fell fast, leaving me to roam through the rain the dark. At midnight, I finally arrived to the cave within the crags, exhausted and drenched, and with no feeling in the tips of my ears or my nose. I cursed the sudden cold-air front which had interrupted the season’s pleasant weather, as I had no more strength for rational thoughts, and prepared to deliver the medicines to the fallen goddess at last.

I entered the cave carefully, knowing not if she remained. Without the beam of light from the afternoon sun, and without even the moonlight shining through the overcast sky, I wondered if my goddess had hobbled off somewhere else, somewhere she deemed safer. Perhaps she expected me to find her again, I mused to myself. Her stubborn personality made it seem likely.

I was afraid to call out to her, in fear of waking her from sleep. But I did not need to, in the end, for she called to me, “Jolteon?”

“Yes, it is I,” I said softly to her, for through my own weariness I could not raise my voice. “I am sorry; the journey was long, but I have brought medicine…”

“I have stayed awake,” the goddess said to me, with a wobble in her voice that told me she was on the verge of collapse. “I remembered your promise, that you would return… so I did not lose myself to the void… Please, may you put out the fire again? It has returned strongly…”

Relieved that I at least still found favor with her, I slid the baggage from my body and groped the darkness, searching for the invisible form of the goddess. I released a small charge from my inner spark, allowing static to flicker across my fur, and in the flash, I caught sight of her, the wounded Suicune. Though her form was as beautiful as ever, I felt a new sense of apprehension to approaching her, knowing now who she truly was and what sort of powers she commanded. Ignoring my hesitance, I crawled forward, whispering reassuring words to her as I searched for her mangled limb. Once I had found it, I produced another pulse of energy to paralyze it, disabling the nerves which brought her pain. The charge backfired and ran up my leg through the water in my soggy fur, but to my relief, it did not leap out of my control.

“What did you bring?” she demanded of me as soon as my work was done. “Is it effective medicine?”

“Yes, and materials to set your bone back into place,” I whispered to her, as though we were hiding from dark predators perched outside the cave. “However, I cannot try to set your bone in the dark like this… we must wait for noon of the next day, so I may work in the light. Perhaps then we may feed you the medicine, and hope that your bone heals itself in the right way.”

“Good,” the goddess said. I felt gratified at hearing the word; it was the closest so far I had gotten to a complement from her.

Though a part of me was disappointed, I once again remembered that I was a mere mortal Jolteon, and she was Suicune, forged from the very hooves of Arceus with the power of a hurricane and the striking beauty of the northern auroras; she had no obligation to thank me for anything in the end, so I told her that I was weary and that I would return to my outside post to slumber for the first time in two days.

Butat that moment, just as I would have drawn away from her and padded outside into the rain, the great beast blocked my escape, catching me with her paw and pulling me into an embrace against her chest. Perhaps I could say that my world shattered within that moment; I was paralyzed with terror, fearing for my life. When I regained the sense to move, I tried to struggle against her and break her hold on me, but she did not relent; she held me securely, yet comfortably, against the crook of her neck, lowering her head to rest on the ground so close to me that I felt the pulses of air from her snout sweep through my fur. So warm, her breath felt upon me, and so pleasant it was, after all the hours I had spent with the icy showers bearing down upon me, trickling through my fur and stinging my skin…

“I— are you sure this is wise?” I gasped, despite my speechless throat. “I might shock you… not on purpose, but… current can run through me…”

“I am sure you won’t. I trust you,” she told me plainly. “But if the fire returns and wakes me from my sleep, please put it out again…”

“Yes… my goddess…” I said, stricken with tension and awkwardness. “Anything… anything you wish.”

I tried one last time to break her hold, but it was of no use. Her paw was firmly cupped around my chest, beneath my neck. She must have faded into slumber soon afterward, for her breathing softened and she did not otherwise move. I tried to quell my panic, which would surely be my doom if I were to release a charge into her brain on accident.

As I calmed myself, the reality of the situation struck me. For my simple act of kindness, I had truly found favor with Suicune, a deity of myths. When I felt as though I had wrestled control over my inner spark, and the anxious worry faded, it was replaced by a warm tide of honor, as warm as the soft underbelly of the great beast who held me by her side. In part, I wished to remain awake, just to savor her divine breath upon me for the countless hours she would sleep, but I could not; my weariness from the day’s travels claimed me and my eyes soon fluttered to a close.


The following day, I awoke as the shaft of light, the one which would breach the cave every day at noon, struck me directly in the eye and refused to let the world of dreams drift back to my attention.

I attempted to move and stretch, only to find that I could not; the Suicune still clutched me as tightly as ever, with a grasp that felt roughly as though I was trapped beneath a fallen tree trunk. Wondering how long a goddess would need to sleep, I turned my eye to the cave entrance and tried to judge how much sunlight remained for the afternoon. Despite the bliss of sleeping under the care of a goddess, I knew I could not let her sleep all day if I wished to doctor her.

My eye caught the bag which I had left near the cave entrance the previous night. There was motion. A stray rat, likely one who had followed the scent of fresh berries, was nibbling at the side of a bag, its long teeth scraping the fabric at odd angles and nearly piercing a hole. I rolled my eyes in frustration, and spotted a greater bluebat hanging from the ceiling, its eyes fixated upon the bags down below as if waiting to share the rat’s spoils.

I struggled against the grasp of the Suicune, but to no avail. I worried she would sleep like a dragon, perhaps for weeks, and that the wild vermin would escape with her medicine, which they would, if given enough time. For a while, I wondered how I could politely rouse her from her dreams without having her turn on me, or worse, accidentally crush my bones in a sudden movement.

“Suicune!” I gasped in the direction of her head. “Suicune! Suicune?”

I managed to wake her, but my blood ran cold when her eye snapped open and she glared at me, an expression that clearly read, “Who in the world are you?!”

Ignoring my fright, I pleaded to her, “Suicune, you need to let me go. The rodents are getting at your medicine.”

Grumbling, she lifted her paw to finally free me. Though her grasp had been warm and surprisingly comfortable, I found cramps in all four of my limbs, and perhaps three in my back alone, and I could not resist a long and intense stretch before my attention even fell upon chasing the pests away.

When I regained control of my body after the vigorous convulsion, I opened my eyes to find that the rat had long since scurried away. The bat, however, was still there, its wings curled around its body, leaving only its eyes visible. It eyed me evilly as though knowing I could not jump high enough to reach it.

“Will you throw lightning at it, Jolteon?” the Suicune asked me in a curious voice. I turned to see her watching me with intense interest, the gleam in her eye just as bright as the sunlight upon her crystalline horn.

“I am sorry, but I am not a master of my lightning quite yet,” I confessed to her, turning my frustrated glare to the bat. “I have only just evolved, some half-dozen seasons ago, and without much battle practice. I fear that if I aimed at the bat, the bolt would arc and strike you instead.”

“It will not,” she said amusedly. “I trust you.”

“Perhaps your trust is misplaced,” I grumbled, vaguely wondering if she was trying to express a sense of humor. “I would never mean to hurt you, of course, but my lightning might possess a will apart from my own.”

“Put negative ions on your fur,” she told me.

I gave pause, and squinted at the Suicune in surprise. “What?” I could only say, her instruction baffling to me.

“Your fur has spines,” she said. “In the tip of the spines, you may put ion. Put negative ion in your spines to attack with lightning. Put positive ion in your spines to gather lightning.”

I blinked at her, unsure of how to respond to her advice. Soon, I could not help but chuckle at the absurdity, realizing that she had given me more of a lesson in harnessing my electricity than Luxray ever had, and in only a few sentences. Surely, this bit of trivia would not help me to guide a bolt of energy onto a target, but she seemed so certain of her words that I wondered what had prompted her to speak them.

“How do you know such things about the way electric-types are?” I asked her with a smile.

“It does not concern you,” she told me simply, while not taking her eyes off me. Though she said nothing more, I could tell she truly wanted to watch me electrocute the bat, so I tried to oblige. I asked my inner spark for power, which had thankfully recharged itself through a good night’s rest, and I focused my attention on that witless Golbat who presumably had never seen a Jolteon before and didn’t understand what I was about to do.

With a soft pop, I let the tiny charge escape from my fur. I kept the charge to an absolute minimum, paranoid that there were positive ions upon the Suicune’s body that would draw the bolt in an unintended direction. To my surprise, the bolt landed just where I wanted, flooding into the bat’s body and killing it instantly. It fell to the floor, and I stood back and admired my work.

“Will you eat it?” the Suicune asked me curiously.

“I think not,” I replied to her, kicking the bat’s corpse from the cave. “There is no meat inside of them. It is all leather and gristle.”

“You call me ‘Suicune’, why?” she asked suddenly, once again leaving me baffled as to how to reply.

“It is… because… that is what you are, is it not?” I tried telling her, afraid of offending her. “I learned it on my travels. You are the great goddess Suicune, crystalline beast of the rain and flood, said to have been sent to earth by Ho-Oh to regulate the rainfall. Mortals pray to you to relieve them in times of drought. You are said to bring rainstorms from the north… Do you mind me calling you this? I would call you by a different name, if only you wished.”

Rather than answering me, the goddess tilted her head and said, “Why do you call me a goddess? You are not the first to do so. I have always wondered this. There are many who are called gods and goddesses, who do not deserve to be called such. Do you truly believe that I am equal with the dragon creators?”

“With Arceus, and his firstborn? Perhaps not,” I told her. “But your power and majesty is far beyond anything most mere mortals can comprehend. Among us, you are rarely seen, and when you are, you are feared and respected as a terrible force of nature, just as the hurricane or the rainstorm. There are none who can match you.”

“Why is it that you call yourself a mere mortal to me,” she said, “when you see that I bleed?”

She lifted her paw, revealing herwound again. Most of the blood had finally clotted, covering the worst parts of the gore with a thin, twisted membrane. I felt a slight wave of revulsion pulse through my body upon remembering what I still needed to do.

“Good Suicune, I need to set your bone, while we still have sunlight to see with,” I said to her, reluctantly disregarding her thought-provoking questions. I unbuttoned the flap upon the first bag, and withdrew the objects that had been given to me to create a splint. I had never created one before, but I had a general idea of how they worked, since my grandfather had created them for my siblings on occasion when they would manage to break their limbs. I would first need to match the fragments of the broken bone together, then tie the wooden peg parallel to the bone so that Suicune could not easily move the fracture apart again. Since I figured she would not have a difficult time breaking the splint if she wanted, I knew I would need to explain the process to her.

“I will need to paralyze you just once more,” I warned her. “It will be a stronger paralysis than usual, because I need to fix your bone so it can heal, and I don’t want you to feel any of the pain. Please do not be alarmed if you cannot feel most of your leg.”

“Very well,” she said to me as I drew near.

When I administered the strong charge to her, she visibly winced, and for a moment I saw true fright and fear in her eyes. “Do you feel well?” I asked of her then. “Was it too strong?”

“It spread into my shoulder, but no farther,” she told me.

When I was sure she was ready, I braced myself for the grisly act I was about to commit. I looked to her once more, and asked her if she was prepared. She told me to do whatever I wanted.

Wincing with remorse, I bit down upon her wound and let the blood spill again. In the midst of the mess, I saw her broken bones and all the shards which protruded from them, as the four fractured pieces laid side-by-side, completely disconnected from one another. It dawned upon me that I could not carry out my task with my own strength; she would need to do most of the work with me instructing her. So I instructed her to hold down on the end of her numb limb, and told her to pull back until the bones could return to their proper places. Before she could let the fracture fall out of place again, I ran the cloth-ribbon beneath the bottom of the limb and looped it into a simple knot, holding it down with my paw as I pulled it with my teeth. Once done, I tied another loop below the fracture. Finally, I instructed her to pull the ends of the cloth as tight as she could, but not before I slipped the wooden peg onto her leg. So puny in size it was, compared to her, but hopefully still able to perform its function until the regenerative juices from the berry would make her whole.

I cried tears of joy once it was over with. It was a messy and traumatizing process, one which lasted for over an hour, and one I hoped never to experience again, perhaps even with my own children. After we helped one another bandage the wound shut and stop the blood, I realized how my jaws and the upper half of my body had become coated in her thick blood as though I was some demon-hound from the jungles who had just feasted on a fallen deer. I hoped that I would soon have an opportunity to bathe, and that I would remember not to look at my reflection in the water’s surface before diving beneath the surface.

“Now, do not move your leg,” I warned her. “You’re a powerful beast. If you try to stand on that leg, or even move it wrongly, the peg could break.”

“Fine,” she told me, peering at the handiwork we had accomplished. “What now, Jolteon?”

“Now, I can feed you,” I told her, digging into the second bag and searching for an oran berry. “Eat this one,” I instructed her. “These are orans. For us mortals, they are our favorite berry for fast regeneration if there is no healer around. They are cheap, easy to grow, and taste good.”

“I have eaten these before,” she said to me. “I prefer the sitrus. They are faster to heal.”

I chuckled, gathering a small pile of orans before her. “Sitrus only grow in certain climates, and they cost too much for commonfolk,” I told her. “As of right now, we only have these.”

I watched as she lowered her head and collected several of the blue berries into her mouth, shivering with contentment as she seemed to enjoy them.

“Again, you say that I am immortal, compared to you,” she said after swallowing her mouthful. “What does that mean? I will die one day.”

“Yes, but… your kind lives thousands of years, do you not?” I inquired, reaching for one of the orans to nibble on. “We mortals are lucky to live perhaps two or three centuries. But you… you can watch the world change, and pass from a generation to the next, all from your throne in the sky. And so… compared to us… you are special.”

“But are you not also special?” she said to me.

“What do you mean?” I asked her with my mouth full of berry. “How am I special?”

“Jolteon are fast,” she told me, preoccupied with her food. “There are not many who can outrun you. You may even outrun nearly all of those you call the gods.”

At first, I did not believe her. Surely, I thought, she was in jest. I could not bring myself to believe that I was godlike in my running speed, as she claimed. I stopped chewing for a moment and just gawked at the wall, trying to recall memories of my best running speeds, and imagined myself outrunning the great dragons in a footrace.

“Are you certain…?” I could only reply. “Perhaps I am not quite that fast. I mean to say, I practice running, and I practice it often, but I do not see how I would… well, rival the gods in speed.”

“You must learn to move as lightning moves,” she said to me. “Become lightning. Then you may outrun the other creatures.”

When she said that, my thoughts flashed to the night Suicune and I had first met. I had indeed become lightning, at one point, to catch up to her. I had bolted forward so fast that I could not remember the transition. It was almost as a teleport, something which certain psychic creatures are capable of, where they are able to arrive to their destination in a single instant.

“Perhaps I shall learn, then,” I told her. “Perhaps I will practice…” and then I sat in stunned reflection for another moment, and I said to her, “I still wonder how you know these things about an electric-type.”

“No concern of yours,” she grunted in reply, reminding me that I had already asked the same question earlier that day. “You said you would not ask questions such as these.”

“Ah, fine, very well,” I sighed, withdrawing my efforts to worm my way deeper into her wealth of knowledge. When she had only four berries remaining, I asked, “Does your leg feel better?”

“My leg does not feel, Jolteon,” she told me oddly.

“Yes, right,” I replied, quickly correcting myself, remembering the large paralysis I had given to her not so long ago. Smiling, I added, “As for me, you may call me ‘Dandelion’ if you wish. That is my name.”

She did not reply to my offer, and did not so much as acknowledge the words I had said, but she peered at the empty stone floor where there had once sat a pile of orans, and said to me, “Do you have more? I am very hungry.”

“Yes, of course there is more!” I shouted, snapping to attention and jumping back in the direction of the pouch to produce more berries. “I suppose I could start you on the stronger medicines now.”

I placed a passho berry before her, saying, “This is supposed to be an advanced medicine for water-types. It should help you in ways that mere orans cannot. I see, it is the same color as you…”

As I went to fetch another, meaning to build a small pile of passho before her, I heard her give a strange snort. I did not think much of it at first. I figured she had burped and it would have been impolite of me to comment. But then, her snort became a deep growl of anger, a sound which touched me in a primal way and paralyzed me in place.

“I know of this berry,” she said to me, the dark tone of her voice sending a strange shiver through me. “This berry weakens me…”

“Suicune, whatever do you mean?” I said, my muscles tensed in surprise.

I turned to meet her glare of rage and repulsion, and no sooner did I feel myself become the smallest creature on the earth before her angry gaze.

“Once before, I was deceived, and I have eaten berries like this!” she roared. “This berry poisons my water and weakens me… You deceive me, Jolteon?!”

I cowered before her might, felt her aura flare, and I considered running from the cave without another glance. I didn’t understand her complaint. Was she crazy? Did she truly eat these berries before? Or was she misremembering? Or perhaps Luxray was at fault? My inner spark gave me no energy to decide the answer; it only allowed me to tremble before her terrible majesty, feeling as weak and useless as an insect as she roared at me in fury.

“I placed trust in you, Jolteon, but you are wretched, as all the rest of your kind!” she boomed, screeching like a demon. “You seek only my downfall…”

“No, I… Suicune, no! I thought these were medicine… That’s what I was told,” I desperately cried to her.

But she would not have it. In her rage, she began rising to her feet, the first time I had seen her do so, and I leaped the cave’s length away from her. She even tried motioning with her limp limb, and I gasped in horror; if she even tried standing with it, or even moving it the wrong way, the bone would come apart again.

“No, Suicune! Your splint! Your bone! Don’t stand on your broken leg!” I shouted to her, caring for the moment more about her safety than mine.

But she would not listen to me; she rose to all three of her feet and bared her teeth, a very clear gesture to any canine, showing that I would need to decide between fighting with her or running. “Why have you deceived me so?!” she boomed in a deep and frightening voice, like the howl of the stormy wind. “Why do you wish to poison me with these berries?!”

“He did not try to poison you,” a voice said unexpectedly, catching even the raging Suicune’s attention and causing her to shut her mouth. “I did.”

I turned to the den entrance and witnessed a Luxray standing in the threshold of the cave. Behind him stood the twin Scyther from the farm.

For just that moment, I assumed I had dreamed everything. The anger of the Suicune could only have been a concept from a nightmare, and I couldn’t comprehend the sight of the Luxray before my eyes.

“Master, w-what are you doing here?!” I roared at him, as though I drew upon Suicune’s rage and borrowed a part of it for myself. “How did you find us?!”

But the question was answered for me, as his pet Swellow touched downd behind him. I realized the bird had secretly tracked me the whole way and memorized my route; the Luxray had managed to train the bird all too well.

“What do you want?!” I snapped, releasing resentment upon my former master. “You do not belong here! You have no place here!”

“I came for your safety,” Luxray said, entering the cave slowly. “Suicune are terrible beasts. She may have betrayed you the moment her fracture was healed, and so I thought to weaken her, so that we might fight her off together, should she rebound with violence.”

I lowered my ears and bent into a hostile stance, a growl reverberating through my voice. “Yes, of course she will rebound with violence now, now that you nearly poisoned her… You forgot to consider the possibility that she might have recognized the berries you had sent to her…”

“LEAVE!” The great Suicune bellowed, in a voice that rivaled Luxray’s roar. “LEAVE ME, you wretched lightning creatures! Leave!”

“Yes, my goddess,” I hissed, directing my bitterness toward Luxray. “We will. At once.”

I herded the unwelcome visitors outside of the cave, or as best as I could at the moment; I noticed the Scyther twins were still drawn to the cave entrance, trying to catch glimpses of what lay within. I, however, paid them no attention. My mind was teeming with insults to spew upon the presumptuous Luxray. I stood up to him, caring not that he stood several times my size and seemed to think himself justified. I was angry and vengeful for what he had done, the betrayal he had committed, and I would hold him accountable.

“I was worried about you, Daniel,” he said to me sternly. “Please try to understand. I did not mean harm upon the Suicune.”

“If you did not mean harm upon her, you would not have bothered to intervene with my affairs,” I roared at him, my voice echoing throughout the rocky walls of the crags. “How can you claim to know Suicune more than I? I have spent the last seventeen days here, only to learn about her. And when I ask you for assistance? You take my humble plea, you smash it beneath your paw, and you insult the goddess by assuming she would kill me once she is healed?!”

“It is the duty of the legendary ones to be secretive,” Luxray grumbled calmly. “I understand why you would not know this if you were not educated well enough. The legendary ones must hide their interventions and their presence from the mortals like us, or else the mortals would overpower them and destroy them in their efforts to acquire their power. Why do you think she hides in this cave instead of presenting herself to those who could help her? It is because she fears making her presence known.”

“If she wanted to kill me, she could have done so even with the broken leg,” I snapped in reply. “I gave her ample opportunities to finish me, and each time, she allowed me to live.”

“Yes, and what then, after she had used you to heal her leg?!” growled my former master. “What then? What else could be done about a little rogue Jolteon who knows now that a Suicune lives in Gatorback mountains? What do you think she would do… once she has no more use for you?”

For perhaps five seconds, I considered his words, and I knew they were misguided. Though I could not explain it with words from my tongue, and I trusted only the things my inner spark told to me, I was certain I understood Suicune’s emotions. I felt a measure of what she felt. And she was indeed scared, but only of a wound which did not seem to heal as fast as other wounds. It was something she hadn’t experienced before, and it made her vulnerable. That’s why she hid from the world.

“Daniel, you are a member of my team; I care about you,” the Luxray tried to tell me with some measure of tenderness. “Encounters with the legendary beasts are often fatal… and I do not want to lose you.”

I peered upward at the sunny sky, at the waning streams of light passing above the cliff walls as the afternoon sun drifted behind them. I felt the wind from the rocky corridors rushing through my fur, and I wondered if perhaps another storm cloud formed somewhere in the distance, ready to press down upon the land.

And I came to realize everything that I had done.

I had answered the call of the wild, the call I had felt since the very moment I had evolved, and I left my home behind me without regret. It was now that I stood at the very crossroad of my decision, there in the valleys of the harsh wilderness, with my Luxray mentor calling me back to a life of predictability and security, offering me back the companionship I had so foolishly disregarded.

It should have been a difficult decision. My heart should have faltered and grown weak, torn between two destinies I deeply cared for. I should have spent several minutes standing before him, staring at the ground and wondering about Suicune’s true intentions, considering that, perhaps, I was but a mere mortal, a pawn to be used by the great guardians of the land, then discarded when my usefulness had passed.

But it was not so.

In reality, my heart was set on my conviction. I cared not about my former master, or the farm from which he came. At that very moment, the farm, and all the berries which surrounded it, could have burned in a drought-fire and I would feel no sympathy. In that moment, I cared only about the Suicune and the promise I had made to her. She was the reason for all of my actions, and somehow, I wanted it to remain that way. Nothing else Luxray would say could convince me.

I planted my feet upon the ground, the place where I knew I truly belonged.

“You are wrong,” I growled. “Your assumption is wrong. Your conclusion is wrong. I think you did not come to rescue me! You came only to see the Suicune for yourself. That’s why you tracked me here. You were jealous that she had taken favor with me, and you wanted to see her! And besides… You already lost me. Suicune was the only reason I returned to you. The only reason. If I had not wanted to save her leg, I think you would have never seen me again.”

He took my admonishment and stared at me for several more seconds, his powerful ringed eyes seeing straight into my heart and taking note of my resolve. Then, he said plainly to me, “Fine; if you wish to be disbarred from our team, I suppose I have no further reason to worry for your life. If you wish to risk your life helping her, so be it. What would you have me do, then?”

“Leave,” I ordered him with all the power in my voice, like a feral hound chasing away a rival. “Get away from here. You’ve done enough damage.”

Before Luxray could reply to my threat, a terrifying, anguished sound rang out from the cave. It was the fierce and clear cry of the goddess. Immediately, I feared the worst; I assumed that Luxray had only served as a distraction so that Life and Death might enter the cave and sever the Suicune’s head to sell at the nearest relic market. Shortly, I realized this was not the case; Life and Death buzzed around the cave’s lip; I realized they had crossed too far into the darkness trying to glimpse at Suicune’s beauty, enough to make her feel threatened and enraged.

My heart stopped as the furious Suicune bounded from the cave on her three good legs with a heavy lurch in her step, her fourth lifted from the ground. The two Scyther scattered and flew out of sight, and the goddess set her sights upon Luxray and I. Like a dreadful avalanche, she pounced at us, shaking the ground with her weight, gnashing her teeth and sending spittle flying from her snout.

In that moment, Luxray feared for his life, and acted in desperation: he released a web of ionic charges from the fur upon his head. And I…

I could not have known what to do. The moment happened too quickly, and there was no time to contemplate. All I felt was something like a large steel spike to the chest, bringing with it the same paralyzing coldness as the raw bolt of lightning from the storm. And that coldness came from the knowledge that Suicune was about to die. Or perhaps not die, but suffer a great pain from which she might never recover.

I thought of nothing else but to save the great one from the fate which would swiftly arc through the air and shatter her soul. I thought not for my safety, or for the safety of Luxray, but only for hers. And so, I withdrew into the depths of my inner spark, taking with me the one and only wish I held… And just as it had always done for me, my spark answered my prayer. It commanded the positive ions in my body to stand at the tipped points of my fur. When Luxray released his lightning, it ignored the goddess and arced at me instead.

I felt the surge of hot and cold across my form as I harnessed the energy and drew it deep into my spark.

The Suicune stopped short of tearing us to shreds with her teeth. She bent down and roared furiously into our faces, a sound so much louder than even thunder at close range. Her breath sent a sudden gust of cold air across us, bringing me fear that I would soon see her summon a stormcloud or a typhoon to destroy us. But I stood still and bore her display of wrath, for I trusted the goddess, and I knew her feelings and intentions. Luxray, however, did not seem to have the same sense of fearlessness, and he was startled and fled, disappearing into the blue crags.

They were gone. The pair of Scyther, the Luxray, and even the bird had fled at the sound of Suicune’s great temper. Only I remained, standing at her feet as she towered above me, a terrible whirlpool of emotions churning in her eyes, and also within my own chest. She peered down at me with displeasure, as though deciding whether or not to eat me in one bite.

For an instant, she became distracted with something in the sky. She looked fearfully at the clifftops far above and cowered from them, keeping herself in the shadows where the direct sunlight did not fall.

Then, without saying a word, she turned and hobbled back into the cave from which she had come. I remained in place for another moment, waiting for my ears to finish ringing, for my heart to start again, and for my lungs to inhale the air I required to resume intelligent thought.

And as I watched her disappear into the darkness of the shelter, wondering whether or not it was appropriate that I should follow, I spotted something set against the wall. It was a large pair of saddle-bags, similar to those I had carried across the plain. I began wondering if Suicune had thrown the supplies out of the cave in her fury, but the truth eventually dawned on me: Luxray had brought this. I immediately felt revulsion, wondering what he had carried with him. What might they be? Weapons? Magical orbs to disable and disrupt the soul of the goddess, to render her helpless?

But I approached them, and before my paw touched them, I came to understand what truly lay in the bags. They held berries, the berries which Suicune truly needed, and not the ones which had brought a false hope to me.

Before I unbuttoned the first bag, I came to understand what had happened as soon as I had left the ranch. Luxray had gathered all of his partners and harvested these crops for me, gathering them into a load much larger than I could hope to carry on my own.

Before I tilted the bag to watch what would roll onto the ground, I wondered if I had treated Luxray properly after all. He was a wise and faithful beast, a person my grandfather had trusted enough to place me under his care. And he was wise not only in the ways of agriculture, but also in the ways of judging character. I knew he cared about me, and I knew he still held many lessons he had waited to teach me, things I would now never learn from him.

And when I saw the berries spill onto the ground, the fruits of his good intentions, I wondered if I had been right to denounce him and chase him away. Of course, it was impossible for me to know if the berries were good for her just by looking at them, but still, I knew. I knew what Luxray’s intentions had been: he had wanted the best for both Suicune and I, except that he only valued my life above hers.

Had I done what was right?

Again, it should have been a difficult decision. Perhaps I should have felt torn and ashamed of my judgment. But my heart remained in place. I had decided upon the answer before it needed to be asked. Luxray was in the wrong. Every creature is imperfect, including those we look up to or take orders from. Sometimes those are the hardest people to denounce: the ones we follow. And yes, from his point of view, there was a chance that Suicune might have been dangerous to me. But he chose not to trust my judgment, instead taking things upon his own shoulders. That was the wrong decision for Suicune, for I, and for all of us.

But in the end, Luxray had fulfilled my request, and though I planned never to see him again, he would keep my respect.

I began sorting through the new medicines. There were ganlon berries, kebia berries, and lum berries, among others. Of course, I did not understand what effect they would have on the body, nor did I know whether or not Suicune would agree to eat them after what had just transpired. But I knew they were good for her, and I knew, if I wished to see her healthy and well, I would need to convince her to eat them.

I entered the cave with caution, just as I had done all the days I tried to visit the goddess before our companionship formed. I waited for her growl in protest, but she greeted me with silence, so I just said, “Suicune, they are gone. They won’t bother you anymore.”

And I saw a glimpse of her, but only a small glimpse, as the noonday light was nearly all gone and the shadows had shifted across the cave, casting her into blackness. She did not look at me; instead, she lay down as though she tried to nap. “I know,” she responded to me.

“I’m so sorry, Suicune,” I told her, my voice breaking profusely. “I trusted him. I did not expect him to deceive me. In truth, he was my mentor, before I came here. I… thought he would know which berries to feed you. I didn’t… I didn’t think he’d come to the conclusion he would need to fight you.”

“The Luxray was right,” Suicune said simply, her voice muffled as her head lay upon the floor.

“He was right?” I echoed in a bitter laugh. “That you were planning to kill me after your leg healed?”

“No,” she replied. “That I hide, because I am afraid I will be overpowered.”

“Oh,” I said, almost a sigh of relief. “Suicune… there is no shame in hiding. Especially if you believe it will keep you alive. Besides, even despite your injury, I… I cannot see you falling in battle… you could overpower any who would challenge you. I am sure!”

It was a compliment, or a feeble attempt at one, but it was also the truth. Though I had not seen her fight, I could not imagine the great beast taking on a creature stronger than herself. As far as I was aware, none existed who were, at least among the mortal realm.

But as I considered telling her about the new medicines and wondering how I would convince her to trust me again, she cut off my words, saying to me:

“I am with child.”

At once, all my words left me. I stood with my mouth agape, a sour tingle of emotion tracing the tip of my spine. I stuttered and tried to speak, saying, “You mean, you… carry an egg?”

“Yes,” she replied, still wallowing in her weariness and keeping her eyes closed.

I began to understand. I understood her fear, her rage, and the reason behind everything she said. I understood why she had crawled into this ungodly ditch to hide herself: it was for the safety of her child.

A torrent of humility filled me, bringing me to feel no more significant than a pebble sitting upon the ground somewhere in the cave. My confidence left me, taking with it my satisfaction of earning her trust. For no longer did I mean anything in this world, not while I stood beside someone like her.

“But, Suicune… I did not know… I did not know that gods can carry eggs,” I rambled to her, the surge of emotion bringing tears to my eyes. “Our books of legends say that the gods were created by the hooves of Arceus, without gender, and without the capacity for eggs…”

“You know nothing about those whom you call gods, Dandelion,” she said to me again. “You say that we are gods, when we are slaves. We are not immortal; we die, just as the other creatures, and we mate and produce generations. But our numbers are few and scattered, and we hide in secret, for there are those who covet our power. If we are destroyed, we face extinction for our race. So we must hide. For survival. This is why we fear, and flee from what we fear. We must remain unknown.”

Her voice crooned, and I gazed upon her face and realized she, too, was crying; droplets of water flowed from the corners of her closed eyes. I felt moved for her, and so I approached her, until I found my muzzle against her paw. I lay down against her, showing, through my touch, that she was not alone.

“You will make a magnificent mother,” I told her, trying to offer words of encouragement. “You will raise a strong son, or daughter, or whatever you might call it.”

“There are those who wish to take my child away from me,” the great beast sobbed. “There are those who feud with my kind… they wish me extinct. And so, they wish not for my child to hatch. So they chase me and try to capture me, and take my child away from me…”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to her. “I… I did not know.”

“It is how my leg became wounded, in the aftermath of a battle,” she confessed to me. “I fought against one who wanted to take my child away…”

“But they did not!” I cried, standing up and trying to inspire her with confidence. “You survived. You fought them, and though you suffered a tiny fracture, one which can and will be repaired, you prevailed. So stand proud like the beautiful goddess that you are, and do not be afraid.”

And again, I waited for her to move, or to respond, or to say anything to indicate my words held effect, but she seemed to ignore me, as she always did. I began to wonder if it was simply her way of thanking me, if she had nothing to say in reply. So I said, “I can heal your wound. I promise. I have the necessary medicine now; the Luxray brought it for me. You may find this batch of berries much more to your liking.”

So I padded outside and dragged the great sacks of berries into the chamber. I spilled them out before her, and I told her to eat them. To my surprise, she obeyed me. Sitting up tall and regal like the goddess she was, she took each berry, one at a time, and savored the taste. She did not object to them, so I hoped that Luxray had been honest in the end, even though in my heart I knew he really did want to see the Suicune healed as much as I did.

After she had finished the berries – I ate those which were poisonous to her, and though they had made me dizzy, they were filling enough—she commanded me to come close to her. Of course, I obeyed unquestioningly. To my surprise, she cupped her limb around me and drew me closer to her, nestling me in the crook of her neck just as she did the previous night. I winced in surprise, seeing that the sun was still very bright in the sky and would remain so for at least six more hours.

“Has the fire returned?” I asked awkwardly, gasping for breath above her giant paw. “Do you need me to relieve your pain again?”

“No,” she said. “I am wondering. My child will be your size, when he hatches. I am wondering how I should hold him.”

She laid me down on the stony floor, keeping me trapped between her body and her left leg. I peered into her eyes, saying nothing at all, wondering just what she expected of me. She returned a sour expression, wrinkling her cheeks into a frown. She nudged me and pawed at me, as though she wanted me to move, all while holding me still so I could not do what she wished. In fact, I was plainly confused, and perhaps somewhat afraid. I thought to beg for my pardon, when she abruptly drooped her nose close to me and lashed out with her rough, sticky tongue, dragging it all across my face. All of a sudden, I found myself blinded, felt the hairs upon my cheeks and my forehead bending backwards under the immense pressure.

As I caught my breath from the sudden experience, I thought it to be a gesture of tenderness, as the kiss of a vixen upon her son. I thought perhaps she wished me to play the role of her youngling Suicune, pawing at her and uttering croons of nonsense, but then she repeated the gesture. Again, my eyes snapped shut and I held my breath, cringing, as the hardy tongue of the goddess pressed into my skin, certain that she would leave raw burn marks upon me.

But when she lapped at me the third time, I came to remember something.

Memories connected in the farthest corners of my mind, and I found that I recognized the feel of her tongue. The rough yet tender burn upon the skin. The stinging sensation as the strands bent in directions they were not meant to grow. The hot moisture which stuck to the fur, matting it down, chasing away the itches…

It was an experience I had always known, yet… one I had not felt since the earliest days of my perceptions, when the world was naught but a swirl of bright colors, and my grandmother was but a warm wall of cozy fur to snuggle beside. It was something I knew from before I understood speech, or learned to recognize faces.

Thus, at the ministrations of the Suicune, I let myself fall limp, drifting back to a far-gone day when I was a tiny brown kit, given a bath by his caring grandmother.

It was not so difficult to imagine, for the sapphire goddess was not so different in size than my grandmother seemed to me in the days soon after my hatching. Even her glistening hide became coated in shades of silver as the afternoon sunlight retreated from the cave, some shades which, I thought, rightly belonged to the one who had cared for me when I was so little and young.

She lapped at my prickled fur, turning me over at her convenience, until she had worked out all the bloodstains and coated me hopelessly in her saliva. And I… I did not utter even a yowl of protest. In truth, I had faded so deeply into the surreal bliss of her company that I thought, for some moments, I truly was her just-born child. I thought there could be no other explanation for why she gave me such loving attention.

And that night, as I found myself nestled at her chest with the same sense of security as I had felt when I had fled to my grandmother from the thunderstorms, a thought crossed my mind.

It was not an earth-shattering realization, nor was it a decision I had made then and there. No, it was something which had been true for many days, something which, when I came to understand it, made simple sense to me and answered many of my questions.

I had fallen deeply in love with the Suicune.

And it occurred to me that the concept of love, something which I could not have previously claimed to understand, was not such a complicated thing, as the storytellers from my youth had made it seem. No, in the end, I found love to be the simple desire to serve someone, to belong to them with your heart and soul, and to wish nothing in return. For you know only that they deserve to be happy, for no other reason than their mere existence upon this world.

And I found that love was not something I decided upon for myself, something I weighed in judgment or something I held control over. It was something which, by some invisible force, had been decided for me. It was something which merely happened. I found no other reason that my heart would demand me to follow her the moment our eyes first met, or to stand outside of her shelter for a dozen days, worrying for her safety. I found no other reason that I would so readily disregard my apprenticeship with Luxray as though it had meant nothing, or any other reason I might have trudged through the cold, sloppy rainstorm just to bring her the food she needed.

I found no other reason I would have offered my life to her, and with such honesty and purity, that I never for a moment forgot my promise.

When I came to understand the reality of my devotion to her, I felt no shame or revulsion, but I needed to ask myself what it meant. What, then, would I say to her once her leg became whole again, letting her once more bound across the earth’s surface wherever she pleased? In truth, I knew what I wanted: I wanted for her to take me wherever she would go. I wanted to stand beside her, to protect her from the lightning which she so deeply feared, drawing it into myself from whichever foes wished to bring her harm. And I wanted to witness the birth of her son, and to help it grow and learn in the same way my grandfather had raised me.

But I was not certain if it was my place to ask these things of her. I was, after all, just a mere mortal; her place was in the sky, and mine upon the land. Could I dare ask her for any more companionship than she had given me already? I did not know. But I understood what my inner spark had tried to tell me all along: that I had found the reason I had yearned to run into the wild. The reason was to ask this Suicune to take me with her.

She clung to me fast and held me snugly until the sunlight drained from the cave and we both fell asleep.


The next morning, although I felt cramps multiplying in my legs, I saw no reason to beg for my freedom, so I happily chose to remain in her grasp and to patiently wait for her to awaken. She did, indeed, sleep like a dragon. The noonday light had come and gone, and she was still motionless; I would have thought her dead, had it not been for the long breaths sweeping constantly across my fur, reminding me of the most wonderful of thunderstorms.

To pass the time, I entertained myself with my imagination, wondering what grandfather and the others would say to the claim that I had been nursed like a hatchling by a legendary goddess. I also reflected upon other matters, namely how I would craft my great question to her, and which words I would use, and which moment I would need to wait for. It occurred to me that, while love itself is a plainly simple concept, it was the issue of what should be done about it, the logistics of rejection and acceptance, which had given it such a bad reputation to the storytellers. Having now for myself an encounter these difficult issues, I came to understand how fragile and convoluted they could soon become, and I felt an infectious weakness spreading to my muscles.

But when I withdrew into my inner spark, it said to me, “Dandelion, you will not fear her rejection. Your duty is to ask, and to accept whatever answer she gives to you, knowing it will make her happy. For whether you stand with her in the end, or stand alone, you will be happy knowing that you stand where you were destined to stand.”

And I listened to what it said, knowing it to be true. I could speak to her. This much was within my power. I set a solid resolution within myself to speak my burning question to her, and I swore upon my father’s grave to inquire about becoming her companion, before the sun would set.

After enough time, I grew bored of the loneliness. My patience failed me and I called to her, “Suicune? Suicune?” hoping she would awaken. Her eyes gently fluttered open, and she gave me a sudden gaze as though she was confused about who I was, but it faded fast and her gaze grew warm.

“Suicune, how is your leg?” I asked of her. “Has the medicine been working? After such a long slumber, it should have taken effect by now.”

“My leg feels no pain anymore,” she spoke simply, lifting her head and showing her wound to me. Indeed, the scabs and scars completely and perfectly sealed the hole that once blemished her ankle. Though the skin was filled with dried blood, dark-red and still naked of its fur, it seemed leathery and solid. Without asking for permission, she tore at the splint, breaking it between her jaws. She thumped the paw against the ground, and said to me, “It is done. It feels as it did before the fall.”

“That is wonderful!” I cheered, finding a twinge of worry conceived within me, knowing my time to speak with her might run short. Thinking quickly, I gave a proposition to her: “You are whole again. But perhaps some parts inside the leg are not fully healed, and might break easily. You should stay here, just for one more day, to let the berry medicines move through your blood.”

“Yes,” she said simply. “I will stay. Will you stay?”

“Of course,” I told her with a warm smile. “I’d rather be nowhere else.”

Just as those words left my mouth, I tasted my own lie.

I felt a shudder move within me, beginning from the point between my ears and running down my back, until each of my limbs trembled with a pleasant coldness. A grave hunger possessed me, a hunger to run free and feel my muscles burn. So restless, I became, that I struggled against Suicune’s grasp without meaning to, feeling the powerful, undeniable call of the wilderness demanding my presence.

This time, I understood the urge and what it meant. It meant the pressure of the air had changed again, and a respectable storm had formed nearby. My spark came to life within me, and I yearned to sprint in the fields and frolic in my own element.

Politely, I tried to paw my way out from Suicune’s hold. But as I struggled, she held me closer, pinning me against her chest.

“Good Suicune, I beg your pardon,” I chuckled to her, my gaze fixed on the outdoors. “I feel a storm coming, and I wish to hunt for lightning. Would you let me play in the field for a time? I will return to you by dusk, I promise!”

She did not answer me. I squirmed and gently prodded her leg, a feeble attempt to punctuate my plea, but she only tensed and held me harder. I feared I would soon need to gasp for air if I further provoked her.

Puzzled, I craned my neck and glanced at the Suicune’s face, and found a forlorn, resentful gaze within her ruby eyes, eyes which were also fixed on the cave entrance. I held my breath when I found something different upon the face of the goddess: the stun of terror.

“Do not go, Dandelion,” she said softly. “You will die.”

Her voice rang with such a dark tone of concern, it gave me pause. I did not understand what she feared.

“Die?” I echoed, chuckling again. “Whatever do you mean? I have been struck by lightning before. It is quite pleasant…”

She ignored my words, her gaze burning upon something far away. So preoccupied, she seemed, wondered if she had not noticed me speak. When her arm twitched, still holding me protectively to her side, it occurred to me that I was unaware of something, something she hesitated to tell me. Perhaps it was something which truly threatened my safety. Realizing this, my stomached throbbed with nausea. For what could be threatening to such a great, legendary beast?

“Suicune…” I muttered quietly, beginning to fear her answer. “What is the matter?”

“They are here,” she gasped. “The storm comes. They are near. Soon, they will find me.”

I felt such dread, just by the way she spoke the words. Against my judgment, I cringed farther into her embrace and I spoke carefully, “They…? Who are they?”

“They are the lightning creatures,” she told me in a wrathful demon’s voice. “They have come for me… and for my child…”

I gasped in relief. Well, perhaps not relief, but I had found a surge of hope in the chasm of darkness I had fallen into. I knew not what creatures she was hiding from, but if they wielded lightning, they could not easily harm me… and perhaps, just perhaps, I could defeat them, and protect her!

“Let me go,” I suddenly ordered the goddess, my inner spark feeding me with conviction. “I will confront them.”

“No, Dandelion,” she replied sadly. “You will die.”

“I will not die,” I barked to her. “Didn’t you say that I am faster than even most of the gods? Whatever they are, I can absorb their charges. And if they try to attack directly, I might outrun them.”

“Do not try to fight them,” she sternly warned me. “They will overpower you.”

And I snapped at her remorselessly, believing that I knew the better course of action. Perhaps it was the euphoria from the dawning storm, but in that moment I felt myself a superior to her, as a fearless knight fighting to protect a princess. I spoke with the words which came from my inner spark, the words it told me to use, and I said to her, “Suicune, you may not remember this, but on the first day you allowed me to speak with you, I made a promise to you. I promised the lightning would not harm you, even at the expense of my own death. I will protect you from whatever lightning creatures are waiting for you. I will stand my ground until the very end, and I will draw the lightning away from you as long as I remain standing. You might flee as I distract them and find a new place to hide. Perhaps we might not see one another again, but so be it. If there is one thing I will not do; I will not leave well enough alone.”

Though I spoke so assertively, accentuating every syllable and making my meaning clear, she did not heed my words. She ignored them, just as she had often done, and she did not let me go. She held fast to me, clinging to me. Afraid for my life.

I sighed at the stubborn goddess, wondering if she would cower in this shallow cave until her doom, taking me with her, if she would not listen to my reasoning. But something came to mind just then. It might have been the way she held me, or the pulse of her heart, or the mighty growl of her breath, but in the darkness behind my eyelids I saw myself as a cub, cowering in the comfort of my grandmother’s embrace from the fearsome storm.

And I remembered the place from where I had come.

“Lotus,” I said to the Suicune. “He was my brother… he… would always beat me in the footrace, each time I would try… and he would always outsmart me in a game. Whenever he would hide from me, I could not find him, and each cunning lie he told me, I believed. Today, I… miss him.”

The sapphire goddess eyed me oddly, as though demanding an explanation. I gave her none. Instead, I continued my ramble.

“Hyacinth,” I said to her. “She was my sister. She was the oldest, the first-hatchling of our litter. Though… she was stubborn and insufferable in her pride, I idolized her. I envied the knowledge she held, and I wished her to teach me what she knew. I miss her, as well.”

“And Snap, he was an odd little fox, always trouncing around with filthy fur, and collected carcass skulls and bits of tree bark in our burrow. He was perhaps my best friend, and I so do miss the days I spent talking with him, exploring the way his strange mind perceived the world…”

“Your family was large?” Suicune asked of me with a snort of curiosity.

“Very large,” I replied. “A litter of eighteen. They were all wonderful friends to me, my siblings…”

“What has happened to them?” she asked of me. “Why are you no longer with them?”

“My guardians… understood something which you do not yet understand, Suicune,” I told her solemnly. “You will soon be a mother. And motherhood is a joy, but it is also a tragedy in the end, for there will come a time when you must let go of your children, and let them scurry away into the world and do what they believe they should do, apart from you. For no matter how you may try, there will come a point in time where you will hold no authority over them. Great Suicune… yesterday you wished to pretend I was your child. Now you must do so again… and let me go.”

I gazed into her blood-red eyes – her wise, motherly, yet stubborn eyes – and I saw sadness welling behind them. I knew she understood me. Something I said had touched her. Yet, I wondered if things were different for the legendary beings. Perhaps the gods did not need to let their children go. It certainly seemed so, for as much as I pleaded to my Suicune, she would have none of it. She gripped me ever the harder, causing my cramps to light in fire, and my lungs to collapse.

Though my heart filled with regret, I fell upon my last resort, and I threatened her, the one whom I loved and I never wished to harm. I said to her, “Suicune, if you do not let me go, I will release my greatest shock into you… and it will hurt.”

“You would not do that!” she quipped back. “I trust you!”

“Perhaps your trust is misplaced,” I returned bitterly, beginning to feel lightheaded as she partially cut the flow of air to my throat. “Suicune… let me go. I am giving you… this one, final chance…”

How deeply I feared she would force me to carry through. I watched as she peered upon me like a troubled lion, imagining that I was her little child, loathe to let me run away. I wondered what decisions she was making in her mind, and how long I would give her before I would release my charge. Perhaps I never would have shocked her in the end; perhaps I would have let her suffocate me to death. But I did not need to make the decision, for she loosened her hold upon me, and she spoke: “We will go together.”

“That is not wise!” I warned her. “You are vulnerable to the lightning. I am not. You should run, while you have the chance. Suicune… think of your child.”

“You may go. But without me, you will not find them in the clouds,” she said, still with a troubled heart. “If you must confront them, I must take you.”

And so, with the thrill of the approaching storm filling my chest, and the pulse of my inner spark commanding my actions, I compromised with her, and I agreed to let her take me to her foes, whatever they happened to be. I look back upon that moment, and I try to comprehend my own foolishness, my willingness to plunge myself into affairs I had no right to become involved with, chasing challenges I could never have conquered. I felt, in that moment, no such challenges existed, and I was an immortal. The mysterious unknown called to me, and I would chase it with no sense of my own safety, only the electric desire to see the unseen, and to witness with my own eyes the wrath of Arceus’s creation. Such was the way my inner spark controlled me, and I could not deny its desire.

When I emerged into the darkening sunlight at her side, leaving behind that dreadful cave for the rest of my life, I was stunned to witness the Suicune in her full, glistening beauty. So many colors, there were, upon her form I had never noticed, colors which the glooms of the cave had sapped from her. She stood beside me, a living visage of the clear, springtime sky, a rainbow of royalty. Her crystalline horn broke the sunlight apart as a prism would, and her indigo mane blew in the pulses of wind from the imminent storm. I eyed the strange streaming tails which sprouted from her back, and wondered about their purpose in adorning her figure. I wondered if they were merely to beautify her in the eyes of the mortals, or if they captured energy or sent commands to the clouds. Whatever the case, her majesty was a treasure to behold, and I knew I could die happily, knowing I had been graced with the honor of walking at her side, even if only for a dozen steps.

When I tore my eyes from her beauty, I glanced into the sky above the prairies. I felt the tension in the air, the wonderful buzz of power which the thunderstorm brought. And I saw the new squall mounting in the sky, sweeping the land from the east, chasing at the setting sun with the intent of swallowing it.

“Take me there,” I said to the goddess. “I am ready to fight.”

She gave a solemn nod to me, instructing me to climb upon her back and hold tightly to her horns. At first, I was not certain how well I could manage, as I was a quadruped, the kind which generally find themselves the steeds of other creatures and not the other way around. But I found a comfortable perch atop her mane, wedging my front paws between her horns for a measure of stability.

When I told her she could go, I was eager to watch her sprint across the prairie at twice my greatest speed. I was not, however, prepared for what happened next.

Before I could utter a word, Suicune released the coiled power in her legs, and she leaped straight upward by perhaps a mile. I felt the lurch of the momentum, and I glanced down in time to see the earth as some spinning, indistinct map. I found that I could not cry out in surprise, or even breathe, and I fixed my vision upon her horns in hopes that it would quell the protest from my stomach.

When she descended, I felt true terror and the acceptance of my death, the kind one feels in a dream when flying too quickly and crashing into something. But she landed gracefully upon a sturdy platform higher in the mountain, and I felt none of the impact. Without resting, she ascended again, sending the ground dropping out from under me until I could recognize none of the shapes. I felt as though I truly viewing nature from the perspective of a wild lightning bolt, flying where it may.

As a Grovyle in the jungle, she pounced from cliff to platform, from ledge to mountaintop, treating the Gatorback mountains as though they were mere stepping-stones in a creek. I could not fathom the power she held in her ankles, or the keenness in her eyesight to spot a foothold so many miles into the distance. Gasping for whatever lung-fulls of breath I could capture from the wind, I resigned myself to the spectacle, knowing that I was beginning to witness the true, hidden might of the goddess’s power.

When I gained comfort and trust in her movements, I thought to peer through the hole between her horns. And I saw the violent and heartless sky ahead, the void of darkness where she was taking me.

We arrived to a temporary break between the mountain-peaks, a place where the ground leveled out and sustained a forest of pine. I watched as Suicune touched upon the ground and broke into an intense run, fleeing across the surface of the earth so quickly that I could not comprehend our position or the sight of the wilderness which blurred past.

There was a moment when the forest floor dropped out beneath her feet, and we tumbled from the cliff, falling into a mountain lake she did not anticipate. I cringed as she lost her footing and tensed in panic, sounding a screech of surprise as we fell, powerless, toward what seemed to be an endless ocean.

But I underestimated the goddess, for her paws touched delicately upon the surface of the water, and we did not plunge. She kicked her feet and broke into a sprint once more, treating the water as nothing but a shallow puddle. Taken by awe, I watched as tall curtains of water rose vertically from our sides, disturbed by the sheer force of our back-wind.

When we reached the riverbank, she stopped for a moment’s rest, and between my attempts to gasp for the air I needed, I said to her, “You are very fast.”

She replied, “Not as fast as you, Dandelion, when you become lightning.”

I hoped her faith in my speed was not misplaced; I gazed into the distance, to the top of the next mountain peak, and I saw how the stormclouds converged into an oval vortex with a sharp, white-hot rim of steam circling the outer edge. My heart raced, and my lightning sizzled as the moment it did when I witnessed the same vortex above the plains north of the farm. If I indeed had the capacity to achieve godlike speeds, I knew I would soon require its use.

“There,” she said, indicating the core of the storm, her voice low and saddened. “They are there. Is that truly where you want to go?”

“Yes,” I growled in exhilaration, hungering for the challenge. “But you should run in the other direction, I think! I can help you get away.”

“They will always chase me,” the Suicune whispered regretfully, bowing her head so I could still hear her voice amidst the growing wind. “Until the day I die, they will chase me… If I stay, or go, there is no difference…”

“Then let us make a difference, Suicune!” I shouted at her. “Let us defeat them! So that you might be free!”

And I saw how she looked at me, that one final time, her mane of lavender flowing with the wild wind as though the gusts were a part of her, and her horn shining brightly in place of the hidden sun… and I saw the tragedy in her eyes, as though she already knew how my story would end. Perhaps I did as well. Perhaps, as I watched the magnificent stormcloud swirling before my eyes, I was beginning to realize just how strenuous and wearisome was the life of a legendary beast, the life I would agree to share if I desired to marry myself to one. Perhaps I was beginning to realize it was an ideal to which I could never measure.

Or, perhaps, I was aflame with passion, the passion to win her heart once and for all, the desire to keep her safe from her enemies… and the desire to prove myself worthy of her.

Perhaps, I knew, wherever I would stand at the end of my maniacal, suicidal challenge, I would be happy to stand where I was destined to stand… even if within the grave.

So I mounted her as my steed, that one last time, and she carried me, bounding from cliff to ledge up the height of the mountain with her rabbit-like leaps, until she stood near the very summit, a sharp cliff overlooking a bottomless gorge. Above us, the violent clouds roared and rumbled, the force of the pressure nearly great enough to draw us from the ground and into the sky. I stared with fear and awe into the nebulous eye of that storm, and I felt the strength of the whirlwind reflected within my own chest, as though my innards had melted and become pure lightning, pleading to dance among the clouds. My legs tingled with a thrill unlike any I had known before, and my heart pounded six times faster than I imagined was healthy. My inner spark was prepared to control my every action.

I dropped to the ground and found my footing on slanted cliff’s edge, noticing that the gorge below us was as dark and boundless as the clouds above, the sky shedding no sunlight to illuminate the bottom of the pit. By instinct, I cowered back from the edge by a few steps and dug my claws into the dusty stone, bearing the force of the gale and hoping I would not lose my balance. I felt thankful that Suicune’s form seemed to shield me from the worst of the wind’s force.

And I squinted at the sky, asking it for a bolt of lightning to swallow, to prepare me for whatever challenges might await. The lightning stabbed and shot around in the walls of the vortex, but the gale seemed to ignore my calling, lending me none of its power.

It did, however, lend me something different, something which terrified me.

A creature descended from the eye of the storm, one of foxlike majesty, but with different colors than the beast which I stood beside. It dashed and drifted within the air as though the currents pushed it wherever it wished, and it came to a graceful landing upon the ledge at the opposite cliff of the gorge. Once it stood still, I was able to notice its features: it bore a shaggy coat of intense yellow, the color of a live thunderbolt, littered with marks of ashen black. It hid its face behind a mask of pointed glass and a helmet of darkened iron, peering between them with fearsome, bloodshot eyes.

Though I readily recognized the beast’s figure, I could not begin to fathom that I stood in the presence of the legendary Raikou, the guardian of the storms. He was, perhaps, the first god I ever learned to idolize; since the night my foster-mother assured me I should not fear him, I learned to trust in his might, finding solace whenever the thunderstorms would rage in the sky. But as he stood across from us like a wild, carnivorous hound out upon the hunt, my faith in him wavered, and I began to imagine myself impaled upon one of his saber-tooth tusks, or opened with his claws. My spark demanded that I stand my ground, rather than retreating onto Suicune’s back and begging her to dash away, and I reluctantly obeyed…

“So it is him,” Suicune muttered to herself. “I feared this…”

The god of lightning roared, but the thunder from his lungs formed words that were understandable to my ears, and he spoke to us: “So here we are again, Samurott! I have searched far!”

And it struck me that the Raikou spoke the Suicune’s true name. Samurott had been her name all along, and I had never considered the possibility. I stifled a chuckle, and I said to her, “Samurott?! You are not a Samurott! Why is that your name?!”

And she replied, “And you are not a dandelion.”

I shut my mouth tightly and kept my retort to myself. But I could not have said anything, for the thunderous hound roared at us again, saying, “Who is the rodent?”

The majestic Samurott replied to him, her voice a clear and crooning howl like the wind between the rocks, saying, “It does not concern you!”

The Raikou replied, “So, you have found a friend. It is unlike you. You are much too cowardly.”

But my heart burst within my chest, and I pounced up to the very edge of the cliff, and I tilted my head toward the sky, and I roared with whatever power I had, and I said, “I am the one who will stand in your way of harming her!” And I cannot have imagined how he heard my taunt, as loud as the wind roared, and as feeble as my own voice sounded in comparison to the two quarrelling gods, but he understood me. The thunder-god snapped his jaws toward me, drawing a sudden lightning-strike onto the mountain somewhere behind himself. I was startled, nearly enough to lose my pawing on the cliff and stumble into the abyss…

I heard the sound of a powerful avalanche, of rocks tumbling from the mountainside and down into the abyss. I then realized the sound was the laughter of Raikou. I only lowered ears and growled in reply, a growl which surely looked so quaint and pathetic in his own eyes… but I held my confidence, knowing that his lightning-strikes, the source of his power, could do nothing to me. If it meant the safety of my Samurott, I knew I could defeat him… or, at the least, that is what my heart told me.

When the Raikou had finished with his loud, terrible convulsions of laughter, he opened his mouth to taunt at me. I realized, too late, that his taunt was a giant ball of darkness which formed upon the end of his snout. When it grew greater than the size of his head, it flew at me with the speed of a cannonball. Though I jerked back my body to avoid a direct hit, the pressure from the explosion tossed me into the air. I scrabbled with my limbs, frantically, to soften my fall, but I landed hard on my side, and saw the world tilt vertically around me. Suicune gasped my name, and I thought she might run to help me… But there was an earthquake which rattled my body, and then I found that Raikou stood on top of me, pinning me to the ground with the flat of his front paw.

The moment passed so quickly, that it only occurred to me, as I felt Raikou’s weight bearing down upon my fragile body, that he would harness attacks other than lightning-bolts, attacks to foil my immunity to lightning. I came to realize how far I had gone in deluding myself, thinking I stood at the level of an immortal, a legendary god, when I was still just an insect to be crushed underfoot. I glanced at Samurott, who had not moved, but sent me a gaze of sympathy for my trouble. Then I turned my attention to the angry thunder-god who threatened to ground me into the rocks.

He glared at me with such divine hatred, his breath scorching my face, as he thought of which words to say to me to remind me of my true place in the world. In a few moments more, he decided I was not worth even four of his words, as he growled, “You are nothing,” and swept me aside with a small prod of his paw, tossing my body cleanly above the mouth of the gorge, and in the very center of it, where I had no hope to catch a wall for salvation on my way down.

There was a moment when I realized my fate. The moment lasted a heartbeat, but I had seen the valley extending its jaws to swallow me, and its darkness where my doom would lie. And perhaps I also saw my brothers and sisters, and my foster-mother and foster-father, and I sent them a prayer they would never hear, an apology for my failures, but also a note of reassurance, telling them I was not to be mourned for. My death, I hoped, was the most honorable and beautiful of them all, and so I was certain I could hold pride in it, even unto the spirit world.

When the moment passed, I sent a final, feeble exclamation to my inner spark, as though to say, “You got me into this. You are to blame.”

And my spark replied, “In that case, I will get you out.”

Though I had not captured a bolt of lightning form the storm, I found that my spark had, deep inside, contained a massive charge waiting to be released. I later came to understand where this charge had come from: it had been passed to me by Luxray on the day we had last met, the moment he feared for his very life at the wrath of Samurott’s jaws. It was his last wind; his inner spark had released everything it held in his frantic attempt to survive the Suicune’s sudden attack, and so, it held a terrible wealth of power. What a coincidence it is, I think, that the same charge would be used twice, by two separate beings, as a final, desperate attempt against all odds to survive.

I cannot describe the surge I felt. In pure reflex, my limbs disintegrated, my vision turned to bright whiteness, and I found myself drawn upward in a rush of energy. The bitter cold consumed me from the inside, and the scalding hotness from the outside, and I released the energy, becoming the bolt of lightning and flying at light-speed above the lip of the gorge and back upon the platform.

When I opened my eyes again, I was indeed standing on solid ground, but a very strange sort of ground, one which did not resemble rocks. It more resembled a carpet of coarse fur. Looking to my feet, I saw that I stood upon a sheet of lavender, surrounded by jagged stripes of blackness and a pelt of yellow. I had not only escaped the pit, but I had landed on Raikou’s back!

My heart jumped again, knowing this was my one and only chance to defeat him. And I needed to act before he could see or feel my presence, which would only take three seconds at my luckiest.

“What do I do now?!” I asked my heart. “Do I bite down upon his throat?!”

“No,” my inner spark said to me. “No… do not harm him.”

“Don’t harm him?! Then what should I do?” I demanded. “What is your brightest idea?!”

“Rather than harming him… heal him,” my heart said to me. “Take… his pain… away.”

Though it was an odd command from my instincts, I soon understood its meaning. I dug my claws into the Raikou’s pelt and I lunged at his neck, gripping it between my front paws. I vaguely felt the thunder beast just beginning to acknowledge my presence, beginning the very first twitch in his series of convulsions which would furiously shake me away. I released the remainder of my energy reserves into him, through my paws, directing the charge onto the very summit of his spinal cord beneath his skull.

The next moment, the mighty Raikou, legendary beast of the thunderstorms, slumped to the ground in paralysis, his limbs bending and tangling beneath his weight.

I watched the powerless Raikou as its various muscles leaped and shuddered with spasms, and its eyes moved oddly. He was clearly still living, but lacked the strength to move by his own will. The beast could still watch me, anticipate my motions, and understand my words… but he could not save himself from his rightful fate.

And my temper flared, and the frenzy possessed me… In a rage of triumph, I pounced upon his body and I reared my fangs, and I bit down upon the jugular in his throat, driven to murder the very god who had dared to bring harm to the one whom I loved…

But before the points of my fangs pierced his skin, Samurott in a desperate screech cried to me, “Dandelion! NO!”

Obediently I hesitated, withdrawing my jaw from the golden neck. I scowled questioningly at the Suicune, and I gasped to her, “Why?! This is your chance to rid yourself of him! You will be free!”

My Samurott did not answer me at first. She seemed stunned by the question. Conflicted. Emotions flashed behind her eyes, emotions I could not fathom. I urged her, “Samurott! We do not have much time. The paralysis will wear away! Why do you hesitate?”

And she replied, bowing her head and betraying a deep shame in her words, “He is my mate.”

I staggered. A painful weakness washed across me, sapping whatever energy had remained within my chest.

“Your mate,” I croaked, staring blankly at the body of the thunder god, and into his eyes, which I knew still watched me intently. “He… is the father of your child?”

“Yes,” replied Samurott, very plainly and softly, saying nothing more.

Whether in reverence, or in disgust, I backed down from atop the fallen beast, my words failing me. For the first moment in many, many days, my body felt heavy, so much heavier than even with a yolk of berries strapped to me… And something stung within my chest, bringing me pain.

For in that moment, without needing to ask, I knew that everything which had happened to me had already happened once before. My care of the Suicune, my overflowing desire to earn her favor and stand at her side, and to serve her… it was all a pointless reiteration of something which had happened in the past, between herself and this Raikou…

He had seen her, perhaps when the two were younger, however many centuries ago, and had become smitten with her at first sight. Whether by her power over the rain in the clouds, or just by her gorgeous figure, she became the center of his life and his thoughts, and he pledged himself to her with the same passion that I had, if not more, seeing as though I was not born with the stature of a legendary guardian of the earth. Of course, she had accepted him, for he was worthy of her, standing equal to her in every measure. Like I, he had promised to protect her from the lightning she so feared, deflecting the bolts from her enemies should she ever draw the ire of Zapdos or Zekrom.

And for a time, perhaps many centuries, they lived happily. As the thunder in the rain, they were fit for one another.

Alas, it was not to last. I cannot presume to know what exactly happened to taint their love, but some conflict drove them apart; perhaps the burden of raising a child had something to do with it, or perhaps he committed an atrocity she could not forgive… something inspired her to run, and sent her into hiding from his electric wrath. The one whom she found solace beside had, in that instant, become her greatest and most dangerous enemy, wielding the storm’s power to pierce her watery soul.

Since then, she had forever roamed the earth alone, cowering in dark caves and ditches where the lightning from the sky might not strike her. She had kept a wary eye to the sky, walking the shadows just shy of the sunlight’s reach, fearing the bolt which would bring about her end.

When she found me, it was all fated to begin again. Except… I could not have presumed to measure against the Raikou in fidelity, passion, strength, or any of the godlike traits she needed in a dependable mate.

Regardless of my choice of words, or my timing… she would have rejected me.

Even if not, I would have made her mourn my death in just a century and a half, forcing her to carry on for the millennia to come with two holes in her heart rather than one.

Though I had proudly considered myself gifted or fortunate for winning her favor, in the end, I stood only as a wayward Jolteon.

I glared into the Raikou’s motionless and fiery eyes as these conclusions formed within me, each one as a rock to the side of the skull, draining my strength until I held no more willpower to stand, and I bowed to him. My anger seethed, but it was not anger at him, but at myself, and at Samurott, and at the cruel ways of fate which mortals cannot see except in hindsight. And I uttered to him, “You were right, good Raikou. I… am nothing.”

I turned, almost vengefully, to the Suicune with the strange name, and I told her to leave. I said, “If you wish to hide from him again, go, while he is still powerless. You might run far away.”

I witnessed a flicker of reluctance in her stature, bending her knee as though to walk away, and bowing her head in distress. She said to me, “Thank you, Dandelion…” It was the gesture of gratitude I had waited for so long to hear from her, the acknowledgement of my struggles on her behalf. As my final word to her, I should have thanked her in return, but I was in no mood to do so, and I growled bitterly at her, telling her to leave me.

She nodded an acknowledgement to me, and then she galloped away like a deer in the woods, disappearing behind the mountainside, leaving me to fathom, for the first time, the concept of a broken heart.

As the sun set upon the day, and the tempest upon the mountaintop faded into a clear sky, I found myself alone with the immobile Raikou. I suppose I did not know why I waited for him to awaken, but I sat with patience of a dragon. Perhaps I wished to plead for his forgiveness. Perhaps I only wished to hear him speak.

When he began to stir and regain motion, he mumbled something bitterly to me: “Our strain grows stronger. We have watched the genes mutate. In six generations, the lightning people will never again know paralysis… should I have been born then, you would have fallen to defeat…”

I ignored his rambling, perhaps because I couldn’t understand its meaning. Instead, I asked him plainly, “Why does she run from you?”

The Raikou, still without feeling in his forelimbs, grumbled a reply to me. He said, “Why do you ask about things you could not comprehend?”

I said, “What makes you believe I cannot comprehend?”

He said, “Because I do not comprehend either.”

I blinked at him, and I demanded presumptuously, “Do you wish to take her child? Or to murder her?”

“There exist those who wish to slay her, but I am not one,” the Raikou told me. “She intends to keep the child from me. She does not tell me the reason.”

“Perhaps there is no reason, then,” I said facetiously, shrugging to the thunder-god. “Perhaps she ran from you only because an urge told her to run, and nothing more.”

My words offended the Raikou deeply, and he scowled at me. So disgusted, he apparently was, that when he became able to stretch his legs and stand again, he paid me no attention and darted across the gorge, departing from my presence just as quickly and unceremoniously as his wayward mate.

And there, I found myself alone in the wild, the place where I thought for all my life I had belonged. From the cliff-top, I saw how the final vivid remainder of the sun still peeked over the western horizon, its fleeting light cast upon acres of landscape I did not know.

And for once, when I asked my inner spark what it would have me do next, it replied with silence.

In the minute before the sun disappeared entirely, I felt a surge of regret strike at me. In keeping with my fateful resolution, for I had never in my life failed to keep one, I perched at the end of the cliff, stared at the setting sun, and called to the wilderness in my greatest voice, “Samurott! Take me with you!”

Of course, Samurott did not return. When the earth snuffed the last candle-light of sun, I felt a decision resting upon my shoulders: A decision to return to Luxray’s farm and resume my work there, or to explore the yonder world wherever my legs and my heart would take me. I suppose it should have been a difficult decision, but it was not, and I crossed the mountain ridge, casting all memories of the farm life from my mind without a passing regret.


There is no more which needs to be said about my story. You might wonder about the point of the story, and so I will tell you that there is none. My story was pointless, meaningless, and fruitless. It was merely a strange event in my life which is fascinating to recall, and nothing more.

You see, I had followed the spark of my inspiration, my heart’s every demand, unto the very ends of the earth. I had followed it into the storm, into a cave, alongside a legendary beast, and against the wrath of a thunder god… And there, at the end of the earth, when my heart held no more instructions for me, I found myself standing alone, utterly lost, and having accomplished nothing.

I lived the life of a wild, roaming the open and treacherous world of the ferals for perhaps four years before I realized I had only been chasing an empty promise, a promise which only redefined itself whenever I would seem to approach it closely. I remembered the time, long ago in Suicune’s cave, when I told myself I would have been happy to stand wherever destiny would have me stand… but when I found myself standing in the wild, I asked myself if I was happy. And I was not.

Emotions… they are as bolts of lightning from a rainstorm. They strike randomly and powerfully, bringing with them a sense of vivid illumination and an exciting clamor. However, the illumination soon disappears, and the rumble of the thunder soon becomes nothing but a ringing in the ears, leaving one standing in the darkness without any sense of direction or purpose but to await the next bolt. In the end, they are not and cannot be a guiding light for very long. There must always be something else to follow.

The day I realized this, I set a new resolution for myself: to learn the craft of storytelling. I resolved to study the books and scrolls of the famous authors and adventurers until I learned a wealth of new words and how they function. I resolved to speak those words until my tongue would be left raw and numb, learning how to assemble them in order and make them flow at will. And then, I resolved to weave those words into my own stories, which I would convey to whomever would hear me as I dashed from town to village to city as a traveling bard. I figured, by retelling the story of my unlikely encounter with the legendary beasts, I might convey to the world the same sense of reverence and awe which my grandmother gave to me as a tiny cub.

And in my travels, I have seen the beauties of the world I so hungered for. At last, I have found the wild, the place I truly belonged. Except now I understand just why I belong there.

Whether or not I am an effective storyteller is for you to decide, but the day has not yet come when I am pleased with my skill. I struggle still, to improve myself, to read every story in existence and to rival the Ninetales in spoken word. Some nights, I must sacrifice the allure of the thunderstorm, the urge to frolic and play beneath the bursting canopy of electric haze which covers the starlight, to instead read a scroll by the candlelight in a lonely den. Though my inner spark might protest and burn with reluctance when I deny its whim, I can now ask myself if I am happy where I am standing, and the answer will always be “yes”.

To my gracious Samurott, wherever you might now be: I hope, in your travels, that you have found the safety and peace which is your true birthright; I hope, you have found, as I have found, the place where you truly belong. And if not, may your legs never tire, may the fields and valleys of the Earth open before you wherever you might run, and may you always find a shroud of darkness to protect you when your foes lurk nearby.

And to my grandfather: when the comet should show itself, I hope that you will be pleased with my work.
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- The Mind -

Reality is not designed to be understood easily; Arceus does not sit in the sky and write history in the form of a popular novel with widespread appeal, ensuring that each and every paragraph catches the reader’s attention and holds interest. “Oh, the Flygon’s intestinal tract, it is too complicated for the casual scientist to follow, he will give me bad reviews!” he does not say. “Oh, and the Sudowoodo’s life cycle, it is far too mundane! I will bore my audience to tears!” And certainly nothing like, “The Druddigon eats the eggs of her young, that is too offensive for the children! I must revise it to be more palatable to my sensitive audiences!”

Instead, Arceus has set into motion a reality without the approval of its inhabitants; a reality which merely exists without needing to be understood by anybody. There exist some who are driven to understand specific parts of reality using the limited and unreliable perceptions of the flesh, and record those findings for future reference, a practice we call “science.” It is an ability which gives birth to knowledge, which then becomes dominion over fellow creation. And then there are simple-minded who would disregard the complex, the mundane, and the offensive as quickly as they would disregard a badly-written book, and to those people, Arceus owes no apology.

There is also a third type of person, perhaps the most curious of them all: the type who challenges oneself to understand the mundane, the offensive, and the complex nature of reality, and then to condense and contort and oversimply, until it might pass as a watered-down novel, easily digested by the simple-minded and brief enough to hold even the attention of a Goldeen: a task, you may notice, I am performing at this very moment. We are the mediums of knowledge in this world; we are the teachers.

The life of a teacher is not simple: we cannot hold one identity, but must hold two in tandem. On one shoulder, we bear the weight of our understandings, the things we hold as correct and important, and on the other, we must become the very students we teach, restrained by our naiveté and our stubbornness to learn. Mere expertise is not enough; we must create a childish and stupid version of ourselves, and view the world from their perspective on a regular basis. Without it, we cannot learn to communicate our ideas to the students, how to translate our expertise into the popular and gripping narrative that Arceus himself refused to write. But the two identities do not sit well with one another, each deeply resentful of the other’s mere existence. Left unchallenged, one persona will overpower the other, erasing it from my personality and leaving me as nothing more than either a senile old imbecile or a loud and useless brat. Maintaining this balance becomes a daily struggle, one which I cannot easily explain whilst giving due credit to the challenge.

And for what reason? Why should we teachers deserve such a torturous life, to be torn between a celebration of enlightenment and lack thereof? I speak only for myself, and my answer is simple: it is purely in vain. It is the vanity in knowing that I have strengthened minds, and shepherded hearts; the vanity in knowing that I have changed something for the better. And so, I have pledged myself as a teacher until the day I die, my aim being to nurture and improve the mind in every form which I encounter it.

Hyacinth is my name. I am the eldest of the litter by eleven seasons. Naturally, it means I am also the wisest. But my intelligence has not excused me from a life of tribulation; if anything, it has driven me to circumstances worse than anything my seventeen brothers and sisters have seen, a claim I hold confidently even before hearing all of their stories in full. I will tell you a story about my own enlightenment, where it has led me, and what it has caused me to become. It is a story I tell in vain, but it could also be something I teach, if you choose to hear it with the intent to learn.

It was by my grandfather’s misfortune that I became the firstborn grandchild. As he once explained to me, there was a day when he and grandmother inspected the eggs, and just then it must have occurred to him how he would need to divide his love and attention eighteen different ways, despite holding his deep-seated belief that each child deserved no less than his entire heart, the same belief which turned him away from fathering a second child until his first was gone and done with. Then, he became filled with some petty sort of nostalgia, and decided that he should hatch just one egg to start out with, as if to resurrect his son in some symbolic way. As you can imagine, it didn’t work the way he might have wanted: as his second firstborn, I hatched from the egg a daughter rather than a son. Though he must have been disappointed at this missed opportunity to right some irrelevant wrong from his past, he didn’t show it; he treated me just the way he likely would have treated his son if given the second chance he wanted, and did not hatch another of my siblings until I was nearly three, and almost an adolescent. The only odd thing, now that I mention it, is how he never willingly gave me a name. It was only when Hawthorn hatched that I became “Hyacinth,” so that he might differentiate between his children. As to why he waited so long to name me, I suppose I never asked him about that; I should remember to ask him at the next opportunity.

Over the years as my siblings emerged from the eggs in batches of three or four, I did not squander the advantage of age I had been given, making certain I grew as the most sensible and intelligent among them. For to allow even one of my siblings to surpass me in wisdom or achievement, after having lived for less time upon the Earth than I, would have indelibly shamed me. But as the brightest of them, I suffered my own share of inconvenience, as they would bother me incessantly about things they should have already known, and ask me for answers to problems they ought to learn for themselves, and I was burdened with the dilemma of whether to spoil them with answers or teach them to think for themselves. Whether it was something about their class duties or their chores in the village, or whatever other imminent shortcomings they faced, I was cursed with the responsibility of compensating for their inadequacies. Knowing it was a fate I had brought upon myself, a forgone conclusion of my superior intelligence, I kept my peace.

But please understand, it was not the act of tutoring them which brought me to despise my role as the firstborn. By any means, I was not above offering wisdom to my own kin, at least on principle; it was not until they begged me to repeat my advice a second or third time, or perhaps a fourth on occasion, that it brought me great anger in trying to fathom why they regarded facts and lessons as things so disposable, fit to be discarded after only one use. I had always considered knowledge and sense as things invaluable, things to be enshrined in the mind and worshipped as the lifeblood of any sentient being, elevating our dignity above that of the oblivious rodents who knew nothing beyond various forms of hunger and fear, the same rodents who could not seem to outwit us on the days we desired meat for dinner. In comparison, an Eon was godlike, but only because we deemed it important to occasionally ignore our hungers and fears when we knew better than them, after, of course, we had taken the time to learn better than them. Surely, without our sense of rational discretion, we, too, would find our ends as simple prey for some feral beast, perhaps rising to no greater cause than to fill the stomach of a raptor or a bear on one unfortunate day. The way our father’s life had ended was proof enough of it.

This marked the start of my teacher’s conscience, the sense that humoring their desire for answers would harm them, and that I should instead lead their minds to improve, and show them the way to find the answers for themselves. But I was a poor teacher to them. Though I tried different illustrations and explanations, and different wordings, and sometimes riddles to which they could provide their own answers, they all remained ignorant in ways they should not have been, and I found I could not properly fix them, for they rejected my every attempt, guarding their mind from understanding as fiercely as grandfather would guard the den from hawks. They all shared this defect, even Dandelion, the most keenly observant of them all, and Azalea, the most passionate of will, and the others whose various traits I held in high regard; none of them shared the pride I held in my education, rejecting even those things which were most trivial and learned with the simplest of effort. It was not until my evolution that I finally came to understand the reason.

It should be of no surprise that I chose to become an Espeon. Most other Eon forms seemed to me as devolutions, returning the fox to the primitive elements which constitute the world, offering asylum in the water, the fire, and the various rudimentary states of matter. Only the Espeon could elevate me beyond my origins, a form which celebrated the mind and all its splendor, giving way to the knowledge, understanding, and power of communication I so desired. Many years before grandfather gathered us at the bonfire, I had already set my heart upon the Espeon form, and knew just what a solar-ribbon was, and even the nature of the rare and enchanting Eon-stones, and the spell which made them work. I had spotted the stone I desired and claimed it while my siblings still marveled at the beauty which the firelight cast upon the gems. And before even the same hour of the following day had arrived, I had pronounced the spell, “Accipio Mutatio,” and wore my true form.

Only then, as I bid farewell to my siblings, perhaps never to see them again for generations, was the moment I found an enlightenment as to why they always stubbornly neglected my attempts to train them throughout the years, each avoiding me with different and creative means: when I peered into their minds for the first time with my new psionic senses, I found each with something in common: a sense of blind trust in themselves, and in their own ways and perceptions. This trust, I realized, was not a mark of ignorance or an enemy to open-mindedness, but it was there for a reason, as are most things which are found in patterns: this trust, this sense of security, it was something placed in their minds by Arceus himself, or whomever he commissioned to design the animal brain, and it was the very mechanism of learning. To destroy it outright would be a heartless and irresponsible act; if they had no reason to trust in their own convictions, what reason would they have to trust in mine? They would come to doubt everything and learn nothing, and I would leave them as lost and broken children. It is no wonder the mind is so stubborn in its beliefs, so naturally resilient to sudden and powerful changes, for to leave the mind so unguarded can only be a symptom of insanity.

And it struck me in that moment what I had been doing wrong, and I began to understand the true role and purpose of an effective teacher. It was not enough to merely outshine them in intelligence. For to assume they should listen to my words, only by virtue that I was right and that they were wrong, would only make me a hypocrite. For who among us does not assume, in some measure, that they know better than everyone else? Only the mentally unstable, perhaps. Instead, a teacher must first earn the student’s trust, to prove in some meaningful way they intend no harm, that they wish not to destroy the student’s sense of conviction and understanding, but to complement this conviction in a way which is practical and useful. Only then will the mind become opened and properly vulnerable to the methods of learning. Once I had accepted this, that the minds of the others were things to be respected and understood, I gave birth to the second Hyacinth, a burdensome figure who would reside within my mind as an incomplete and ignorant copy of myself, capable of understanding the flawed viewpoints of those I wished to teach.

My transformation was then complete, a transformation of the body and now also of the mind, but it was too late to help my siblings. They would all travel to faraway places beyond my reach, and their respective mentors would need to finish raising them. I left them behind to begin my adult life, and I accepted, all jurisdiction and responsibility over them now forgone, that they were not the ignorant ones, and that it was I who was ignorant, having underestimated the complexity of the sentient mind and the nature of trust. Now that I had the Espeon’s psionic powers I always coveted, I decided I no longer needed to be so ignorant, and the sun could soon rise upon a day that I would stand as an effective teacher, capable of shaping and guiding even the most stubborn of minds in whatever way I might wish.


I - Thesis

The years forthcoming were quite kind to me, and served to me on a silver platter every blessing and convenience a young mistress like myself could want from life. After several years’ work as a librarian in Southcreek City, I was easily accepted into Ivorin Academy, the most prestigious and renowned school standing in all the nonhuman lands. There, I trained diligently for over a half-decade, my knowledge and brilliance growing by the day. With little effort I eclipsed the class in each course I attended, and while the rest had needed to study, I spent my evenings mingling with my fellow psychics, or tucked away in my room’s corner where I read by candlelight the stirring works of Alastair Brown or Daniel Stormchaser (the latter of which, in a disappointing twist of coincidence, I later learned to be my own brother). The only trade which proved the least bit challenging was, perhaps ironically, the art and science of the psychic.

Everyone assumes that any psychic may, at whim, eavesdrop on the unspoken thoughts of another without much effort, and know the secrets they hide. This assumption is only partially true; it depends on which secrets interest me. While the basic hungers and fears speak as clearly as the day and are impossible to hide from a psychic – do not bother trying to hide things like boredom, hunger, or infatuation, you will only make yourself a fool to me – the deeper thoughts of a sentient mind are as a language separate from what is spoken verbally, with an intricate set of rules and idioms, varying even between different instances of the same species. As with a language, proficiency and deep understanding are unattainable by intuition alone, only coming by the means of frequent exposure, concise study, and rigid practice.

When a creature is born into uncivilized society, it knows only its primal drives, that is, to seek pleasure and to avoid pain. In doing so, the creature will seek safety from discomfort, consume food and water, find favor with members of its own kin, and all the rest of the behaviors necessary for a species to evade extinction, without the slightest passing notion of what death is or why its innate behaviors help to prevent it. These creatures can only be called animals; their lives are animated and predictable, and are trivial to study. Ethologists, human and elemental alike, have filled libraries with record detailing how each known species will behave within any conceivable habitat under every known circumstance, without fear that their findings will become obsolete during their lifetimes or those of their fifteenth-generation descendants.

(As a note to the layman, ‘elemental’ is the academic term for the various types of animals capable of synchronizing with white-aura and acquiring sentience. This includes most known phyla apart from a select few, such as some varieties of fish, crustacean and arthropod. I know that humans coined a term of their own for the elemental, but it is a baffling term which eludes me at the moment. I will admit I was not particularly concerned with the study of human culture or history during my stay at Ivorin; I remember taking one course relating to human political history and I found it dreadfully uninteresting.)

While at first glance it might seem baffling that animals are imbued with the precise urges necessary for the propagation of their species, it is only because those particular species who failed to survive are removed from the picture entirely, making it difficult to study them or indeed to even acknowledge their existence, and casting even the most concrete discoveries into eternal ambiguity. It is said that history is written by the victors, and in the case of life itself, only those who do not fail to attend the present might remain to offer perspective of the past. The rest, those who failed when they most needed to adapt, or indeed to evolve, are tragically silenced.

But what happens to an animal which gains sentience? A sentient creature will form a tangled network of associations atop its primal drives, connections which begin to indirectly affect survival, rather than directly and immediately. For instance, a feral Eon might eat a dozen berries when it is hungry. A civil Eon may resist the urge and bear the pain of hunger, and instead plant the berries with their seeds, cultivate an orchard, then sell the entire harvest three seasons later at a public market, earning enough money to live comfortably for several years further without wanting of food. The ultimate intention remains as the seeking of pleasure and the avoidance of pain, yet the desired result is four events removed from the original action, something which a feral animal would not have the foresight to comprehend. After all, the immediate sensation of pain and discomfort generally indicates to the animal that something is wrong and needs to change quickly; it requires a form of higher intelligence to understand that immediately satisfying the hunger to the fullest is not the best course of action, and to recognize greater opportunities which wait hidden in the future when unintuitive steps are taken.

However – and here is where the study of the mind becomes truly fascinating – the feral animal is not replaced by sentience, but merely accompanied. That is to say, the shallow, uncivilized tendencies of the animal do not disappear at any point in a creature’s life, regardless of the creature’s intelligence. They remain always, distracting the mind with powerful but temporary waves of desire. But the creature might come to recognize them, to understand them, and to react in a way which involves foresight and inference, a way which might not quite resemble the behavior of the feral. Thus, a sentient creature possesses a dual nature, containing both the feral animal and the enlightened, sensible caretaker of said animal, fused together into a singular being, appearing as one but acting as two. I compare it to an old human living with his faithful hound who is trained to howl at the front door when sensing a suspicious movement outside. It cannot be expected of the hound to know whether the sound had come from a burglar or a friend; it is only the hound’s instinct to signal for the human’s attention, so the human might make the rational decision. Both sides are needed for the successful symbiosis: without the human, the hound could not enjoy the comfort of a warm bed or the decadent food from the human’s pantry, and without the hound, the human could not be prepared for an unwanted visitor even late at night as he sleeps.

This notion, that a sentient creature is comprised of two distinct entities – the beast and the caretaker – is what makes teaching the principles of psychology quite challenging. Most have learned not to see the animal at all; they assume the beastly half has been dead and gone since the moment they learned to read and write, and that we intellectuals survive only by our splendid wits. Thus, it is difficult to find a person who is honest with oneself, able to distinguish their own true motives for their actions, or able to see the biases in their own perceptions. Even teachers and psychologists such as myself often fall to these fallacies, distorting and misinterpreting our own discoveries with our presumptuousness. This blindness to our own nature is so widespread, even among the academics, because the mind was created this way on purpose. Most patterns exist for a reason, and forgetting we have animal instincts makes life all the more simple and practical. This is the nature of the trust I spoke of earlier, the trust in oneself which allows one to learn truths and make assumptions without forever questioning everything in a great useless cycle. For the everyman and the simple-minded creature of habit, it is a perfect mechanism for sanity. But for the scientist who wishes to learn the real truth about the mind, or for the teacher who wishes to apply that truth, it is a steep obstacle to circumvent.

Indeed, In the midst of high society, it might sometimes become tempting to believe the animal aspect might be silenced entirely, or at the very least disregarded, while the enlightened, rational mind continues in existence without it. It is such an easy and convincing fallacy to fall for, especially when distracted by every manner of science and academia, but it is the most catastrophic misconception! Show me a creature, any creature, who does not hunger for food, flinch from pain, desire a mate, care for its children, or sleep when it is weary, and I will show you a corpse. Yet, I have met many who would think otherwise, believing that the philosophy for a civilized, intellectual individual is to asphyxiate the inner animal, learning to silence its each and every impulse and to act only upon pure rationality. Such thinkers become a very frustrating type of person: the insufferable bigot who acts only upon emotion while claiming to act only upon reason, and turning a blind eye to the difference between the two motives entirely. It is with despicable irony that those who claim to live only by logical reasoning are the most difficult to reason with, and it is only by means of a powerful emotion that one becomes so zealously trained as to hate emotion itself.

This is the reason I could not teach my younger siblings, for I had become that insufferable bigot to them. I tried to force them to disregard their passions and to worship the enlightened mind as I did, without realizing prior to my evolution that passions are just as much a product of the mind as knowledge, and just as important to the mind’s function. I understand now that I might have more effectively helped them if I had not been so intent on making the feral halves of their persons disappear. Instead, I should have learned to speak to the heart, so that the intellect would listen. Now I understand the methods of persuasion clearly: change a mind, and the heart will revert the change; change a heart, and the mind will follow.


II - Discovery

During my stay at Ivorin, I would at times dwell on these mistakes, knowing that it was too late to help my brothers and sisters, until perhaps the day I would meet them again beneath the glow of a particular comet. Yet, before I would allow myself to sink too far into despair, I would need only remember I had learned from those mistakes I had made, and that I had innumerable days remaining in my life, days which I might use to educate others, perhaps many others, in the place of those I had lost. As one of the only three Eons grandfather had trusted well enough to send away without supervision of any sort, I kept my pride, knowing that it was exclusively upon my own merits that I had come so far. It was clear I was not an incapable person; I knew very well I could accomplish anything I desired. But the questions remained: what should I accomplish, and how? These are questions which fate decided to answer for me during my sixth year.

Had I stayed at the academy the full decade, I likely would have chosen a career in teaching, which I suppose would have made the academy into my permanent home. I suppose I will never know the answer now, because in the sixth year of my curriculum, I met with an opportunity I could not have turned my back upon: apparently, word of my academic achievement and scholarly integrity had spread to the far corners of the earth, for I one day unrolled a scroll addressed to myself, and found, printed upon the parchment in sharp and perfect calligraphy, an invitation into the highest ranks of the Solaris Fellowship.

It was a name every student of Ivorin knew well. Secretly, we all entertained our futile fantasies of winning their favor, many even hoping that several of our class-mates were possibly undercover agents in search of the brightest and most promising recruits. Even so, few could describe who the Solaris Fellowship actually were, or what they did, apart from the apparent fact that they were made of our generation’s greatest minds, and they were hard at work developing legendary new technology and scientific advances, the likes of which even humanity with all their superiority and sophistication could not fathom. No one knew what sorts of magic and machinery lined the inner halls of their fortress, or who among us secretly belonged to them, feigning innocuousness as they would watch and study the unknowing world about them. We only knew they stood as the pinnacle of elemental development, and that finding favor with them was tantamount to becoming a personal acquaintance of Arceus, and equally as unlikely, such that their name was only ever mentioned in jest.

I remember re-reading the confidential document three times in the privacy of my suite, the second time to assure myself I was not having a dream, as the words would have otherwise changed themselves by the time my eyes would return to the top of the page, and the third to search for evidence of forgery. By the time it occurred to me the document was legitimate, my heart had stopped racing in thrill, and instead I smiled coyly at the nearest empty wall, remembering that my good fortune had been inevitable. Of course I would be noticed! My proficiency in the study of the mind outmatching all but perhaps a few of Ivorin’s eldest instructors, it was foolish to ever believe I would not catch the eye of the elite. I had raised myself as a paragon of the Espeon species; minds like mine were rightfully in high demand, and only the richest and most worthwhile leaders could ever hope to earn my servitude. It had only been a matter of time before someone would open the door to me.

It was settled, then; having no need for further education, I terminated my contracts with Ivorin the very next day, gathered my belongings, and arranged to board a train for Excalibur Isle, the home of the Solaris Felloship’s primary headquarters, and also home to the legendary Excalibur City: the richest elemental city in the world, the city of steel and diamonds. It was a place, supposedly, with no shortage of prestige or pleasure, a perpetual vacation fit only for the most intelligent, accomplished, and wealthiest of elementals. I had only known of the place by name and by picture, and entertained vague plans of perhaps visiting someday, letting the experience leave a mark upon my memories. I wanted to understand how elementals lived once they were removed from nearly every type of cruelty and unpleasantness that had once made us animals, and if there lived any children who would spend their entire lives there, never knowing the existence of pain, hunger, discomfort, or anything of the sort.

You might say this is where the heart of my story begins, when I left behind a lifestyle of straightforward education, which in hindsight was quite cowardly, and I set sights upon the vocation of applying my knowledge. You might imagine how smugly confident I may have been as I boarded the train with a large sum of money and a few of my choice belongings, imagining fantasies of becoming queen of Excalibur Isle or ruler of the Solaris Fellowship itself at some point. I knew nothing at all of what the future held, only that an endless cascade of good fortune had begun to pour upon my head, and that I deserved nothing less.


III - The Journey

In comparison to the humans, elementals are quite adept when it comes to large journeys, even those with heavy payloads. Having been built to carry the weight of our own burdens, and able to draw upon the reserves of ethereal energy we store inside of our souls, we soar on wings and gallop on hooves across the countryside without complaint, having no need of such large and noisy machines which the humans create for the same purposes. The chasing of the horizon, the pleasant burning within our limbs and the pounding of the heart, the solitude of the lonely road or the company of the herd, it is all a part of the elemental culture we take for granted, and it is not something I can say I ever gave due consideration until the moment I was forced to mount that obnoxious, rackety humanlike thing called the “train.”

While I understand the need for ships to sail the sea, as I’m sure that every earthen-elemental and fire-elemental would be very quick to insist, the train proved to instill in me a bit of culture shock. As it turned out, some elementals were not content with their own god-given powers, and took it upon themselves to construct poor imitations of human technology. From what I have researched, I learned of only three small sets of rails that were ever built in the nonhuman lands, and it seems that elemental engineers defied the (admittedly wise and proper) human conventions of standardization, and cobbled together a different model of machine whenever a new engine needed to be built. One engine runs on some kind of grass-type energy crystal, and another on a large supercompressed mass of combustible lava-rock extracted from the earth’s mantle, something which requires only the breath of a fire-elemental to re-ignite. The Excalibur Isle railway system was different still, as the engine crossed a long bridge and stopped every now and again to draw water from the sea, which became converted to water vapor used to propel the train.

All quite fascinating, yes, but on my first journey aboard that thunderous steel monster, I found myself asking, why? Why a train? I understood the need for the grass-rail and the fire-rail at least for the sake of argument, to ship goods through a mountain tunnel, and to provide a habitat of no-legged elementals with easier passage, respectively. But what of this water-rail? Did the people of Excalibur Isle truly consider the labor of well-motivated water elementals, who will gladly shuttle Groudon-weights of passengers and supplies across the sea’s surface, too inefficient? Was the common sailboat or Lapras-carriage beneath their dignity? How lazy and entitled they seemed to me, as I stood aboard a crowded passenger car and watched the world unceremoniously pass by outside, to make journeys of such great lengths without lifting a leg! A long journey was something to be celebrated, to hone an elemental’s mind and muscle, an exercise in survival and of pacing one’s stamina, and of trust-building between companions. But there was nothing for us to learn standing aboard that train, and the passengers rarely spoke amongst one another, except to their own kin about matters which concerned no one. The entire experience was frankly pathetic, and I began to wonder if I was not standing in the company of fellow elementals, but a herd of dull, self-absorbed humans.

But it was not until I remembered to peer beneath the surface of their unguarded minds that I became truly disgusted. Their minds were lethargic and unoccupied, as cubs who had never learned to hunt and were indeed just sitting in wait of food, but not truly hungry. Some of my traveling companions focused only on the vibrations sent through the floor of the vehicle, others followed the far-away landmarks with their eyes. I most remember one particular person I searched, a shaggy Ursaring; he was returning to his family in Excalibur City, but did not understand why. He did not quite know why he had left in the first place, or why he was returning, or what he would say to his mate and children when he would arrive, or whether or not he felt proud of them in the slightest. Meaningless, colorless thoughts lined the shelves of his mind, and he purposely neglected them, fearing the inconvenience of deep thought. Everything, it seemed, was an inconvenience to him at the moment, from the incessant rumbling of the tracks, to the exact tint of the sunlight in the sky, to the very sight of the Growlithe pups to his left. Each thing he acknowledged either brought him pain, or numbness; nothing brought him livelihood or joy.

What miserable existences, I imagined, these citizens of Excalibur Isle must live! Never in my years at the academy had I witnessed such decrepit minds, so drained of any energy or purpose, as though they had all simultaneously fallen asleep with their eyes open. No, even then, a mind enraptured by a vivid dream is more active than one awake and aware, and surely more active than the minds I witnessed there. These people, I realized, more resembled very well-behaved pets, than they did civilized, sentient elementals. I began to hope and pray that this cart-full of livestock did not represent the whole of Excalibur City, and if it did, that the hallowed halls of the Solaris Fellowship would provide the refuge I would require from the commonfolk.

Perhaps since psychics are so affected by the mind-waves of others nearby, I soon felt myself growing as brain-dead as the others, wishing for the train to move faster so the spiritless commute might be over and done with. It would be stimulating enough to take my leave and explore the grounds of the prestigious city, I imagined, so I grew thankful for the passing miles, and thought I felt some distant spark of excitement as the train neared the channel bridge and was ready to ride the water’s surface for the first time. Shattering my whimsy, the train lurched and slowed to a full halt before even touching the shoreline. A member of the vehicle’s driving team shortly entered the room, informing us that the machine was performing a scheduled stop in Pommel Bay to unload supplies and compress more water, and that it would set out early the next morning, and we were all to disembark until then.

I was far from amused at the prospect of spending a night among the deplorable slums of Pommel Bay. The stench of moss and rotten meat which blasted me in the face as I stepped from the train car was enough to let me know that my journey had gone from joyless to agonizing, and implied a great deal about the uncultured barbarians who must have called this place their home. With telekinesis I tightened the straps of my saddlebags, ensuring no thief would catch a glimpse of their contents and be tempted, and moved with the dispersing crowd toward what must have been the town’s capital.

No roads, or anything resembling them, had been installed between the town’s buildings. Standing puddles dotted the mud like burst carbuncles, and I am not convinced they were entirely puddles of water, for they reeked of compost and drew swarms of mosquitos and other non-elemental pests. I fumed with indignity each time a paw sank into a soft spot upon the trodden ground and gathered filthy black stains upon my ankles. The town itself appeared half-destroyed, each building a shoddy and drenched pile of wooden planks, as though a hurricane had finished its work just before I arrived. There were no torches or street-lamps, nothing to keep the landscape from taking the appearance of a dreary swampland as the sunlight retreated. As a spoiled firstborn who had only ever been exposed to intelligent, hardworking peers and the esteemed fruits of their labor, I could not imagine how a dwelling of self-respecting elementals could show such disregard for their habitat. Unless, perhaps, they were all poison-types, and even then they should have taken more effort in caring for their town, to keep from offending the visitors bound for the city of paradise!

Still a childish fox at heart, my first thought was to hide somewhere dark and cozy, away from the putrid smells and the chilling blasts of wind from the sea, somewhere I could be alone with my thoughts. The crowd, or what was left of it, led me somewhere which honestly appeared promising: a building of solid stone, standing proud and tall like a castle fortress amidst the wasteland. The chiseled granite bricks suggested a level of care and craftsmanship of which I had assumed the citizens of this poor town had no concept, and a series of markings upon a nearby sign professed the building’s purpose: a haven for elementals who did not wish, for whatever reason, to sleep beneath the moonlight, otherwise called an “inn.” I made certain not to betray my sense of relief at the town’s hospitality, and I straightened my shoulders, stiffened my legs, and paraded myself through the front door like a royal chariot-horse.

Moments later, after a brief talk with the hostess, it seemed as though I had finalized arrangements to stay for the night in the most luxurious room which the establishment had to offer. Money was not an issue to me, and in my impatience I outbid the rest of the patrons as the guest of honor, wanting nothing more than to collapse onto a throne of silken sheets. But there came a problem when I unlatched my saddlebags and shuffled through their contents: I could not seem to find my money. The whole pouch, which held a great wealth of coins and gemstones, was missing.

I wanted to panic, but I kept myself momentarily collected as I searched again. My books were still there, as were my medicines and clothing; everything but the money was exactly where I had left it. I began to visualize all of the day’s events in my mind’s eye, searching for the moment when I might have dropped the pouch on the floor, or left the bags unattended long enough for a thief to disturb them. But the bags, as far as I had remembered, had never left my person, and the belts had not been unlatched since the start of my journey. Soon there came a dreadful feeling, which I am sure many people know all too well when placed in such circumstances, telling me that I simply would not find anything, and that every moment I continued to search was only prolonging my humiliation. I did not linger in the foyer for long before I sheepishly excused myself to search for my money, even though I knew already that I would not find it; it could have been nowhere but in my saddlebags, and there was simply nowhere else to search.

Once outside, I slipped into a dark alleyway between the inn and the neighboring building. I did not want to be trampled by the other travelers as I would disassemble my bags in their entirety, down to the threads if I needed, in search of my life’s savings. I inverted both of the bags and let their contents fall to the ground, hardly caring that my books were drawing water or that my favorite enchanted scarf was now soaking in a puddle of mud. I could tell as I sifted through everything that the money was not there, but I was stubborn in my denial and I continued to search, hoping that I was somehow to prove myself wrong.

After nearly an hour had passed, I had lost every ray of sunlight and was left with nothing but a pathetic glow from my gem, having not the energy to sustain a light-shining spell for much time. I vaguely realized I was crying when a chilled blast of air struck me in the face and made me feel the particular sting upon my cheeks. I hated myself for crying; it was something a lady should not do, whether in public or in private. A proper lady should keep her peace in all circumstances, and I had promised myself since my first year at Ivorin that I would not sink to such a level of indignity unless the situation absolutely called for it.

Even then I knew my plight was not all that bad; I still had my health and most of my possessions, and I still held a train pass on my person which would allow entrance into Excalibur City the next day. But it was the first time in my life I truly felt miserable and lost, without a sense of what the future held for me. I thought, how could I survive in the city of riches with no money of my own? How could I possibly impress my new employers while living on the streets? I imagined these questions as I collapsed into the mud and stared beyond the alleyway at the filthy streets of Pommel Bay, wondering how long I would need to wait before my pride would break and I would fully accept my failure.

It was then that I noticed a handsome shadow, one adorned with lucent rings of gold, approaching the inn’s front door. With only a few more steps he would have disappeared from my sight. But, as fate would have it, he turned his head and noticed me in the last sliver of a moment, and I locked gazes with his bright red eyes. His name was Elliot, and he was the one who would later become my mate.

He was the perfect Umbreon in so many ways, the kind which any proper Espeon like myself should deserve. He was of the athletic type, with a strong and confident personality, sly and fearsome against his enemies yet so tender and kindhearted to those among his favor. If we had met under different circumstances, I surely would have formed a cunning plan to monopolize his attention while cursing myself for not meeting him any sooner. But understandably, infatuation was not the first thing on my mind that moment, or on his; we only saw one another as fellow Eons, I as someone who had fallen into an unfortunate condition and required assistance, and he as someone in a position to offer support. He disregarded his travelling companions and approached me cautiously, asking if I had been hurt, and whether I had been mugged by thieves. I replied that, yes, thieves had taken my money, and I explained that somehow my money had been taken without my noticing, and that I could not pay for my stay at the inn. He bowed his head for a moment to think, then without asking he began to help me collect my articles. He told me that he would not forgive himself if he let a fellow Eon stay overnight in a puddle of mud, and promised to convince the inn to let me stay.

He did just as he promised; by exchanging a word with the inn staff, he somehow convinced them to restore my original rooming arrangement at no cost to myself, and had them treating me like royalty as though I was not covered in filth and had committed no impropriety at all. I was impressed and instantly curious about this Umbreon and his reputation, but for obvious reasons I could not bring myself to carry a prolonged conversation, and I began to wonder whether enough of my fur was covered in mud that Elliot had in fact mistaken me for a fellow Umbreon. We spoke only for a minute with curt and halfhearted words; he told me his name and I explained to him my hopes to reach Excalibur Isle by the next evening. I soon thanked him for his kindness before retreating to my room, and all he asked in return was that I would contact him in the morning before boarding the train. Seeing that I was now indebted to him, I agreed to oblige.

The room was several classes higher than anything I had seen at the academy. The suite utilized magical holograms and appeared as a serene outdoor prairie, complete with a large running stream and bedding which resembled a tuft of soft grass beneath the gracious shade of a young tree. I found it quite suitable, and I knew it was only a taste of the privileges the city surely held in store. I found, however, that I could not enjoy my stay – I could not merely forget that I was now impoverished, with nothing of value to call my own save for a few personal effects, and that without money, the wonders of the city would likely be closed to me. As I took a very long bath in the artificial stream and enjoyed the solitude, I was very pleased, but it was the most painful kind of pleasure, for I knew that it would be gone too soon… or so I thought at the time.


IV - Companion

When morning came, I left my room to search for the kind Umbreon who had rescued me from the wretched alleyway on the previous night, and I found him already waiting for me at the foyer. When I spotted him, I held my head high and approached him without so much indignity this time, telling him that I appreciated his gesture of kindness and that I would not soon forget about him on my travels. He replied by asking me if I desired any company on the train, and explained that he and his friends were set to arrive at Excalibur City in a few days’ time, and that it would only require a minimal effort to exchange his train pass so that he could travel with me. In that moment, I wondered if he had read my mind! The dreadful monotony of the train ride was still very fresh in my memory; it was almost a physically painful experience, and I simply couldn’t bear the thought of sitting in place for another eleven hours with nothing but the passing of the ocean to distract me. In truth, when I heard Elliot’s offer, a childish squeal of delight nearly escaped me, but I kept my composure and only told him that he was most welcome to accompany me.

And so it happened that after he exchanged a word with his troupe, we left behind the vile slums of Pommel Bay and found a suitable place on the coach to enjoy one another’s company. Elliot proved to be a most wonderful distraction, and I became so absorbed with his thoughtful and intelligent ramblings that I had forgotten about the pack of brain-dead passengers which surrounded us. I learned that Elliot was a celebrity and a gladiator, and that his travelling troupe was a team of great renown. He explained that Excalibur City was to host a semifinal contest of the great gladiator tournament where he was to compete. Now, I had been vaguely aware of these tournaments, and I understood them to be akin to the “league” where contests were held in the human lands, but I had never cared to follow them closely. I had always taken them to be a mindless amusement, a celebration of brawn and bloodlust and not of thinking. I much preferred a good book to stir moral dilemmas and unanswered questions in my heart (although, at the very least, I enjoyed the occasional sense of excitement and good cheer brought when a local team happened to progress far enough in the tournament to matter). But in listening to Elliot’s explanations, I began to see how I had misjudged the gladiator’s sport entirely.

In truth, the tournament was an intellectual sport before a physical one. Elliot claimed he had read and memorized countless books regarding psychology, deceit, statistics, history, and the art of war, and that was only before he had spent a decade training with the masters of the arts. He said that he fancied himself a masterful tactician, or at the very least aspired to be one, and put his skills to use not only whenever he would step into an area, but at each moment of every day. The sport, he said, was just as much about how skillfully one might walk down an empty hallway or ride a crowded train, all the while plotting to understand and deceive his opponents, and to keep his own health, sanity, and focus at its peak. It was about creating plans in his dreams, and spreading false rumors to the contrary. It was about wearing a mask that he would never remove, acting the part of a character so masterfully that he one day hoped to forget the meek and insecure Umbreon who once only aspired to greatness. Being open-minded as I was at the time, I began to understand that a gladiator was much more than a feral beast who would growl and pounce for the amusement of a depraved crowd, but a miraculous feat of both mental and physical prowess which most could not fathom. And so, my respect for the Umbreon only grew.

Once we had exhausted conversation about our pasts, the topic changed, as it generally does under such circumstances, to our emotions at present. He told me of how he anticipated his upcoming battles versus a powerful rival team, and all the planning and practice which had been invested into it. He said that he was cautiously optimistic, although he added wryly that he would never admit to the “cautiously” part in public. And so, as I had predicted and feared, he asked me the same questions in return, and I reluctantly admitted to my dismay over my lost money, and how it would potentially affect my rapport with the Solaris Fellowship. I told him that without a room to stay or a way to assimilate into the culture of the city, I was mentally preparing myself for a swift and soul-crushing disappointment. I added with a sour sneer that I had might as well not even leave the train car, because I would only soon be returning from whence I had come.

My bitterness did not reach Elliot in the slightest, and he did not so much as flinch when he said that I shouldn’t worry about anything. He spoke of the gladiator lodges, which were required by the tournament organization to be erected in every participating city, and that the lodges in Excalibur City were some of the most esteemed in the whole of the league, and that I was very much welcome to share with him whatever rooms his team was given until I had settled securely with the Solaris Fellowship. He added, as something of an understated afterthought, that he was wealthy beyond what he could reasonably spend, and that I could have whatever food or luxuries from the city that I would desire, and that I only needed to ask for them. And he spoke all of this without making eye contact with me, as though he was properly fascinated with something out the window.

It was then that I began to understand his true intentions. I instantly knew that he was trying to woo me, to win my heart, and that his offer to accompany me on the train had unwittingly been my first date! Without showing it, I scolded myself for not having suspected sooner, and I tried to decide whether to feel amused or appalled by his scheme. But before I had formed a clever retort to the crafty Umbreon, I realized I had learned something new. It was the answer to a mystery, of why Espeon and Umbreon are often portrayed together as lovers, both throughout history and in works of fiction. I had always assumed that an Umbreon would make an undesirable mate for me, just as any dark-type elemental would, since I could not read his mind. But in speaking with Elliot, I saw that he was a mysterious and fascinating person, and that it was precisely because I could not read his mind that I enjoyed speaking to him. If I wished to understand him, I could not merely provoke psychological responses to read from the top of his consciousness as I would with any other. Instead, I would need to remember how I used to accomplish mind-reading back when I was an Eevee, that is, through calculated conversation and observation of nonverbal responses. Elliot was a puzzle, and in peeling back the layers of his character, I found that I quite enjoyed the extra effort of solving him, and I had found a measure of emotional attachment to his company.

And so, I thought, “Why not humor this sly beast for the meanwhile? It is not as though I find any objections with him; in the most favorable case, he is dependable and perfect, and he is delivering himself to me on a diamond-studded plate, much like so many other things in life have. There is nothing to lose.” And then I brushed against him, telling him that I had no objections, and that I was thankful beyond words for his compassion. But with a smirk, I added that I have quite expensive tastes, and that he might wish to reconsider his secondary offer if he did not want to be leeched dry.


V - Destination

I could barely appreciate the novelty of gliding across the ocean’s surface upon a machine, listening to the waves crash against the railing and the fine mist forming upon the windows, before the journey had ended and the train had docked in its place upon the island. Though the day’s ride had taken nearly three times longer than the first, my attention had been rightfully wasted by the stimulating conversations I shared with my new Umbreon companion, and both sunrise and sunset had passed by my eyes without my awareness. I would have perhaps felt regretful for the missed opportunity to drink the experience to its fullest, except that when the vehicle stopped moving I felt nothing else in my chest but the most dreadful sort of anxiousness, that I was a caged bird and that my owner was coming soon to set me free. I remembered that I was one of the few, privileged creatures deemed worthy enough to set foot upon the island and partake of its royal glory, and I simply could not wait another moment for the doors to fly open and let me wander the streets of my new home. Nothing else mattered in the world.

I invited Elliot to come with me so we would be first in line to file out of the coach. But he shook his head and told me that it would be wiser if I left the train ahead of him, and wait for him at the city gates. When I demanded an explanation, he seemed ashamed of something and told me that I would understand soon enough. With reluctance, I left him behind and disembarked from the car, and I found that I had stumbled into a very large, noisy crowd of creatures who had awaited the train’s arrival, many of whom were I assume waiting to greet their family. Keeping my saddlebags close and shut tight, I pushed through them all until I found a suitable empty space to rest. I turned around to watch for Elliot, and found that he could not even step out of the door because the townsfolk had closed him in. “The Shadowmancer has arrived!” they said. “The Shadowmancer has come early! He has arrived without the rest of his team! Whatever could this mean?” And they pinned him in place, pleading for his attention like hatchling birds to their mother. He could not easily persuade them to leave, and he needed to humor them, until some large muscular creatures forcefully parted the crowd to let him pass.

He found me some time later outside the train station, after most of the other creatures had dispersed and none were left to bother us. When he approached me, I found that I couldn’t stop laughing; I had not meant to laugh, of course, and I could tell by the scowl on his face that he was not amused, but my chest was caught in a spasm and tears poured from my eyes, and I had no choice in the matter. When it seemed that I had gained enough control, I would hear that name spoken in my head – “Shadowmancer” – and I would once again burst into a chuckle. It was enough that my legs had begun to fail, and I nearly keeled over.

He waited patiently until it seemed he could speak over my laughter, and then explained that “Shadowmancer” was his gladiator name, and since he remained in character at all times, nearly no one, even his teammates, called him “Elliot.” I told him that it must have been humiliating to hear everyone call him that, even his closest friends, but he said that it was quite the contrary; he professed that it deeply gratified him to answer to the ridiculous name, and that he had not chosen it on accident. “There are two types of people,” he told me. “There are people who like the name. My ego feeds from the praise they give me, and it helps me to maintain my confidence. Then there are people who don’t like the name. They are the people who will underestimate what I can do.”

With the late evening sky above us, darkened enough that new stars periodically blinked to life, we followed a winding path which connected the train house to the city gates. The road was long, but I was thankful enough to stretch my legs and breathe the fresh seaside air. Without so much sunlight I felt that I could not properly appreciate the landscaping work, but I at least appreciated that it was not Pommel Bay, and that it was clearly built to allow creatures to properly cross the land without coating themselves in mud and sand.

Though the worst of the crowd was gone, there was a steady trickle of straggling families and couples both ahead and behind us, so I kept my voice low as I continued to tease Elliot about his choice of a name. I told him, “It’s fair enough, but why not choose a name which makes you sound like a predator? I’m certain it would have a greater effect on both your ego and your enemies. It would speak to the primal parts of us which know that there is no reasonable comfort around a predator.” He replied, “I shouldn’t have a name like that; it’s better for the team leader to be perceived as the predator, and I’m not the team leader.” Against my better judgement, I asked him what his team leader was called. He notably hesitated and glared at me, as though already knowing my reaction, and he told me that his team leader was “The Nightmare.” And though I bit my lip enough to make it bleed, I couldn’t keep myself from laughing again, and I stopped in my tracks to compose myself.

When I came to my senses, I found that sir Shadowmancer had gone on ahead of me. The street was built to circumvent a large, sharp hill in the terrain, but Elliot had disregarded the path and now stood gallantly at the summit. For a moment I gave pause; I needed to stop and appreciate the most charming sight of the Umbreon perched upon the grassy knoll, staring into the clearest of starry skies with the full moon. It was the only way I had ever seen Umbreon depicted in paintings: standing vigilantly at the top of some cliff, rings sparkling with the starlight and eyes as bright as cinders, as though he and the night itself were brothers, and he owned the whole world just so long as the sun did not rise to ruin his supremacy. It was stirring to have finally witnessed one of those paintings happen in the real world, a book cover’s illustration in the flesh, and I stood for such a prolonged moment that he finally grew impatient and shouted at me to come and look. Following his beckon, I clambered to the top and there at his side I caught my first glimpse of the city.

When I laid eyes upon Excalibur City, I decided that I would rather live here than whatever wondrous heaven that Arceus had designed for the pure of heart after death. The very horizon was as an electric ocean of glowing gemstones, all arranged in symmetrical patterns as they marked every street corner and skyscraper with twinkles of blue and gold. My heart raced as I beheld the architecture of the buildings; each was so splendid and so tall, lined with the whitest and most silvery of steel, and between them walked hundreds of creatures seemingly oblivious to their grandeur. There was no doubt in my mind that this was the pinnacle of all creation; this was the center of the world, of everything elementals or humans had ever built, and that within its spacious confines lay every imaginable possibility, everything which any living soul could desire.

We descended the hill and returned to the path, following as it wound down and around to the city gates, and upon entering I found that my wonder and awe had turned to something like nauseous humility. The city was so pristine and shining, even at midnight, that I felt as though my footsteps and perhaps my mere existence would blemish it. Setting paw upon the paved roads, I found that they were made with some grainy but wonderfully comfortable substance; it had the appearance and cushion of sand, but did not give when touched. The steel-framed buildings were cleanly cut, and some were built with bricks which looked to be solid gemstones themselves, each block stacked and aligned flawlessly within the towering walls. The brightest of the lights were installed upon lamp posts, colorful glass prisms perched upon story-high stands, and somehow the different colors combined into a shade of otherworldly blue which was not so harsh on the eyes. It was all very dreamlike, and I suddenly feared that I would walk incorrectly, or otherwise break some unwritten rule of a perfect society, and bring humiliation and ruin upon my head. I shadowed Elliot closely and I made certain to steady my breathing, lest I let myself faint like a weakly rabbit.

It bewildered me how the city remained so active even at night. It seemed that not one marketplace or public facility had closed its doors at such a late hour, and elementals continually treaded the city streets without regard for the time of day, some lugging carts or carriages behind, others in gabby social cliques. A number of the cityfolk somehow recognized Sir Shadowmancer and made attempts for his attention and favor, but he kindly evaded a prolonged encounter with any of them, insisting he should not be distracted from checking in to his team’s lodge as early as possible. The same could not be said about me, however; despite my apprehension and fear that I desecrated the city’s majesty with my presence, I was in no hurry to rest for the night, or to do anything with my time but savor the sights and trespass into every open door. I peered into each building we passed and I glimpsed at incredible things within. One store held shelves full of glass sculptures. Another sold cloths of various sorts, and I wondered if any of them were enchanted, knowing I would need to inspect the contents of the entire store to pick out the one with my most favorite spell. But my great moment of weakness came when we passed a bakery, and the sugary fragrance brought me to such a swoon that I could no longer hide my longing from Elliot. He said to me, “If you would rather go shopping, you just have to ask,” to which I replied, “If I start now, I worry I might not finish until I collapse from exhaustion. Come sunrise, you would need to come scrape me from the gutters.” He laughed at my expense, and said, “Fine, you lead the way, then. I’d be ashamed to call myself an Umbreon if I couldn’t stay awake long enough to see the sunrise every now and again.”

From there I don’t recall too clearly what happened with the rest of the night. I know that I let myself get hopelessly lost in the network of streets and merchant establishments. Though I refrained from insisting Elliot purchase anything for me – he said he hadn’t yet visited the central bank to withdraw his funds – and besides that, I knew it was exasperating enough to make him follow me everywhere, and I truly didn’t wish to offend him any more than necessary – it did not stop me from wanting to walk through each and every door and explore whatever the grand city had to offer. I vaguely remember visiting a jeweler, a candymaker, a noisy social establishment with live performers whose music could be heard from many blocks away, two great libraries, and more cloth-weavers and cookeries than I cared to count. I only remember the moment when I began to realize the city was undefeatable, and that my legs were to fail me even before I had wandered beyond the very first district. My moment of resignation came at some point when we stopped to share a meal at some peaceful café we had found on a street corner somewhere; the hostess had granted us a free serving of honeycake and fruit salad only by virtue that my escort was the Shadowmancer. It was too long of a rest, and my muscles began to tingle and shut down, and I begrudgingly admitted to the Umbreon that I was quite finished for the day. If he was relieved, he didn’t show it; he only seemed to keep an unwavering guise that he was having just as much fun as I.

There came a glow in the sky as the sun thought about rising for the day, and we sat together at our table watching the changes happen to the city outside. The daylight had a calming effect on the place; the murmur and restlessness of the cityfolk seemed to at last die down at the sunlight’s touch. Idly I said to Elliot that I wondered how many days it would take for me to see everything on the island, and he laughed and told me that few ever see it in their lifetime, and that I was crazy for believing it might only take a single night.

He explained to me how the island was structured: that it held at its center an enormous freshwater sea, nearly three hundred kilometers in diameter, and that the contents of Excalibur Isle were situated in a circle around the central lake. Civilization existed in twenty-six numbered districts around the ring of land beginning with the northernmost district and numbered counterclockwise. Excalibur City itself sat on the southernmost tip of the island, in the fourteenth district. It was often called the “Grand Hall District” by the townsfolk since it was the place where the train station was positioned, and so it was the first part of the island that newcomers will see. The districts served a variety of purposes: for instance, five of the island’s districts were nature preserves fit for wild animals, two were for farming, two were for industry, and one was built to accommodate the exceptionally large elementals who would find trouble fitting through a standard human-sized doorway. Elliot asserted that the latter was a very humbling place, and it had nearly as many luxuries as the Grand Hall District, but that he couldn’t set foot into it without fearing he would get stepped on.

I would have kept asking him questions, except that I found myself distracted by something odd and began to ignore the words he was speaking. See, when he had finished the fruit salad, all that was left in the bowl was a puddle of fruit juice. Rather than lapping at it with his tongue as most quadrupeds would, he used an eating utensil which had been provided by the restaurant: a small ladle, which helped him to sip the juice by the spoonful without making a mess of himself. But something bothered me about the way he used it, and I blankly stared at him until it occurred to me that he was using the utensil the same way a telekinetic would, that is, without making any contact with it. It floated up and down, from the bowl to his mouth, with nothing but his own willpower to support it. When he noticed my puzzled expression, he asked me if something was the matter, and I asked him if he knew telekinesis, for as far as I was aware, such a skill was impossible to learn by any Eon but the Espeon. He then raised the spoon, and explained that it was a “psycho-magnetic device,” that the metal was enchanted such that any creature could use it just the same way as a psychic would. He said that these devices were standard across the whole island, and were used everywhere from hand tools to doorknobs to bag handles, and allowed creatures of many sizes and shapes to function in society with minimal accommodation for a lack of prehensile limbs.

“You know who invented them? I’ll give you a hint,” he said, “you’re about to go work for them.” And I can’t say I was surprised; it was a marvelous and revolutionary idea, just the kind of invention I would attribute to the Solaris Fellowship, and it was not difficult to imagine that it would change the world more than perhaps the invention of the light crystal or the wheel. With some shame, I admitted that I had not researched enough about the Fellowship to have memorized all their works, especially those which hadn’t yet spread to the rest of the world besides the island, and that I hadn’t had enough time to breathe after I had received the letter of invitation or I would have already rectified the issue. He said, “Don’t expect to learn much. Solaris is very secretive about their technology, even to the people who live here. But if you’re going to work for them, I’m sure you’ll learn something.”

I then remembered about the letter from the Fellowship still tucked away in my left saddlebag. I hoped that it had been kept safer than my savings had, since it was my only proof of invitation and my only means to meet the organization in person. I was to send it back through the mail once I had come ashore and await further instructions. I worried about receiving a prompt response demanding my presence somewhere before I had caught up on my rest, especially after the frivolous night I had spent, and I told Elliot that I wanted to sleep for the night. He prodded me and said, “Don’t you mean the day?” indicating the morning sunlight outside. Shortly afterwards we thanked the hostess and returned to the street.

I asked Elliot if he knew where we were going. He said, “I’m not familiar with this side of District Fourteen. But I think we should mail your letter before we retire for the day.” I told him I agreed, and asked him if he knew where the post office was. He replied, “I don’t have any idea where it is, but there’s a way we can find out.”

He guided me to a nearby lamp post, the kind which had set the city aglow with colors just hours before. The light had been deactivated, and it stood only to refract the sun’s rays and cast triangles of focused sunbeams all across the street. He explained that the lamps were not just sources of illumination, but another revolutionary technology by Solaris: they were powerful antennas, able to broadcast telepathic signals to each nearby lamppost and relay them nearly anywhere in the city. At his instruction, I set a paw on the post and asked it, as though it were a living thing, where I could find the nearest post office. I then saw in my mind’s eye an overview of District Fourteen from the sky, and with markings indicating my current location relative to my destination. When I turned my head in the direction it suggested, I saw before my eyes a shape indicating the direction I should walk. It was all very impressive technology, similar to the archival magic I had played with in my school years, spells which could be used to enchant an orb to tell a story or to display imaginary pictures. But I had never suspected it could be so interactive and able to respond to complex commands! Though I was quite fascinated, almost enough to try exploring its functions, I retracted my paw from the device and the foreign images in my head promptly disappeared.

“You can use them to communicate with nearly anyone in the city,” Elliot said to me. “The network even spreads to the other side of the island. It’s everywhere but in the conservation areas. There’s only one thing I don’t like about them… I can’t use them. It won’t work with dark-types. They haven’t invented the technology yet. So I’ve never actually gotten to see what they look like in your mind.”

It made enough sense to me; dark-types had evolved, after all, to be predators to the psychic-types. As such, their minds and souls are structured to be impervious to any invasion, at least from a psychic elemental such as myself. Psychic magic was the most versatile and prevalent type of energy used for enchantments, but it was always a lost cause trying to make any of it compatible with dark-type minds, so I imaged it would be quite a challenge upgrading these lamp-posts to be of any use for them. Then again, Elliot seemed to use the psycho-magnetic metal just fine; perhaps it would somehow be possible that he could one day use the telepathic network also. Humorously, I wondered if I would be assigned by Solaris to help improve this very technology; I gloated at the thought of becoming the first Espeon in the world to read an Umbreon’s mind.

By about noonday we found the gladiator lodge, although I was nearly sleepwalking at that point and I couldn’t appreciate the city’s architecture any more than I already had. But my eyes were properly opened to find that Elliot’s ‘lodge’ was in actuality more of a mansion, such that I wondered if I wasn’t staring the front door to the very coliseum where the contests would take place. I soon discovered, as we were welcomed through the front door by the keykeepers, just to what extent that Excalibur City treats their gladiator celebrities as royalty. I found myself surrounded by red carpets, marble floors, crystal chandeliers, extravagant staircases… in all honesty it was a throne room, and it was only the front foyer. Again I felt guilty for merely treading my pawprints upon the scenery, and in my apprehension I asked the Umbreon how we should find our room. He pranced ahead of me and said, “What do you mean, ‘our room’? This whole place is ours for the whole season until the tournament is over. Even if our team is eliminated from the semi-finals, we can stay here until the next tournament starts. That should be more than enough time for you to settle into your new career, shouldn’t it? So go ahead, chew the carpets to shreds, steal from the pantry, do whatever you’d like! They’ll just replace it after we’re gone.”

In my state of grogginess I asked him, “I understand, but does the same luxury extend to me? I am not a gladiator, after all.” He said, “We are allowed visitors. We let them in all the time. As for living here with us… well, I think, as long as we have the lodge staff convinced that you and I are… a couple, so to say… they’ll let you get away with at least as much as I can. You’d be able to come and go as you please. So I wonder, would you be willing to play the part, at least until you’re settled in to your new career?” I agreed to it, of course, but I suspected it wasn’t exactly necessary to have responded; I had, after all, already started playing the part since before we disembarked from the train, and I suspected he knew as much.

He then showed me to one of the bedrooms. It was the size of several houses combined, at least any houses I had seen in my lifetime, and filled with so much unnecessary extravagance that it outclassed the modest little suite at Pommel Bay. At first glance I perceived a few dozen pieces of furniture, some oaken, some golden… several mirrors and shelves and statues… It didn’t need a hologram, I thought; one could fit an entire genuine prairie or forest between its walls without much effort. I supposed that these lodges were built to accommodate gigantic elemental creatures if they should happen to be members of the winning gladiator teams, but it left me senseless to bear witness to so much luxury all in one place. The bed itself was a large black lump in the very center of the room, its texture like a stormcloud. It didn’t occur to me that it was even a bed until Elliot pointed it out to me, and I jumped onto it, snuggling between the puffy creases of the silken substance. The sheets felt like nothing, giving me the unnerving sensation that I was levitating and I couldn’t feel my body weight anywhere, but the feeling turned to bliss as soon as I found that there was not a single uncomfortable position I could lay upon that bed. Elliot then leapt up onto the other side, allowing me plenty of space, and asked me how I felt.

I told him dreamily, “This is beyond my belief. I find it hard to believe they would afford such things to the gladiators. The queen, maybe. Or the business-minded, perhaps. Those responsible for building and funding the city. I wondered if I would ever find a room like this for myself, even if I became a proficient member of Solaris… but why the gladiators?”

“We are winners,” Elliot said plainly. “More than two hundred teams register to compete in the tournament. The tournaments take three years each. After that, only four make it to Excalibur Isle.”

I said again, “Yes, I understand that much. But why gladiators? Are these tournaments so central to the city’s culture that they would treat you so prestigiously?”

He smiled at me, and I saw his expression change. I knew I was glimpsing at the Shadowmancer within him. He said to me with power in his voice, “In my time as a competitor, I have captured the hearts of millions. When I stand in the arena… I’m surrounded by an audience cheering for me, wishing that I would strike the finishing blow, or pull some stunt they’ve never seen before. They’ve forgotten all their troubles, all the things going wrong in their life… and for a time, they are free of it all, and their heart goes out to me. That is my career, Hyacinth. I’m here to rouse the excitement of everyone who watches me work. You said you enjoy books, don’t you? Can you tell me how my job affects millions of people any different than that of an author?” And it may have been that I was already half asleep, but I couldn’t find a rebuttal to him.


VI - Pretenders

I slept away the whole afternoon, but now that my life was more exciting than anything my dreams could have conjured, I was sure to wake myself while the evening was still young. I found Elliot in another room of the mansion reading a book, and he wished me good evening and explained that he’d visited the bank. He passed to me a pouch of coins and said sternly, “Please spend them. I have more money than I would want anymore. I used to enjoy collecting things, but then I got tired of lugging them around the world with me, so nowadays I don’t own anything. I’d like to know that the coins are at least making someone happy.”

So I left the Umbreon to himself and ran free into the city. Though he hadn’t given me nearly as much as I had lost on the train, it brought me some confidence knowing that I was no longer bankrupt and that I could claim some of the city’s prestige as my own. Unfortunately my shopping spree ended in only an hour, as I spent the entire contents of Elliot’s pouch on a new scarf, a ball of candy, and a meal at the first delicatessen I found. The scarf was admittedly not as exciting as the one I had always kept on my person; my favorite, a striped green scarf which I had been given at some point during my stay at the academy, amplified my sense of direction, especially useful in the twisting halls of Ivorin. But I thought that it might be useful to purchase a scarf for warmth as well, and I bought a red one which was enchanted to make me feel warm all over. After purchasing it, I decided that the spell gave me the particular sensation of being submerged in lukewarm, already-used bathwater, and decided it would not see very much use.

I returned to the mansion after my short-lived excursion, contemplating along the way what should be done with the rest of the evening, be it more sleep, reading a book, or bothering sir Shadowmancer for more of his attention (or his dreadfully useless money). But when I arrived, Elliot nearly ran into me. He showed me a letter that had come in the mail from Solaris, and I settled down to read it. After a line of formality thanking me for responding to the offer, an invitation followed: I was to attend a stage performance at an amphitheater, where I would meet a representative of Solaris who would give me instructions on how to commence with the interviews and the initiation to the Fellowship. The performance was in three days.

I therefore put on hold all excitement about collecting worldly possessions and mingling with the city folk, and spent my allowance of money preparing myself for the interview. I bathed and groomed myself, clipped my claws, laundered my green scarf, and adjusted my sleeping period so that I would be fully awake and alert at the time of the event. Most importantly, I remembered all the achievements which had led me to this point, and I let my heart swell with confidence, knowing I would please whomever wished to speak with me. Elliot seemed surprised that I was so composed about the interview; he said that such an encounter would honestly frighten him. I told him that I thought of myself as competent and qualified enough in the theories of psychology and magic, at least in the academic sense, and I would undoubtedly be useful to Solaris. I then asked Elliot if he would accompany me, but he understandably declined, telling me his teammates were due to arrive that evening and he would need to speak with them as soon as they would step off the train. Finally, upon the afternoon of the event, he wished me the best of fortune and I set off to the theater on my own.

The stadium was easy to locate even without the help of the lampposts, as it sat in the center of a recreational park with no buildings, and thousands of creatures flocked upon its grounds. The whole place had the appearance of a hollowed-out theater, something that was once enclosed but since had large parts of the roof and the walls torn away to allow in the wind and the visage of the sky. Many pillars and strange monuments still stood around and above the audience which very much allowed it to retain its semblance of a closed room. In addition, there were several higher-class lofts positioned upon tall platforms, much like an enclosed theater would have, and I was told by the letter to wait at the staircase of the one furthest from the stage.

Upon arriving, I adjusted my green scarf snugly around my neck, making sure the frills would not drag along the floor. It was my favorite scarf not only because it allowed me to find my way through branching streets and confusing locales, but also because it kept me focused in other ways, such as in conversations with my superiors. It was a gift from an old teacher whose name I did not remember; she held a marvelous mastery over the subconscious mind, and had woven the spell herself to help enhance the wearer’s values and sense of purpose. I had at first relied on it, but I later found that I had trained my thoughts to produce the same effect on my own, and I continued to wear it mostly for sentimental reasons. I considered it a part of my identity.

An hour before the performance was to begin, I was approached by, of all things, an Espeon. She introduced herself as Charlotte and was clear that she spoke on behalf of the Solaris Fellowship, and said that she was pleased to see me in person. I gave her my greatest respect, in no small part because she was my elder by at least two decades and looked down upon me even as she remained seated. She also wore several pieces of jewelry: she had an emerald pendant upon a necklace chain which clung to her chest, a peculiar silver tiara which hooked around her ears, and a very interesting golden brooch, something shaped like a water lily with an eye in the center, attached to the fork of her tail. Her adornments made her appear far too queenly and accomplished, and I knew my place in her presence. I determined I could not say anything out of line.

Though we each stayed out of the other’s mind, as was the unspoken agreement by most psychics who do not wish to raise contention, I couldn’t ignore the solid aura of her mind waves pressing against my consciousness and brushing with my fur. Here was an experienced psychic, likely someone who could tear my mind to shreds with little effort, but given she was interviewing me for a role in the Fellowship, I suspected she had a greater use for me than a limp doorstop.

I responded in turn, saying I was honored to have been chosen, and that I looked forward to whatever the Fellowship might have in store for me. She then said that it was not quite time to discuss business matters, and that she only wished to enjoy the show with me, and to hear me share my thoughts on it. An apt way to begin such a weighty interview, I thought: lure me to a sense of companionship and comfort before addressing the important matters. I would let my guard down, becoming more suggestible and susceptible to revealing the true nature of my character. But I was not alarmed; I was quite confident that I had nothing to hide, and so I did as I was instructed, sitting at Charlotte’s side in the luxurious booth and preparing myself to appreciate the performance onstage.

The presentation was performed by a group who called themselves “The Pretenders;” they consisted of two Ditto, amorphous creatures with the capacity to change their appearance into nearly anything, and two Zoroark, creatures who could project the superficial appearance of changing their forms and their surrounding environments to an extent. Using their abilities to play a wide range of characters, they acted out a story I knew quite well: Stormlight, one of the more well-known of Daniel Stormchaser’s works. It was a bittersweet tale of a naïve and reckless Jolteon who followed a thunderstorm and chanced upon an injured Suicune, and fell in love with her soon after. Unfortunately, none of The Pretenders had ever seen a Suicune in person, and thus could not conjure the image of one, and so they made do with a Samurott.

And that was only the beginning of the disappointment: this adaptation of the tale had taken a number of creative liberties with Stormchaser’s work. Granted, some changes in pacing and the glossing over of minor themes are inevitable when adapting a two-hundred-thousand-word novel into a two-hours’ performance, but it could not excuse everything! For instance, the Luxray’s character, who in the book had represented Daniel’s voice of reason as a foil to his random acts of flamboyancy, was represented here as a senile and useless villain who wished only keep his farmhands enslaved under his rule. Daniel himself had become the designated protagonist of the story as he broke free from the evil bounds of menial labor to elope with his newfound love, rather than the star-crossed wanderer who did not know how to question his heart. Several of the characters had been cut out, such as the Scyther pair; while perhaps reasonable in that there were not enough actors to represent them, it changed the whole meaning of the scene where they were supposed to provoke the Suicune to violence.

By the end of the second act when Daniel was already professing his love and devotion to the goddess, it dawned on me that the story had been re-written for the express purpose of making certain that everybody liked it; Stormchaser’s difficult messages were downplayed and disregarded in favor of making certain that everyone in that theater would leave with a sweet taste in their mouths, professing the story on high and bringing praise to the performers. It was all condensed and simplified, and easy to follow; it would leave no unanswered questions, no heated implications of those who watched it. It would stir no controversy and raise no objections. I nearly heaved as I witnessed the mutilation of the story’s final scene; I watched as the Jolteon dashed across the stage and proclaimed, “Samurott, take me with you!” to which the Samurott replied, “Of course, you shall be mine forever!” and the lights dimmed upon their tender embrace. I had thought until that point about writing a scathing review of the performance, but I decided there was no point, as it simply was not the same story anymore. What had started as a profound warning against the dangers of an unchecked heart had turned into a mere bedtime story. While the audience roared in applause, I remained seated and only stewed in disgust. I am only thankful that I was not yet aware of Stormchaser’s true identity at the time; knowing that my brother’s proud work had been so desecrated would have sent me into quite a fit.

In the wake of the applause, Charlotte turned to me and said, “What did you think?” and I kept my composure and only replied, “They are very talented actors, and played their parts well, but I personally preferred the novel.”

“I suppose I can’t blame you,” she said. “I’ve read the original story several times and I’m inclined to agree. But I hope that at least you’ve found some enjoyment in what you’ve seen this evening; it is, after all, the line of work we’ll be wanting from you.”

I could not hide my abject astonishment, and I only said, “I have studied to be a psychologist and a clairvoyant, and Solaris wants me as an actor?”

Charlotte sounded a brittle laugh, almost offensively, and made me suspect I had given the exact answer she had planned. She said, “Oh, no, miss Hyacinth, you misunderstand. We do not need any more actors, we have enough already. Do you see down there, on the stage? The Pretenders are only some of our very talented actors. And do you see the audience who cheers for them as they bow? They are actors as well, all of them. And the citizens of Excalibur City, so are they. Whether merchant, or builder, or businessperson, or vermin living in the alleyways, they are all actors. As are all of the creatures who play a part on this proud island of ours… No, I assure you, we have all the actors we need.” Then, she gave me a conspicuous glance, she said, “But we are in need of a playwright.”

For all the time I had spent preparing for the meeting, reassuring myself that I would maintain a level of control over this conversation, I found that I had nothing meaningful to say. I had wanted to shape the future in some way, that much was for certain; but Charlotte’s words had balked me, and brought me to suspect that I had yet to fathom just who the Fellowship were and what sort of things they accomplished. So I only asked her to clarify what she meant, thinking it might buy me some time to align my thoughts. She said, “Well, with all these actors on hand, someone will need to write the script, don’t you think?”

Something moved in my heart, and I decided to hide my doubts and feign willingness, and I said, “You have my attention; just how, exactly, might I be of service to your organization?” But it was not so difficult to act interested, seeing that I had every intention of following this road wherever it might lead.

She told me, “Solaris is founded upon the belief that, with the proper methods, the natural order of the world might be broken. The natural order is quite savage and unfeeling, don’t you agree? Animals murder one another for food, mothers eat their young, species are driven to extinction, and no good comes from it. Even in civilization, the natural order of the world echoes too loudly as we all must fight over food and money, and murder one another over differences in opinion… Things such as happiness, beauty, and most importantly ideas, cannot exist in such a vacuum; and so we have asked a question: ‘as elementals, what are we truly capable of when we are not busy fighting for survival?’ and the Solaris Fellowship is devoted to finding every possible answer to that question. The wonders of Excalibur Isle are only a small demonstration of what we believe to be possible.”

But then she said, “However, in the course of our history, we have found it necessary to keep many of our ideas closely-guarded, so that they will not be used against us. For instance, some three hundred years ago, the Fellowship developed an explosive which used ghost-type energy to carve a precise shape into solid rock. It could be used to hollow out the inside of a stone leaving only the shell, or to dig a cave of any formation you’d like, leaving no rubble behind. It would have been a revolutionary technology for archeology, architecture, art, and many other fields. But some members of the Fellowship conspired to use it as a weapon, and threatened to activate one in the Fellowship halls if their demands were not met. Though the issue was resolved without incident, it brought us to realize how the spirit of the natural order is still very much alive within every creature, and that the only way we could continue with our mission was to fracture the Fellowship into different chapters, so that each chapter holds secrets not known by the other chapters. Though it does not completely stop secrets from spreading, it means that secrets are no longer distinguishable from rumors and lies, since it is not easily possible for any one person to verify any particular truth… and so we have been kept safer by this principle of segregating our ideas, and treachery from within has become not only very unlikely, but quite harmless.”

“But there lies a problem; if the different chapters of the Fellowship cannot effectively communicate with one another, our efficiency as an organization is crippled. If we cannot cooperate, we cannot accomplish anything. And so we instated the overseers. I am Overseer Charlotte; I direct the fourteenth chapter of the Solaris Fellowship, and it is my duty to oversee the transfer of sensitive information between mine and other chapters whenever it is relevant. In this way, I manage the behavior and the productivity of my chapter, and we are able to cooperate with other chapters when necessary to further our goals. For instance, I might instruct my chapter to produce a ghost-type fusion spell for a glass catalyst, and another overseer will instruct their subordinates to produce a power source, and the two might be combined into the ‘ghost bomb’ in secret without either chapter knowing what they truly created together.”

“So I am to become an overseer?” I asked her as my heart exploded with intrigue.

But she continued: “Well, you see, Miss Hyacinth, there is yet another problem you may have considered. Though the overseers share information between chapters, you might wonder who directs them and orchestrates their higher purposes. The Fellowship still has need of a small handful of high leaders who have access to all the secrets of each of the chapters, so that they might make decisions about the bigger picture – the direction of the Fellowship as a whole, and thus the future of Excalibur Isle. This is where we need you. You are to be trained as a ‘highseer.’ The whole Fellowship shall be opened to you, and most of its members will answer to you as their superior. Once you are trained, you shall even have the authority to command my own actions.”

I wanted to squeal with delight, and to tell Elliot the interview had gone well and that I was happy beyond any of my expectations. I would not only join Solaris, but I would take charge of it? The whole Fellowship? Was this true, I wondered, or some type of dream? Had I actually woken up that morning? Through my excitement, I knew that Charlotte was closely monitoring me, and I knew I needed to impress her by demonstrating maturity over my childish reaction. Though my heart raced and my head tingled with the rush of blood, I calmed my breathing and I said to her, “Very well, then; how shall I go about becoming initiated?”

“You are already initiated,” she told me. “We have been keeping an eye on you since the day you joined Ivorin Academy, and your writings and your accomplishments have convinced us beyond all doubt that you are exactly fit for the role. You are perfect; that much has already been determined. As far as the Fellowship is concerned, you are already a highseer. You only need to be trained, now; I will be the first of many overseers to guide you through your incubatory stage and show you how we operate from the inside. That is, assuming you accept the position. Should you have a change of heart, feel most free to ignore any further contact from us, and to stay in Excalibur City at your leisure and board the train whenever you’d like to leave. I’d imagine you would like to stay for a while, at least; I’m certain the Shadowmancer would like to know you’d be watching his performances. Though it is only a formality, I say this now, because once you begin to learn our trade secrets, it will become significantly harder on us if you were to decline our invitation… memory erasure would be involved, and it would be very convoluted and unpleasant for the both of us. But let it never be said that we did not give you the choice. Do you understand?”

“Yes, of course,” I replied. I was so anxious that I must have forgotten to feel suspicious that they already knew of my connection to Elliot.

“Good,” she said with a pleased grin. “In seven days from now, come to the shipyard pier in District Fifteen at the break of dawn. There will be several other candidates arriving on that day; pay them no mind. You are not in competition with them. Actually, we invited them as a precautionary measure in case you failed to appear, and now it is too late to revoke our invitations. Though I suppose one of them might be awarded an overseer position, if they are fortunate.”

The theater had mostly emptied when we finished our talks, and once Charlotte wished me a good evening and went on her way, it occurred to me that I had completely failed to stand my ground in the conversation. She had taken complete control, showering wonderful revelations upon me without giving me time to swallow them, then asking me questions while my mind had been frozen in between thoughts. She had plainly manipulated me, and if the conversation had gone sour then I would have eternally scolded myself for letting her talk circles around me. I only failed to notice because she seemed genuinely pleased with me. But perhaps the elder Espeon had only been trying to impress me, I thought; I was to become her superior after all, and she had demonstrated her mastery of the sales pitch in a way I could not ignore. At the end of the night I found I only had respect for her, and I envied her knowledge and her skill.

And so I wandered home that evening very proud of myself, hardly noticing the dazzling crystal lamps or the aromas of the food; how could I, when I knew that I was soon to stand at the very pinnacle of the city, and partake of magical luxuries the townsfolk could never imagine? I would be one of the few, the elite, ever to witness the inner halls of the Fellowship, with magical inventions and technological developments so powerful that they needed to fracture the members just to keep them safe from one another. And furthermore, they were to give me such a position of absolute authority; they were to trust me completely with all of their secrets, such that they would surely allow me to wander the city and do as I please with what I knew. If I had been hired as a mere overseer, or even as a subordinate scientist or researcher, I would have feared for my relationship with Elliot. Surely, they would not have allowed me to remain in his company with the secrets I knew, lest I would accidentally leak them to the wrong ears. But as a highseer, I would inescapably hold enough power that I could singlehandedly destroy the organization if I desired. They would need to trust me with that power. It meant that, even as I tangled myself within this web of secrets, I would remain forever free to do whatever I pleased. But I thought to myself, what else did I expect? Somehow, I knew I was destined for such a bright future. From somewhere in my heart, I had suspected it since the earliest days at the academy. As an exemplar of the Espeon species, I simply deserved as much.

But that was not quite the end of my evening. As I returned to the mansion, I was approached by a strange creature that I had only seen in books: a Bisharp, something with a steel body akin to a Scizor. Her voice stood out from the noise of the city once she called me by name. She said that she wished to have a word with me, and drew me near the door of a closed establishment where we would not be bothered. Assuming that she was merely a street peddler or an apologist to some organization, I decided I would humor her before politely declining whatever idea she wished to sell me.

She did not tell me her name, but said to me, “You are Hyacinth, correct? If I am not mistaken, you have come from overseas because the Solaris Fellowship wishes to hire you. Is this correct?” Though I had not been expressly sworn to secrecy regarding this truth, I was wary of answering her. According to my better judgement, I simply said to her, “Why is it important?”

She replied, “There is something you need to know about the Fellowship before you make any advances with them. They are, without exaggeration, the worst kind of evil. They threaten to destroy the structure of all civilization as we know it, and if they had the power they craved, they would enslave all of Excalibur Isle under their rule.” And to that, I asked, “Oh, really? And how do you know this, may I ask?”

“Trust me, we have sources,” she said. “We have worked with dozens of Fellowship members in secret, and you wouldn’t believe all of the terrible things that happen in their headquarters. It lies at the center of the great lake, under the water. They take the townsfolk there and they slaughter them. They slaughter innocent people and harvest their elemental energy. Our sources have verified that every five out of six missing townspeople are locked in prisons down there. You need to understand, they are trying to become an unstoppable force. They are dismantling Excalibur City, one piece at a time, and using it to build their power, and it’s all happening right in front of us so that nobody notices. They say that the king of Excalibur Isle has already been brainwashed by them and lets them make all of his decisions.” I listened to this steel-type thing ramble and I pretended to pay attention; “Interesting,” I said. “Please, do go on.”

She noticed my sarcasm, and it only increased her urgency. “Please listen. The Solaris Fellowship needs to be stopped,” she said. “Even if you don’t believe me, you at least need to believe that they’re too powerful to be defeated. They couldn’t be stopped. If they wanted, they could take away everything from us and reduce us to slaves. That needs to change. There needs to be a balance of power on Excalibur Isle. Someone needs to stand up to them.” And then she handed me something: it was a golden coin, the kind used as common currency at the marketplaces. I flipped it over and noticed that the sun, which had been a central figure on the back of the coin, had been chiseled off. “We are the Penumbra Society,” she said. “We number in the hundreds. We lurk in the shadows and do whatever possible to sap the power from Solaris and keep them in check.”

Still staring at the coin, I said, “So, what are you saying? You want me to turn down their job offer and join your cult instead, is that it?” And she replied, “Absolutely not. Ideally, you should take job you have been offered. I only ask you if you would consider becoming a double-agent. You could leverage your position from within the Fellowship to deliver us information and do the most damage. It is dangerous, but the more of you we have, the better chance we stand against them. What you hold before you is worthless; coins are not the true currency of this world. Secrets are.”

I needed to hesitate for a moment to appreciate the unexpected response. This cult, I realized, was more intelligent than they first seemed! But before I said another word, the Bisharp walked away, leaving me with the words, “Take some time and think about it. If you decide you want to make a difference, spend that coin at Lilligant’s Winery in District Twelve, and we’ll take care of the rest from there.”

I tucked the coin into my scarf. I found myself fascinated with this shadow cult almost as much as the Fellowship itself. I decided I would need to choose my true allegiance quickly. But, somehow, I was not so bothered by this difficult decision of mine. I only knew that my life was growing more interesting by the minute, and I had faith in myself that I would eventually make the correct decision, whatever it turned out to be.


VII - Dreamcatching

Though I was eager to share my experiences with Elliot, I found that several visitors had taken up residence in the mansion and made it quite difficult for me to win his attention. They were the remainder of his team he had left behind in Pommel Bay on the morning after he had first met me. There was a Scrafty, who called himself “The Slacker,” a Mawile, who was apparently called “The Nothing,” and the team leader was a Sableye called “The Nightmare.” Together, they didn’t strike me as sophisticated as Elliot had claimed; I admit I expected more from a world champion team than a squad of tiny elementals who could not even seem to hold a coherent discussion amongst themselves. I was polite enough when he introduced them to me, but they only seemed interested in jeering at Elliot for sharing his room with me, saying that I was too good for him and that our love would never last. Once we pushed them away into the other rooms and had a peaceful moment to ourselves, Elliot sensed that I was underwhelmed by his friends, and he said, “I never expected you to take them seriously. Nobody takes us seriously. And that’s exactly why we keep winning. We are deceivers. But they’re a good bunch once you get used to them.”

I laid on my back and regurgitated the whole evening to him, from the painfully underwhelming enactment of Stormlight to the entire conversation with Charlotte, and even to the Bisharp I met in the street. I let him look over the coin I had been given. I tirelessly rambled to him, never questioning my assumption that I trusted him completely with all of the secrets I learned. He sat patiently opposite of me, as he usually did when I would monologue to him, and he considered everything I said. When I was finished, he said to me, “Ignore this Penumbra cult. You’re going to be a highseer. If you decided you didn’t like the place, you could do fifty times more damage just by yourself than a hundred of them could. You don’t need their permission to betray Solaris if you wanted. And besides, doesn’t it strike you as odd that they contacted you in the first place? I have a feeling they had no idea you were supposed to be a highseer. It seems the risk of drawing attention to themselves and making a powerful enemy out of you would outweigh the rewards.” He tossed the coin back to me and said, “But that’s only my advice. Don’t take my word for law. It’s your career, not mine.” And I said, “I appreciate it nonetheless; my thoughts were drifting in much the same direction, but you helped me to arrive to the conclusion faster than I would have.”

He laughed, and with some whimsy he said, “But maybe if you find out this Penumbra cult is trustworthy, and you want to join them, let me know, alright? Maybe I’ll join them too. I’m sure they could use an inside source from within the gladiator league. Couldn’t hurt, could it?”

I smiled at him and said, “It’s your career, not mine.”

Following that strange evening I had another free week to spend in Excalibur City. Rather than explore town each and every night, I opted to visit the library and at last research the Solaris Fellowship however I could. To my surprise it was quite the difficult task, as even the library did not keep as much information about them as I would have liked, and most books only went so far as to say that they were powerful and glorious and deserving of everyone’s worship. But I could not find a list of their inventions and accomplishments, even those which had been made public, or a history showing when they had been established and who their leaders were. I only gathered that they had invented a number of things, such as several varieties of light crystal, some building designs, and weed-killing poison.

Meanwhile, Elliot had important topics to discuss with his teammates, even though they never sounded important while I listened in on them, unless they were communicating in a coded language which involved acting like stooges and awkwardly laughing at every utterance of a bad joke. Needless to say, I didn’t find myself fond of spending time with Elliot’s team. He expressed a desire to bond me with them, but I always politely declined, claiming that I needed to study my place of employment while I still had the chance. Eventually, in a moment of weakness, the crafty Umbreon convinced me to join the team in an odd activity.

It was something they called “Dreamcatching,” a tabletop game played on a grid made of concentric circles, each of which supposedly represented spaces on a battlefield and the playing pieces representing combatants in a struggle for the central space. Elliot spoke of the game in very high esteem, claiming that he had practiced many of his real-world strategies on the game board, and that he had learned to synchronize his thoughts and movements with his teammates because of it, and that his team would forever uphold the tradition of playing it at least twice every week. So he taught me the rules, told me about all the legal moves from adjoining spaces and the order of turns, and invited me one night to play.

I found the game juvenile and easy, and proceeded to massacre them with little effort as they gaped at my foresight and strategical prowess. “How!” cried the Sableye, when I had captured the central space on the board from him, “I perfected that strategy for years! How did you see through it?” And I calmly explained to him that there were only two possible routes he could have picked and that one was too obvious, so he was by the nature of a career deceiver obviously planning to choose the other. The dark-types sent me a round of congratulation, and then promptly demanded a rematch. Though I had wanted to make my exit on a note of victory, I found that I couldn’t deny Elliot when he begged for me to stay. His eyes told me that he was earnestly happy to play the game, and that his spirit soared at the chance to include me with his friends, so I agreed to play once again. Twelve turns later, I found that I had been effortlessly eliminated from play; the keen dark-types had all seen through each of my attempted strategies, and I left the match looking like a fool.

It was a blow against my ego, and I grew short with all of them and accused them of teaming up against me, and of reading my mind. Elliot explained to me the truth behind his scheme: “The first match, we all intentionally played poorly,” he said. “We wanted to see how you react when you are winning, whether you gloat, or smile, or have a glint in your eye, all those sorts of things. So when we started the second match, we were always able to tell when you had a plan that you were convinced would work, verses when you were only just desperate.” The Scrafty added, “You play this long enough, and you’ll start to realize the real game board isn’t on the table, it’s here,” he said, pointing to his eyes. “You’re only a winner if you know your enemy. Everything else is just useless details. Also that’s what makes Nightmare over here so hard to beat. You can’t read his eyes. You gotta watch for when he frowns for just a half-second. Or when he looks out the window. That’s when you know you did something he didn’t like.”

I pursed my lips, then lent a wry smile to them. “Impressive,” I said. “Well-played.”

The Nightmare said to me, “You will find that the game of Dreamcatching never truly ends. There are only infinite battles of the same war, and each battle gives you hints as to how the next will play out. Just the way it is in the stadium, or with any game, really.” He then asked me if I would fancy another game, and promised he would handicap himself to give me a chance. I politely declined and retired to Elliot’s room, but before doing so I assured them I would play again in the future, and that I would be well aware of their tricks and that they should prepare themselves for a much greater challenge.

He joined me some time later, after the team had worn themselves out from their game. He must have feared that I had taken the loss personally, and asked me how I felt. While I wasn’t distraught at my loss, it had given me something to think about. “I should have known you were psychologically profiling me,” I said to him. “It should have been obvious to me from the start. It is the very first thing a teacher should do for their students, to watch their reactions and learn how they are adapting. I am a psychologist, and it is supposed to be my speciality to know these things. I am only wondering why it did not occur to me. I hope I have not lost my intelligence somewhere. When I visit Solaris in three days, I hope I am still the same Espeon who would have been a mind-instructor at Ivorin. It would shame me to find that my brain had fallen out somewhere during the journey and I left it sitting somewhere next to my gemstones.”

He stared at me for a moment, and something stirred in those bright red eyes of his, as though I had triggered some repressed memory. He reassured me, “You are only having trouble adjusting. This is all new to you. When you have travelled all over the world like I have, every city and every stadium begins to look the same as the last, so you lose appreciation for the different cultures you are entertaining. But you also lose the sense of apprehension that keeps you from feeling as though you are at home. Nowadays, I can walk into any city and feel like I own it, because they are all the same. And my home is in the arena, wherever it might be. But when I started out, I felt the same way you did.”

I replied to him, “Yes, but I’m afraid three days isn’t enough time to have the same life experiences as you. I am only afraid because I cannot seem to think critically right now, and the last thing I want is to disappoint Solaris, or to find that I must learn all of my studies over again from scratch.”

Elliot nearly cut me off, saying, “Hyacinth. Look at me. Look into my eyes.” And I did. I watched as he glared at me with those keen eyes of his, and he crossed the bed, closing the distance between himself and I, until our snouts nearly touched. “Listen to me,” he said. “You are going to be fine. Trust me.”

I was taken aback at how forward he had become, and how personally he had seemed to take my insignificant plight. I wondered what I had said that had caused him to transform into the Shadowmancer so suddenly. But I remained silent, and his words had an inescapable effect on me.

“When I look at you, I see something in you that I’ve never seen in anyone before,” he said. “There is something inside of you. I have looked into the eyes of many creatures in my time, but yours are the first that tell me you just might be the most brilliant, the most intelligent creature to have ever walked the earth, and that everyone who speaks to you or even lays eyes upon you isn’t worthy enough to walk on the same ground as you. Excalibur City does not shine as brightly as you. We should all be honored that you are here.”

Flatly, I said, “If you are going to flatter me, at least be reasonable about it.” But he did not react; he only kept staring at me sternly, and did not even break a smile. “I am not exaggerating,” he told me. “You can’t read my mind to see what I truly think of you. That is why I need you to trust me when I say that you’ll be fine. And if something goes wrong, I’ll be there to beat up whoever gets in your way.”

I let his words touch my heart, and my proper ego soon returned. I remembered who I was, and that I was brilliant and undefeatable, and that I could outsmart anything if I so desired, the least of which were a few irreverent dark-types at a tabletop game. And I let him cuddle next to me that night, bringing to me faint memories of when my siblings and I would sleep in tight little rows during the cold seasons. With Elliot at my side, I began to remember what it felt like not to be completely alone. It felt very warm.


VIII - The Experiment

Alas, I could not forever dwell carefree in the lap of luxury, for the sun soon dawned upon the day when I would tread to the shipyard at District Fifteen and report for my first day of work. I hardly remember sleeping that night; I only remember that I had spent hours bathing and grooming and packing my bags with all the things I thought to need. I had thoroughly laundered my scarf wore it proudly, hoping that by doing so I would be granted a certain visual identity among the Fellowship leaders to set me apart from all the other Espeon who surely worked there. In all, I had taken every precaution to make a perfect appearance, and I set out precisely an hour past midnight. Though it was a long walk and there were many distractions, I found it very straightforward thanks to the assistance of the lampposts which so kindly informed me of the shortest route at every turn. I arrived much earlier than I intended to, and spent the extra hour indulging in a proper breakfast of chestobread and green tea.

Despite my detour, I was the first to arrive at the shipyard. Quite a pleasant and tranquil view, it was, looking out over the island’s central sea; it smelled fresh and invigorating, nothing at all like the salty ocean. I was given enough time to appreciate it, too, because the others were all quite tardy. I wore a smile, knowing the others were not nearly as invested in the job prospect as I, despite the delicious irony that I was the only one among them who had been guaranteed a position beforehand. There was a Meowstic with dreadful fur which needed to be brushed and trimmed, and a Kirlia who was petrified with fear, and finally a Medicham who had lost his way and had arrived so late that we nearly started without him. Though I attempted some thoughtful banter with them to lighten the mood, they would not have it, and remained deathly silent as though the job interview made them afraid for their lives. I noted that they were all psychics, and wondered if it was a requirement of the Fellowship that an overseer needed to be a psychic in order to ensure the subordinates would properly stay in line.

After enough of the awkward silence, Overseer Charlotte appeared and welcomed us to the Fellowship. I noted that most of the jewelry she had worn for our initial meeting was gone, giving her less of an imposing appearance… although she kept the golden brooch between the prongs on the end of her tail, and I began to wonder if it was permanently affixed to her. There was a twinkle in her eye which told me that she was quite impressed with my own appearance, and less so with the others, and I nearly wanted to ask her to leave them behind just to see how she would take the suggestion. But they came with us, all the same, and we were led not onto a boat as I anticipated, but into a nearby warehouse where fishing supplies were kept. The workers let us past as though we were invisible, and we navigated through the stockrooms of boxes until we came to a passageway which led to a staircase.

It was quite a wide stairwell, wide enough to accommodate a Steelix, I thought, and it wound down and around for at least fourteen revolutions before we emerged into a giant glass tunnel sitting upon the sea floor. Though I hid my reactions, I was quite impressed with what I saw: the sunlight streamed from the water’s surface and glimmered upon the glass archway. The sea floor itself was murky and dark, but the curved glass focused light upon the center of the tunnel and made it as bright as day. Charlotte remained stoic and indifferent as though she’d long since been drained of all her wonder and awe, and I tried to act the same, but the others could not hold back their awestricken gasps, or their impulses to run and touch the panes of glass which encapsulated us. Children, I said to Charlotte with telepathy, in an attempt to impress her. She smirked at me and replied, Indeed, but let us humor them for a while longer. It is the least we can do.

The walk was quite long, and took us nearly an hour even at a reasonable pace. The tunnel ended at a monstrous undersea structure made of something like black cast-iron, which obvious to me was the very headquarters of the Fellowship. Charlotte worked some kind of a locking mechanism with her mind, and a gate opened to us, allowing us inside. And I must say, it was exactly how I’d always envisioned it: extensive golden corridors lined with regal carpets and crystal chandeliers. There were silver candlesticks and fearsome statues and arched ceilings painted with heroic battle scenes. There were glowing gemstones and sparkling glass spheres. In the center of it all, there stood a monumental golden pillar, the color of the shining sun, surrounded by an intricate shrine of symbols and jewelry. Had I expected anything less, my breath might have been taken from me, but after seeing what they had done to the gladiator lodge I had learned better than to expect any spared expense. I only allowed myself a small, satisfied smile. What do you think? Charlotte said to me. I certainly hope you like what you see. This will be your new home.

I forced some cynicism and I replied, It’s decent, but are the minds of Solaris equally as majestic? They are what I have come to see. With an impressed hum, Charlotte said to me, We will be meeting one of them very shortly, and you can decide then.

I learned that the Solaris Fellowship building was itself built in the shape of the sun, with twenty-six different spokes, each pointed in the direction of one of the island’s districts. Within each spoke resided a different chapter of the Fellowship. We walked through the hall of the fifteenth chapter, which was not governed by Charlotte, but by two other overseers whom I was yet to meet – Charlotte was granted free reign to enter and leave the chapter at her discretion, as her chapter often worked closely with theirs.

Though it certainly looked the part of a central throne room, it was only a twenty-sixth of the entire establishment, with the others decorated however the individual Fellowship chapters desired. It was very clear to me that the members of this chapter took immense pride in their home, enough to adorn it with such extravagance fit for several kings, and I could only begin to wonder what type of work had brought them such great wealth and self-importance.

Once Charlotte decided the stragglers had enjoyed enough of the glory – there was no sense in letting them get comfortable, because they were not to be hired anyway – we followed a small stairwell down to a new floor at an elevation below the seabed. This floor was made of wide, symmetrical hallways not nearly as ostentatious as the upstairs lobby. The place seemed plain, yet pristine; the walls were made of large polished tiles, and a winding series of bright wires in the ceiling filled the corridors with the most pleasant blue light, easy on the eyes and soothing to the mind. Instantly I recognized the floor as a laboratory of some sort, somewhere without visual noise or distractions, a place built for intellectuals to work efficiently. I was bursting with excitement to see what lay at the end of the halls and behind the mysterious doors, wondering if I’d soon glimpse at the creative process of some mythical new technology. But through my excitement, I held my peace.

After quite a long and lonely walk through the labyrinthine halls, Charlotte was greeted by a small, humanshape creature called a Gothitelle, an overseer of the chapter. I did not at the time recognize the species of creature, but I could tell by the force of its mind waves that it, too, was a psychic. I was beginning to see that the Fellowship was quite selective about what types of creatures they allowed into their service, or at the very least this particular chapter. “The examination is ready,” he said. “You may bring your candidates anytime.” And my heart pounded, knowing this exam would surely cull away the unsuitable trio of candidates which trailed behind Charlotte and I, and once rid of them she would pour to me the secrets of the Fellowship.

The overseer and her colleague guided us into one of the laboratory doors, and aesthetically the interior of the laboratory was much like the hallways, very plain and functional. But this room had a number of things inside of it, ranging from odd box-like machines, to cluttered tabletops, to an assembly of psychic-type elementals quietly peering through windows. I stepped over to one of the windows myself and glanced inside, and found that an Emolga was confined in a small, boxy chamber. It lay on its back, staring at the ceiling. I scoffed, thinking to myself, We are using ferals as test subjects. I am not surprised. But then I tried to mimic the Kadabra standing beside me, and I probed the rodent’s mind, wondering what the Fellowship scientists may have been trying to observe. The Emolga’s consciousness nearly swept me from my feet. Its mind was active, intelligent, and perhaps a bit panicked. It was educated. I realized that it was most certainly not a feral creature, but a real person.

His name was Youli. He was about twenty years of age. He enjoyed the taste of oranges and hated the texture of cake. He had seven siblings, dozens of cousins, and a family that loved him very much. He had arrived to Excalibur City only recently and was quite proud of making the journey, and he was busy warding away his nervousness by collecting his thoughts and articulating the stories he would tell to his family back in some forest on the mainland. In many ways, it reminded him of me. Like me, he was not quite sure why the Fellowship had brought him here, and was very unsettled that they had locked him inside a chamber. So we are going to perform a psychological test on him, I thought. We kidnap our test subjects. We are at least partially unethical. No wonder we hide here at the bottom of the sea. Again, I am not surprised. 

But I did not know the half of it.

Overseer Charlotte finally addressed us for the first time since our meeting on the pier, saying to us, “Here we have two test subjects. Both are civil Emolga of similar age, character, and genetic build. The key difference between them is that the subject on the right (she indicated Youli) has been collected from Resplendent Rainforest, which lies some three thousand kilometers from the southeast of here on the mainland, and the one on the left is a citizen from Excalibur Isle’s own eighth district. We will perform an experiment on them, and I would like for you to watch their minds and tell me what conclusions you draw.” And so the five of us gathered around the window to Youli’s chamber, and the experiment began.

There was a mechanical sound, and a steady vibration came from the chamber. Within moments, it became very clear, both to Youli and to myself, what was happening: the ceiling was descending, slowly and markedly. At that moment, I instantly knew the purpose of the test: we were going to murder the Emolga and study its psychological deterioration in the final moments before its instantaneous death.

The rodent panicked quite violently, darting around the room in search of an escape, and pounding on the window as he called for help. It occurred to me that the window was likely opaque on the inside, and so Youli did not know if anyone could heed his call. Static sparked across his body as he tried to conjure some electric-type technique that might let him escape, but the room was quite proofed against elemental attacks.

The test was brilliantly conceived, if I might say so; it effectively served two purposes, both to test our psychic analysis of the mind, and to make it very clear that anyone who worked here would need to check all sense of morality at the door and operate under an unfeeling scientific pretense. It made the most sense, after all; reality is not designed to be understood easily, especially those realities which are of the utmost importance yet cannot be studied ethically or without bringing offense to sensitive audiences, such as how a creature behaves in the moments before it is murdered. But to work for the Solaris Fellowship meant that we needed to become wholly pragmatic and learn to stop differentiating between right and wrong. Anyone unwilling to detach themselves from such puerile limitations would be unworthy.

The next few moments became a cacophony of thoughts and emotions, both from my colleagues and from the doomed Emolga. The other candidates were weaklings, and were not taking the experiment very well. My own heart raised its objections, of course, but I intended to impress Overseer Charlotte, and so I silenced them viciously and I listened to Youli’s thoughts.

No, they won’t really kill me, will they? This isn’t what they said they would do! They only said they wanted to study me for a day and let me go. 

I only wanted to make some money for my family.

Oh Raikou, what is going on?! There must be some kind of mistake!

I’m really going to die, aren’t I?

This is the end, isn’t it?

They tricked me! Those guys tricked me…

I’m going to die here where nobody can see me. I’m going to die alone!

No… no, Josh… I promised I’d bring him a crystal… No… Oh Josh… I can’t leave you all alone… No! You’re not ready for the world!

Eli! No… no… what’s going to happen to Eli? He’ll die without me… he needs me…

They all need me! No, how could I let this happen!? Oh Raikou, please let me out! Please! No! Don’t let this happen to me! I’ve got to get out of here! I have to get out of here!

Why won’t anyone listen to me?!

Oh, no… all the things I didn’t do…

I should have gone south… with mother… I should have gone to Amethyst City while I had the chance.

This wasn’t supposed to happen.

Oh… I’m so sorry… I regret everything… Raikou, if you can hear me… I regret everything…

His thoughts ended abruptly as his body was smashed beneath the sheets of metal, his skin and bones instantly turned into a fine powder. Though we were shielded from visually witnessing any of the gore, the final mind-wave which had come from the Emolga was something so indescribably vile and upsetting, I can only compare it to the sensation of having the fur and skin ripped away from my chest to let my innards spill onto the floor. But I did not let my revulsion overcome me; I remained stoic and analytical like the professional Espeon I was, and I kept my peace.

“Now, the next one,” Charlotte said, and directed us to peer into another window where the second Emolga was kept prisoner. This one was a female named Skylark, one who had been grown and raised on Excalibur Isle. She was a very aloof creature with many friends. She enjoyed flying into thunderstorms and playing with lightning. She preferred the taste of salty candy and hated onions. She had two parents, but had left them several years before and did not care where they were.

Watching the ceiling begin to descend was not any easier than it was the first time. In fact, it was harder to watch; until I had witnessed Youli’s death, I had entertained the hope that the ceiling would stop at the last minute and spare his life, or that it was some sort of illusion or trick. Knowing that I was surely about to witness another death, I felt my conscience claw at my heart, but I ignored it and watched the Emolga’s mind as I was instructed:

Oh, I see. They’re trying to scare me.

That’s what this test is all about. I figured it out. Well, hah! I won’t let them scare me.

This is actually kind of boring.

Ah, what else do I need to do today? When I get out of here, I need to go buy more seeds.

I need to talk to Jaquelin about that picnic next week.

I wonder if I can get tickets to the gladiator game.

Maybe I can ask mother to get me in. I haven’t spoken to her in a long time. I hope she doesn’t hate me. Ah, how am I going to get her to like Eric? There has to be a way.

I love Eric. He’s the only one who understands me. I never get bored watching the stars with him. We should go to a musical for our next date.

Ahhh, is this test over yet? I feel like I’ve been in here forever.

I wonder when the ceiling will stop moving. It’s coming down pretty far.

Hmm, that feels kinda weird…

And then her thoughts were silenced, but her final mind-waves did not feel the same as Youli’s. I stepped back from Skylark’s chamber, and suddenly I found that I had quite a lot to think about. But Overseer Charlotte interrupted my thoughts, asking us what we concluded from the experiment.

I glanced at the other candidates, interested in what they had to say. But the Medicham had fainted and the Kirlia was keeled over on the floor and was crying profusely, looking as though she would vomit. The Meowstic looked quite shaken, but he managed to give a reply: “In the final moments, the first one was concerned about his family, and the second one was only concerned about herself,” he said. Charlotte listened to him and gave an unimpressed nod at his conclusion. “And what do you think, Hyacinth?” she said. “What are your thoughts?”

Although I found that I had to stare at the wall for a few moments to put my thoughts in order, I knew just what I wanted to say. While I stared at the wall and tried to digest the implications of my own thoughts, I replied: “The first one, Youli, he died miserably… And the other one, Skylark… she died happily.”

The smile upon Charlotte’s face told me that I had given just the answer she was looking for.


IX - The Meltdown

While the other candidates were escorted from the premises and likely had their memories erased, I found I at last had Charoltte’s undivided attention. Admittedly I was not so thrilled anymore about merely being her favorite, given that I was far too overwhelmed and busy digesting what I had just seen, but I wasn’t ready to appear weakly and insecure before her. I told myself that I could always show weakness later and in private. For the time being, I squared my shoulders and I wore my guise of professional confidence, keeping my peace, although I markedly avoided eye contact with the chambers where the experiments had taken place.

She seemed eternally pleased with me, and as we walked together back in the direction of the chapter’s lobby, she at last began to explain everything I wished to hear. She thanked me graciously for attending the interview and for blessing the Fellowship headquarters with my presence, and she told me, “The experiment today was not so much a test for our candidates, as it was a demonstration of what we strive for. As I have told you, the Fellowship is built on a single guiding principle: we wish to see what happens when civilization is divorced from the rules of the wild. Pain, hunger, the constant struggle for survival and dominance… these are all the things we wish to remove from life, so that we as a society may focus on what is more important. The female Emolga was quite a model citizen, you see. Her impending death meant nothing to her, and so her life ended in a state of blissful ignorance. She was quite subdued; that is what we look for in our citizens. Whereas the male… well, he went out kicking and screaming, and it was all quite unpleasant, don’t you agree? That is precisely the kind of attitude we are trying to avoid. The rabid animals such as himself bring everyone so much pain, and also they are too difficult to control.”

These new concepts were as difficult to swallow as a bone lodged in my throat; they were quite alien to me, bearing no resemblance to any of the classical psychology I had studied at Ivorin. In reflecting over the deaths of the two Emolga, admittedly I found myself far more unsettled with Skylark’s reaction than with Youli’s. Yes, it was easy to empathize with Youli and feel his despair, but his reaction was… expected. Creatures struggle against their death, they cry out and plead for mercy. It is the mark of a sane individual. Skylark’s reaction was something so unnatural and difficult to believe that I had become terrified in a way I had never before felt. I was also reminded of the minds of the train’s passengers whom I had probed out of boredom at the time, especially the Ursaring who seemed unusually vapid and apathetic about his life and family, and it occurred to me that his behavior was by design.

I replied, “Skylark, the female, did not demonstrate an instinct for self-preservation… and you say that this is a strength and not a weakness?” She tilted her head as though amused at my confusion, and waved her brooch proudly behind her, and she said, “It is both; it is a weakness for the individual, but a strength for the society. After all, why should the death of a single person be a bother to the many? Our goal is to allow our people to live their lives acting as though death does not even exist. Once the fear of death has been silenced, there’s no limit to how happy the people can become.”

Now at this point we climbed the stairs and arrived back to the lavishly extravagant lobby of the fifteenth chapter. It struck me again as something too perfect, like a painting of a lost city come to life. I made a conscious effort to pay attention to Charlotte’s words and not to distract myself gaping at the round golden pillar at the center of the room. She proceeded to tell me a very odd story.

“Five years ago,” she said, “only a year after I was instated at my position here, there was a terrible tragedy. Solaris was at the time experimenting with magma channels deep beneath District Five, and a mathematical misestimate led to an accident. Pressure built, and fissures broke open in the ground, and all of District Five was buried beneath three meters of lava. We used our elemental barriers and technology to contain the eruption, but not before it destroyed nearly the entire district and everything within. It was a garden habitat there, fit primarily for grass-type elementals, all quite flammable, and nearly all of them perished in the accident. I seem to remember the survivor count being only in the low dozens. A few thousands of people, simply gone in one day. It is known as the ‘meltdown incident,’ and we are still trying to clean it up to this day.

“But nobody seemed to care about the loss of District Five. For the weeks following the tragedy, all around the island we all got up in the morning as though nothing happened. Shops opened, younglings went to their classes, shows continued to play as scheduled at the amphitheaters… certainly those friends and relatives of the lost would mourn the days away, but by and large it had no impact on the everyday life of our society here. Perhaps there was a tiny charity drive here or there, but there was no uproar, no rally, no great motion for change…

“And do you know why? It’s because these people, they don’t know anything else. They wake up in the morning, eat a nice breakfast, open their shops, send the younglings to school, day in and day out… it’s all they know in life. It’s all they understand. So that when a tragedy happens as terrible as the meltdown incident, they don’t have the mental capacity to process it. It is too much for them to take. So they ignore the problem and block it away, and just keep doing the same things they do every day, and hope in the back of their minds that the problems will all somehow become resolved on their own. The meltdown tragedy has become something of a taboo that is not to be mentioned at all in public, and if you try, they will only pretend not to hear you.

“And that is where we have succeeded. We give the people what they need to ignore the tragedy of this world and focus on the kingdom we have constructed for them. We let them have all the food, the luxuries, the entertainment… we treat them as royalty, and in turn, they remain dependent on us to protect them from the terrible and unpleasant things. And certainly, nobody on this island will ever need to make a decision or anything important such as that; the best anyone can do is to become a useless member of the king’s council, and Solaris hires all of our members from outside of this island anyway. The people who live here wouldn’t know the first thing about trying to overthrow us. In fact, we have most of them convinced that we are working on an immortality potion which will be made freely available in two or so generations. And so most of them would never think to stand in our way and delay our important work.”

I said to Charlotte, “Are you meaning to imply that Solaris actually rules Excalibur Isle?” I asked this, as it would help to explain why the headquarters had amassed so much wealth and was decorated as a castle. And she nodded and said, “Yes, of course. We are the playwrights. We orchestrate future of the isle. But see, we do not let the people know that, and that is one of the ways we keep the peace. We act as a scientific organization, some grandiose asset to the island, always making progressive breakthroughs and improving the quality of life for the people. It is not difficult to keep their respect; every once in a while we release to them some of the discoveries we made fifty years ago to keep their lives interesting. And without knowing that we are in charge, they cannot hold us accountable when things go wrong.

“Now, we have the King’s court established in District One, and his council members who are said to represent the voices of the people. But they are mostly all actors, much like The Pretenders were on the stage. The King himself is particularly useless; he does not have the jurisdiction to do anything, and is only there to moderate the council. Solaris is the only organization with any power here. And so when things go wrong, the districts do not blame Solaris, and they do not blame the King, but they blame themselves. I had the pleasure of reading the minds of many creatures who had been affected by the meltdown, and they were all quite similar: ‘Oh, if only we had elected council members with more competence! If only someone could have known about the fissures!” they all thought. As for Solaris, we were only seen as the noble heroes who used our power to contain the damage and to keep it from spreading to other districts. We were left blameless. This is how we keep the freedom to do whatever we wish, and regardless of the consequences, there are none who have the sense to oppose us.”

I told her it was quite brilliant and efficient of a system, but as soon as I said it, I tasted an uncertain thought. Something about her statement seemed flimsy. Something about the way she had said it with such confidence nearly made the hairs stand on my spine. After a moment’s hesitation, I said to her, “Are you certain that you are completely uncontested?” to which she replied, “Yes, quite certain. We know everything which happens upon this island. If anyone would even have rebellious thoughts against us, we would know in days.”

I said to her, “On the night we first met, there was someone who told me otherwise.” And I produced a certain coin from the fold in my scarf. I was about to begin explaining its significance to her, but she snatched it from me and squinted at it, demanding, “Where did you find this?” And I only said, “It was given to me by a Bisharp who approached me on the street the night we attended Stormlight. She claimed to represent a resistance movement called the Penumbra Society.”

Her mood changed at once, and she became very stern. She flipped the coin back in my direction, saying, “There appears to have been a grave misunderstanding; please follow me.”

So together we left the fifteenth chapter of the Fellowship completely, delving even deeper into the central halls of Solaris. With the chapter left behind us, the halls turned into something very forlorn and unremarkable. The very central hub of the entire facility was only a large circular hall, nearly half the size of a city, which provided branching passages to all twenty-six of the chapters. The hall itself was dark and unfriendly; it smelled of metal and paint, with its structure made of something like gray concrete putty adorned with nothing. The eerie silence seemed to carry far-away echoes of even the smallest noises; I could easily hear the footsteps of other creatures who followed somewhere behind us, and the sound of a single closing door was as a firecracker. After feeling so welcomed by the wealth and homeliness of the fifteenth chapter, the core of building seemed to me like we were traversing the small intestine of some mountain-sized creature, and it caused me to become skittish and annoyed, as though I was only now feeling the pressure of the great lake pressing down on my back.

As we marched clockwise around the great circular tunnel, I noticed how we passed several openings to the left – certainly they were the gates to the various chapters. I only noticed one conspicuous gate on our right side that led into the center of the circle itself. I decided not to ask about it, fearing that Charlotte was only focused on her own angry thoughts and would not like to reply.

Perhaps with some irony, there was no sunlight to be seen in that dreadful corridor, and no way to sense the passage of time. Our walk could have lasted all day, and I would not have known. After enough time to reflect on my thoughts, most of which were quite uncomfortable by now, we found the gate to the tenth chapter of the Fellowship. Charlotte stormed to the door and called out to someone, and a gatekeeper answered from the other side. “Send me Vignette, I know she is in there,” she said to the gatekeeper. Before long, the door opened and a familiar Bisharp appeared before us.

The Bisharp was respectful but clearly alarmed to see us. I wondered if she was purposely ignoring me. “Is there a problem, overseer?” she said.

“I am here because I demand an explanation,” Charlotte told the figure. She gestured to me with her tail and said, “This is our new highseer, Hyacinth. I was told that the two of you have already met. I would like to know what you hoped to accomplish by harassing her.”

The metallic creature stared at me for a moment, then suddenly looked mortified. “Highseer?!” she said. “Nobody told me she was going to be a highseer! We haven’t hired a highseer in ten years! I only saw her on the list of new hires, I thought she was only supposed to be a researcher working for you!” She rambled in her own defense, and I noticed her casting so many terrified glances to me, shaking as though she wanted only to run away and cower somewhere. Charlotte growled at her and said, “Can you imagine the embarrassment you might have caused to her? You could have gotten both of us fired!” and I realized that it was I she was terrified of, not Charlotte; it was I who would have been doing the firing.

At this point I realized, despite not knowing my way around the Fellowship yet, I outranked both of them, and so I knew they could not argue with me if I interrupted them. “Excuse me, I’m certain there will be no need to fire anyone,” I said to the Bisharp, “but I would much appreciate it if you could kindly explain to me why you were posing as a spokesperson for the Penumbra Society.”

“Oh, she was not posing as anyone, I assure you,” Charlotte said with some bitterness, and sneered at Vignette. “She was only doing what she thought was her job, she was just not double-checking her targets before she approached them. The Penumbra Society is run by the tenth chapter of Solaris. They are meant to approach nearly all of us who would be hired, just not those who are to be hired in positions of power.”

Upon hearing this, I swallowed hard. This had given me several baffling thoughts to untangle, and I tried not to show my bewilderment. To break the silence, I said, “I’m sorry, but I’m not quite sure I understand. Solaris runs its own opposition?”

“It is done in the name of security,” Charlotte explained. “I hope you are beginning to see that we take our security quite seriously. Perhaps you would better understand if we were to show you how it works in person; I do believe the Penumbra Society is about to begin their meeting.”


X - The Cult

We detoured through the tenth chapter, and I found it decorated very differently than the fifteenth. Tall scarlet curtains hung from the walls, and the ceiling was covered in a glass mosaic of the moon and stars. It evoked a very different mindset than the hall I had already seen, and at once I was consumed with thoughts of enigmatic cults and ancient prophecies. But there was no time to appreciate the mysterious hall, for we moved quickly past the chapter and through another underwater tunnel, and before very long we climbed a steep set of stairs and emerged into District Ten of Excalibur Isle.

This district had a very rustic design, certainly not as flashy or excessive as the Grand Hall District, yet there was still a haunting elegance to it. The roads were all cobbled, and each building was made of hardy stone sculpted in primeval patterns as though they’d been erected in a time before even humans had invented their apricorn capsules, and had remained standing ever since. Each building somewhat had the appearance of a church. The only modern accentuations were the ubiquitous lampposts, the same type which stood at the side of every street at the Grand Hall District. We ignored the quiet townsfolk as Vignette led us a ways into the heart of the solemn city, and we entered one of the stone buildings from the backside.

Undoubtedly, this building was a church. The upper level was crumbling and forsaken, with only a few broken statues to suggest that a marvelous shrine to the supernatural had once stood. I wondered momentarily if Charlotte’s chapter had ransacked the place and hidden all of the wealth in her own hall’s lobby, but I soon found that the empty chamber was only a distraction – much like the Solaris Fellowship itself, the true church had been built underground.

Together, the three of us came to stand at a balcony overlooking a gathering of elementals far down below who were listening to a monologue from some type of avian fellow. The chamber was dauntingly tall, with the floor so far below us, we could not hear anything aside from vague echoes of the bird’s voice. Perhaps three hundred elementals were in attendance. Charlotte said, “I thought we might arrive on time for the daily meeting. See, here is Overseer Dogma, the Honchkrow, giving the daily address to the Penumbra Society. At these meetings, he tells a manner of motivational stories, and provides the members with updates on the constant struggle against the evils of the Solaris Fellowship. The crowd you see before him is perhaps three-fourths made of actors who have been trained by Overseer Dogma himself. The remaining one-fourth are genuinely concerned citizens who have been found all across the island and have shown a true initiative in wanting to resist against Solaris.”

Vignette sensed my confusion, and told me, “Have you ever heard the saying, ‘Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer’? This is the principle of the Penumbra Society. Alone, a single rebel can cause quite some annoyance to us. If multiple rebels unite, it poses a great security risk. And since we know we cannot prevent all citizens from growing to despise us and wanting to do something about it, we have merely created a place to put them. So we regularly hunt for these dissident citizens and we approach them, saying, ‘Here is a group of like-minded individuals who want the same thing you do, come unite with them and make a powerful difference,’ much in the same way I approached you. And once they join, we make sure they are kept busy with useless weekly meetings and meaningless news about grand rebellion efforts that never go anywhere. And we keep them from acting on their own accord by reminding them that everything should be done in coordinated group efforts.”

Charlotte further explained, “There are several branches of the Penumbra Society stationed all across the island, and each branch is discouraged from contacting members of the other branches – for security purposes, of course. Thus, each branch leader can tell extravagant lies about the accomplishments of the other branches, and the members are left with no means to verify their claims. Therefore, the members are left with the proud misconception that the Penumbra Society is continually moving forward with a historic rebellion and that they are a part of it, when in fact the entire purpose of the rebellion is to ensure that the true threats remain utterly disarmed.”

As I listened to this explanation, I must admit that I felt a passing wave of bitter sympathy to all those who understood the true evils of the Solaris Fellowship and harbored a desire to fight back; in truth, there was no hope of fighting back, and there was nobody to turn to. Excalibur Isle had been utterly lost, and aside from simply leaving the island altogether, there was no way to save it from the will of Solaris – from the will of the highseers such as myself. But the wave of sympathy was soon gone, and I grinned to my companions and said, “How ruthlessly efficient; I’m quite impressed.” Vignette responded, “Yes, we’ve had centuries to perfect our methods.”

I gave the Penumbra coin to Vignette, and she returned to her station at the Solaris headquarters, leaving Charlotte and I alone in the streets of the ominous city of stone. There was a certain beauty to the architecture of this place, and I could tell that it had its very own culture which the townsfolk must have worked quite hard to preserve through the centuries. But I found that I could no longer appreciate it, just as I could not appreciate the gold-studded gladiator’s mansion or the visage of the city as it glimmered brighter than the stars – after learning of the true motives of Solaris, and the full extent of their power over the entire island, I could not see them as majestic things any longer. I began to wonder if they were all merely toys, things that the Solaris Fellowship used only for their own amusement with no regard for their intrinsic or cultural value.

But on the other shoulder, they were now my own toys as well; I began to peer at each cobblestone lodge and street-side dealer as if I owned all of it, as though it were all my rightful inheritance, things I might freely meddle with, and with no consequences to my actions. After all, if I were to detonate a bomb on accident and kill thousands of townsfolk, it apparently wouldn’t matter to anyone, and I wouldn’t be blamed; the townsfolk had all been bred and raised to turn a blind eye to tragedy. In thinking about it, I began to feel a sense of unprecedented freedom. I could do whatever I wished! The question now was, what kind of play did I want to write?

In a moment of whimsy, I asked Charlotte, “What if the Penumbra Society is publically outed as a fraud? Would we create a new, more secretive society for the same purpose?” Charlotte laughed again waving her spangled tail at me, and explained that Penumbra has been outed as a fraud more times than she could count, but the townspeople refused to accept it, and continued to believe in its stated purpose. “Just like the meltdown incident,” she said, “the rebels themselves don’t understand how to accept the truth that we control Penumbra. They cannot fathom a world where there is no hope to fight against us. Therefore they reject that possibility and insist on believing that Penumbra is still the champion of change that they wish, because it is the only world-view that won’t lead to a dead-end. Reality is not designed to be understood easily, and people will always choose to believe the simple lie over the complicated truth.”

She then invited me to try something: she wanted to see if I could convince any of the townsfolk of the truth. She told me that most of the townsfolk of District Ten were involved with Penumbra in some way, and told me to try convincing them of the grand con. Intrigued by this challenge, I pulled aside a Delcatty and I said to her, “I’m sorry to bother you, but are you aware that the Penumbra Society is only an instrument of Solaris?”

The pompous kitten rolled her eyes in our direction and said in a groaning voice, “Oh, not you people again. Do you have any proof?” I answered, “Proof? What kind of proof would you like?” She said in return, “Don’t ask me, you’re the one making the claim!” She wandered away a few moments later, muttering something to herself about “those useless skeptics.” I snorted in her direction, and Charlotte encouraged me to try again. “Don’t hold back,” she said. “Get creative. Show me whether or not you can get someone to believe the truth.”

So I straightened my shoulders and sauntered down the road with my head and my tail held high, acting as though I owned the city and everything within it. I then caught the attention of a Vigoroth ambling by with a bag upon his back, and I spent a moment probing his mind to find a statement which would catch his attention. I said to him, “Excuse me, but may I have a moment of your time? My name is Sunny, I’m a double-agent for the Solaris Fellowship and the Penumbra Society; I recently discovered that the Penumbra Society is completely controlled by Solaris, and is only designed to keep an eye on its enemies. I am trying to spread the word.”

The little thing looked at me as though I had just murdered his whole family by delaying his afternoon commute by a few seconds, and he said, “Right, like I haven’t heard that one before. Why should I believe you?” and this time I said, “I’ve brought my friend here with me, she is an overseer of Solaris, and knows quite a few things about it.” And I cast a sideways glance at Charlotte, and saw that she looked quite surprised at my little stunt, but I could tell that she was willing to play along. The Vigoroth then said, “Oh yeah, how do I know you’re a member of Solaris?” and my Espeon companion stepped up next to me and calmly said to him, “I know many secrets about Solaris. Our main headquarters lies at the bottom of Excalibur Isle’s central lake, and we have entryways into it through each district.”

The sloth only gave a disgusted snivel and said, “Nice try, but everybody knows that. That’s no proof. Good luck trying to con people.” And he made a hasty exit. I shrugged and turned to Charlotte, saying, “Well, I think he had a point. You can’t provide credibility just by saying something that everybody knows. Otherwise, I suppose everyone could provide the same level of credibility. Next time, why not tell them something only a Solaris officer would know?” She chuckled and said, “As you wish, highseer.”

It took some effort getting another townscreature to pay attention to our solicitations; many of them only wanted to ignore us, and many pretended not to see us, even though I read the very top of their minds and saw that they were avoiding a discussion. But we managed to flank a Mudkip so that he could not immediately run away, and we repeated the same script to him. Of course, he was skeptical and asked for proof. Charlotte wore a knowing smirk, and said, “Here is a secret that not many people know: the tragedy of District Five was the fault of Solaris. We’ve tried to cover it up so that nobody would blame us, but it was caused by an experiment gone wrong using magma and geothermal pressure. Solaris is responsible for all of those deaths.”

The water-type stared at her for a moment, blinked, and replied, “How do I know you’re not lying? Got any evidence for that?”

Somehow, this was a response I was not expecting; I didn’t stop to consider that perhaps, after we had attempted to provide credibility, and evidence for the credibility, that he would still expect evidence for the evidence for the credibility. Of course, we had none that would he would find satisfactory, so we let him go, and I began to wonder if any persuasion method would possibly change someone’s mind.

“Are you beginning to see the pattern?” Charlotte said to me in a singsong voice, endlessly amused as she watched me fit the pieces together. I blankly followed some townsfolk with my eyes as they meandered by, and I replied to her, “None of them will listen. They will just keep asking, ‘How do I know that? How do I know that?’ until they ask a question that we cannot answer, and they will take that as evidence of our fallibility and disregard our point.” Charlotte then told me, “Yes, because you see, it is the nature of the mind that the overwhelming majority of knowledge itself is based on not truth, but trust. There are only so many things you can verify by your own accord; everything else you’ve learned is because you trusted someone else to tell you the truth. How do you know that the ocean is ten thousand meters deep? How do you know that the world is four thousand kilometers in diameter? How do you know that Daniel Stormchaser or St. Jasper the Great, or even Solaris Rai actually existed? These are all things that you cannot see with your own eyes, and so you cannot reliably verify them. But they are things that others have written in books, and everyone seems to agree that they are true, and so you’ve chosen to trust in the credibility of those writers.”

And she motioned to the nearby townsfolk and said, “You cannot convince them of anything because they have already decided upon who and what they trust. They trust their families and their friends, and they trust Penumbra. And perhaps most of all they trust themselves. We are considered outsiders with foreign ideas who haven’t earned their trust, and so they question what we say until they are able to reject our ideas. But as you can see, this poses an interesting existential dilemma: it is possible for a truth to exist that cannot be reliably proven. If I were to cut out your eyes, and for the sake of argument remove your capacity for telepathy, nobody would be able to prove to you that the sky is blue. It would not stop the sky from being blue, but it would become a truth that you are unable to verify for yourself. You would need to trust the word of someone else, and if the one whom you chose to trust is lying to you, then you will never know. This is the same dilemma that keeps Penumbra safe from their suspicions; the rebels have had their eyes cut out, and they are blind to our treachery, and so they can only listen to what they are told.”

Thinking about this, I instantly remembered my own siblings and the thoughts I had seen within their minds once I had evolved. It was the same principle I had learned about them in the last days before I needed to leave them behind; they rightfully trusted themselves above all other things, and I had failed to earn that trust before attempting to change their minds. And now I learned that Solaris had not only come to that conclusion long before I had, but they were using it to manipulate hundreds of minds. The truth was there, always right in front of their face, and yet it was not shaped correctly to fit in with their notions of the world, and thus could not be accepted. It was gorgeously evil. A simple lie would always prevail over a complex truth; therefore, in order to hide a truth, it needed only to be made more complex than the lie behind which it would hide.

Once Charlotte had given me far too much for my mind to digest at once, she said, “I must be returning to the laboratory now. Congratulations on your new career. Feel free to gather your things and return to Solaris whenever you are ready, we have a room waiting for you. Then, I shall begin the process of training you to be a highseer. I understand if you wish to take a few days to say your goodbyes to the Shadowmancer.” And at that point, I almost let her walk away, but I called to her at the last minute and said, “One last question. What if I decide I don’t want this?”

She looked appalled at the suggestion. “What, you want to change your mind?” she said. “It’s getting a bit late for that, miss Hyacinth. If you still wished to reject our offer, I’m certain we could arrange something, although it would likely involve a painful erasure process and permanent brain damage. Honestly I should hope that it would not be necessary at this point; you would make a fine leader here, we are all happy to have you on board.” And then, as though an afterthought, she added, “And please, for your own safety and sanity, don’t try to leave the island without the approval of the other highseers. You can’t; it is surrounded by a force-field. The only way to pass through the field is by train, and we carefully watch everyone who boards the train. You may have noticed that the rest of the world has light crystal technology; that’s because an overseer once betrayed us and smuggled it off the island. So we’ve had to tighten our border security to prevent another incident. I trust you’ll understand.”

“I understand,” I told her, feigning confidence for the final time that day. “You have been nothing but kind to me. I will certainly consider your offer.”

“You are a queen now,” she said, whipping her tail brooch at me. “You’d best think carefully before abdicating your throne.” She then left me to wander home, and I felt the chill of an oncoming storm tingle across my back. In truth, even though I could not say so to Charlotte, I was still not sure what I wanted.


XI - The Resolve

It took me the better half of the evening to stumble back to the Grand Hall District; I had to follow closely to the shoreline of the lake to minimize my walking time, and I followed the instructions of the lamp posts very closely to ensure that I would not detour into a filthy industrial zone. But I was driven by only one desire: I needed to see Elliot again, the only sane individual on the island as far as I was concerned, and to pour my heart to him. Whether he could advise me or not wasn’t any of my concern, I found for the sake of my own mental stability that I needed to hear his voice and to let him help me carry my burdens. It was all that I wanted at the time. I ignored all distractions on my journey back to the mansion; the gemstones in the jewelry stores had lost their luster to me, the bakeries smelled like manure, the music sounded like strangled birds. I could not look another townscreature in the eye, and I bit my tongue whenever one of them mentioned something about “the Shadowmancer’s girlfriend.” I could not imagine how rumors could spread so quickly in this city, but it was beginning to infuriate me and I only wanted my privacy from the gossiping onlookers. They had no right to judge me.

I arrived late that evening, around the time Elliot and I had first seen the city at night, and I found that the wonderful Umbreon had been waiting for me at the door, even after his teammates had long since retired to their rooms. He welcomed me warmly, and at first I could only bury my forehead into his neck and breathe deeply, and he put his paw around me and held me closely. It felt wonderful to simply relax and to catch my breath after everything I had seen and done that day, and for several minutes we stood together without saying a word. When I was ready, I collapsed onto his bed and I told him everything, sparing not a single detail. The failed candidates, the underwater tunnels, the slaughtered test subjects, the truth of the meltdown, and the phony shadow cult… it all came out of my mouth in some order, and I reveled in the catharsis as I listened to myself speak.

Once my story was finished, I remember that I was laying on my side, very exhausted, and I said to him, “It is strange; in all of the years I spent imagining my future – as a scholar, a teacher, a clairvoyant – not once did I ever envision myself as a villain. Yet the die of fate has been cast, and here I am; this is apparently my destiny.”

And then Elliot, the sappy soul that he was, he cuddled beside me and nudged my cheek, and said, “You know, you would make a beautiful villain.”

I turned to glare at him, asking with my eyes whether or not he was crazy. He recoiled and said, “What? You honestly think any of that bothers me? Me, the one who beats up and publically humiliates my enemies for everyone’s entertainment? There’s a reason some people still call us ‘evil-types.’ I actually killed someone once or twice, too… sometimes you hit someone too hard, break the wrong bones, and sometimes the healing beams don’t work fast enough, and… yeah. Just like that, they’re gone. And all you can say is ‘oops.’ But that’s an occupational hazard. It’s tragic, but sometimes it’s just part of the job, and you’ve got to train yourself not to be so sensitive to it.”

I said, “But deaths in the arena are different. They happen on accident, and it’s an inherent risk the contenders must accept. Solaris murders elementals in their experiments and they don’t see anything wrong with it.” And Elliot only said in reply, “Yes, but how many lives do their studies save using what they learn? How much good has come out of their inventions? I’m not saying that it’s an easy decision to make. It’s a very hard decision. But I think somebody’s got to have the gall to make the hard decisions. And maybe that could be you.”

When he spoke these words, I remember that my body was wracked with such a violent, pleasant shiver. I realized that he was far too supportive and accepting of me, far more than I deserved, and that I likely could not say a single word to him that would lessen his opinion of me. His love for me was unconditional; I could come home one day and tell him that I had saved the lives of a hundred townscreatures, or that I had murdered them, and either way he would congratulate me for my strength in doing what I believed to be right. It nearly brought me tears of happiness, and it was that moment when I began to understand that I belonged with him, and that I never wanted him to leave my side.

He said, “Do whatever you feel is going to fulfill your greatest potential. You could become the most beautiful arch-villain in the history of this island. Or you could be the most beautiful rebel leader. You could be anything you want. All I know is that whatever you’re going to do, you’re going to do it beautifully.”

I nearly cried, but I stopped myself. It was not the time to cry. But in a great moment of weakness, I whispered to him, “Elliot, don’t let me go.”

And he pressed his paw against my chest and he tightened his hold on me, and he whispered back, “Never.”

I slept long and soundly in his embrace, and my mind became very clear. I felt as though my dreams spelled out all the answers for me.

And I remember that I woke up in the middle of the night, and I felt Elliot’s paw still clutching me so tightly that I had woken him with only a twitch. “Are you alright?” he said.

Though I was turned away from him so he could not see, I grinned with such glee; I was alright. Indeed, I felt magnificent; my thoughts had fallen into such a perfect order that had chased away any insecurity I had. “I know what I want to do,” I said to him. “I’m going to join Solaris. I’m going to be the arch-villain, greater than any this island has ever known. I’m going to accept the job. And I will own it.”


XII - Storm Light

At the following dawn, I packed all of my things into my saddlebags (save for some of the bulkier items I had purchased from the city), proudly wore my scarf, and I bid farewell to the Umbreon and his delusive teammates—but not before promising them I would return once a week to partake in a match of Dreamcatching with them, as after all I had threatened to pose a challenge to them, and I was not about to step down from it. Besides, I needed an excuse to speak regularly with Elliot, as I suspected I would need his support in sorting out my thoughts whenever they might overwhelm me.

I remember that morning so very clearly; I remember it because it was the day that I forsook my vocation as a teacher, someone who wished to enlighten and inspire those who listened, and instead chose to embrace my new role as a deceiver. All of those townscreatures around me were ignorant and brainless, and teaching them was no longer something I would concern myself with – instead, I would help to ensure that they would all stay the way they were, so that Solaris might work more efficiently. I remembered the empty sky, the ominous red sunrise of the early morning which signaled a storm front somewhere – I remember glancing back at the mansion as I followed the walkway, and I noticed a wild Natu scatter from the roof, as though to symbolize my betrayal of the proper psychic-type nature and the honorable principles upon which I had based my evolution. But I was resolute; I remembered what Elliot had said, that whatever path I chose, I would need to walk it beautifully, and so I set my sights on the road ahead and didn’t look back.

When I arrived to District Fifteen, Charlotte waited for me. We met on the same pier, since that was the only nearby gateway to Solaris I knew. The elder Espeon looked quite pleased with herself, saying that she knew I would come: “When you study a mind closely enough, you will find that it is a chemical reaction with fully predictable results,” she said. “We have been studying you closely since your second year at Ivorin when we first noticed you. I knew that you would struggle with the ideas I presented to you, and you would seek counsel, but eventually your mind would be changed. And here we stand today.”

Perhaps I should have been unsettled by the implication that I had little to no privacy over the last six years, but I chose not to be offended. I was queen now, I needed to act the part. Charlotte said, “For your information, it was I who noticed you; you over-achieved in all of your courses, you were quite influential among your psychic groups, and you possessed an understanding of mind-waves that outmatched your instructors. Once you even thought that you should invent a new branch of parapsychology. I will boast and say that I was the one who submitted the petition to Solaris for you, and I pushed them to hire you as a highseer. So pardon me for being pleased that you have come this far.” I bowed to her and thanked her for her consideration, although admittedly I was starting to forget the specifics of my accomplishments at Ivorin – it was though I was rapidly changing into a different person, such that the scholarly Espeon who would study the nights away was only a vague blur in my memory.

She then said to me, “To begin with, you must choose a new name for yourself. Here at Solaris, we are not known by our true names, much in the same way that some of us like to invent a new name for ourselves when we evolve. Can you think of something you would like to be called as a highseer?”

Without hesitating, I declared to her, “I shall be called Big Sister.” It was a very good title, I thought; it was very strong, very intimidating and enigmatic, demanding of respect… and it was a name I already answered to since my earliest days as an Eevee. But Charlotte appeared very displeased with my decision, and radiated awkward thoughts. “That is a particular name you should not take,” she said. “Please choose another.”

I scoffed at her, and I said, “What, is it already taken?” She subtly dodged the question and said, “Perhaps you could say that. I suspect you’ll learn the true reason soon enough, but it is not my place to say.”

“Fine then,” I said, brushing off the disappointment. “In that case, I shall be ‘Stormlight.’”

Charlotte nodded and said, “Very well, Highseer Stormlight. Over the next ten years, you shall be given personal counsel by several of our overseers, and you will come to understand how our facilities perform their work. Of course, some of your instruction might not catch your interest, and you are free to ignore any of your training that particularly bores you. Our goal is to provide a framework for your own inspiration, so that one day you might use the resources at your disposal to direct your very own projects.”

I told her that I had many ideas I would like to explore, especially in the realm of thoughts and creativity, things which teachers might use to better understand their students. I had always wanted to create a spell that would transcribe one’s own thoughts into words, allowing anyone to create their very own stories effortlessly. Or perhaps a spell that would allow dreams to be recorded and experienced again. Or perhaps a sheet of paper which could be written upon, and erased, with only the touch of a paw. I began to ramble my ideas to Charlotte, wondering if she could assist me with my creative ventures, but she looked disinterested. “You need to be careful,” she told me. “Whatever you create, it needs to be primarily useful to Solaris. Utility to yourself and the townsfolk must be secondary. Otherwise you might attract the ire of the other highseers for wasting our resources.”

To demonstrate, she directed my attention to a nearby lamppost. “These posts are a project of my own chapter, and I am personally responsible for several improvements to the design,” she said. “Project: Lighthouse, we call them. They are useful to the townspeople because they light the roads at night, and they provide many useful conveniences, such as giving directions and telling the time of day. Of course, they have become so commonplace in our cities that the townspeople cannot imagine living without them. But those functions are only secondary, you see. The primary function of the lamp posts is to read the minds of the townspeople. If anyone is standing in range of a crystal, their minds are illuminated completely, and we can hear all of their thoughts and view the images in the mind’s eye, know their emotions, and also browse their memories. Furthermore, whenever someone contacts a lamppost telepathically, the entirety of their thoughts is recorded for later reference, so that we might glance back in time and analyze trends, watch the way an individual’s thoughts might have gradually changed and determine what has caused the change. The lighthouse units operate in such a way that they their function is invisible and secret except to the Solaris members authorized to use them. And because they form a network nearly as large as the island itself, I might speak to a unit and ask for information contained by any other unit within the network; as we speak, I am casually inspecting the thoughts of a citizen in District Twenty.” She stepped away from the lamppost and walked past me, saying, “Of course, he is only wondering what to have for lunch this afternoon. How typical. No one seems to have any interesting thoughts these days.”

I continued staring at the post, marveling at its elegance. I asked pointedly, “Am I to assume that you have been reading my mind as well? And might I use these lighthouse units to read yours?” She said, “Yes, it is how I knew you would accept our offer. I have been closely watching your mind until the moment you showed up to the interview, but not since. Once someone becomes authorized to use the units for their true purposes, the units will no longer read their mind without their express consent. Solaris officers use them to communicate across long distances.”

Again, something bothered me about the way she said this, as though she was not telling the full truth. I thought back to the recent past, both to things that Charlotte and Elliot had said, and I found a pattern. I told her, “When you wished to contact Vignette yesterday, you could not communicate with her telepathically. Instead, you needed to cross the chapter on foot to confront her in person. Vignette is a dark-type. Am I correct in assuming that these lighthouse units are unable to penetrate the mind of a dark-type?” She looked impressed that I had come to this conclusion, and she said, “Yes, that is correct. It is perhaps their greatest flaw. My chapter has been attempting to create a new version of the spell which will reveal a dark-type’s thoughts, but Arceus has created dark-types to repel psychic energy so powerfully that it has been a trying challenge to break the barrier. But if I might, I could share with you a secret, so long as you tell no one:

“In truth, we have succeeded in enchanting a crystal that can break the barrier. It casts a temporary nullifying spell, based on a miraculous new psychic technique that humans have invented, to successfully probe a dark-type’s mind. It is called Project: Renaissance, and currently it is only a prototype. There is only one thing stopping us from upgrading the lighthouse units to renaissance units: although they can read the minds of dark-types, as of yet it cannot be done secretly. The dark-type will always sense that something is intruding into their mind, and this for our purposes is unacceptable. The true purpose of the lamps would become clear to the townspeople, and they might begin to tear them down and cause a great mess. So we cannot deploy them in the current state, but we continue our efforts to find a combination of spells that will allow the renaissance units to work as seamlessly as their predecessors. Until then, we only try to recruit the dark-types to Penumbra to keep them all in one place.”

I said to her, “Ah, the mind of a dark-type: one of life’s oldest mysteries. And to think that you have come so close to solving it.” Internally, my heart was simply racing. The people of this island truly had no hope of dismantling the prison which Solaris had constructed for them, not when we only needed to peer into a nearby lamppost and see all of their thoughts. It was beautifully tragic, in a way: an island full of creatures living what they thought was a glamourous and perfect life, yet it was all artificial and they would never know anything more.

I had always been fond of casual gossip, and at the thought of using the lampposts to instantly know everyone’s secrets, my conscience was already in its death throes. I wondered if a conscience served any purpose when one’s actions no longer have consequences. The precise moment it died might have been the moment when Charlotte asked me if I would like to try using the lampposts for myself.

Together we wandered around the Grand Hall District, and Charlotte taught me how to speak with the crystals and request information from them, and then for the sake of demonstration she gave permission to spy into her own mind. She did not let me very deeply in, only enough to engage in telepathy and exchange fleeting ideas, and in all it was not so different than my innate abilities as an Espeon. But then we wandered into the town’s square where a festival of sorts was taking place. The park grounds crawled with rambunctious townscreatures. Traders gave samples of rare berries, and a troupe of singers bellowed loud, distracting melodies from a wooden gazebo. It was just the sort of formal gathering I should have attended if I were still interested in climbing the social ladder. I contacted a nearby crystal, and I began to survey the crowds to select my first test subject – but I never got the chance to choose one, because I had suddenly become the very center of attention.

It started when one tiny bird recognized me and shouted my name, and before I knew what was happening, a few dozen had crowded around me in admiration, begging me for their attention. They began barking questions at me, asking “Is it true that you are dating the Shadowmancer? Do you live in the lodge with him? Are you planning to have children?” Others said things such as, “Were you really hired by Solaris?” “Who wove your scarf?” “Which is your favorite restaurant?” And all sorts of ridiculous, useless questions about my opinions. It was the same sort of attention Elliot had tried to shield me from the night we stepped off the train, and I began to understand why – it was quite distracting, and really does not allow one to relax and simply be themselves.

While I was overwhelmed at first, I quickly learned to drink in the attention and to play along, giving a smile and a nod to whomever wanted one, and feigning interest in whatever they asked. I told them my favorite berry was the maranga, and that I quite liked The Pretenders, and that my scarf was a gift from a teacher, and that Elliot and I were merely close friends at the time with no certain plans for the future. I told them that my favorite restaurant thus far was the café on Magnificent Street, and that I was currently engaged in the new book by the human author Samuel Scott Drowsel, and that I indeed was now a member of Solaris with solid plans to improve the functions of the lampposts. Having said all this, I suddenly remembered that I had come to test those very lampposts for myself, and I decided to connect my mind to the nearest lighthouse unit and attempt to learn things about the townsfolk in a bit more of a direct fashion. I was not prepared for what happened next.

Without warning, there appeared before me a vivid explosion of information, as though a legendary being had detonated one of its mythical elemental attacks in the dark vacuum of my mind. The crowd around me became a prodigious library, filled with more thoughts and pages than I could hope to inspect in my insignificant lifetime; each memory, each individual sensation and perception of each creature around me was open to my unbridled curiosity. It was as though my clairvoyance had been released from a thousand binds I never knew existed. Flitting between the minds of the crowds surrounding me, I felt as though I could fly.

When I turned my focus on the contents of the thoughts, however, I found something else which deeply surprised me: they all shared one particular dominant thought, that I, this Espeon standing at the center of the crowd, was a stunning demonstration of a perfect elemental. There was not a single creature in that crowd who did not have a strong opinion of me; some adored me as a queen, others were fiercely jealous of my status and good fortune. Some saw me and thought less of their own mates, others thought less of themselves. “I want to be her,” some said. “Look at how confidently she speaks. Look at how strong she stands, look at the intelligence behind her eyes. She must be something special if the Shadowmancer wanted to date her. Oh, what it must be like to have such a complete life, with the perfect husband and the perfect career here in the most perfect city in the world. I hope she notices me! I hope she casts her gaze in my direction! I need a scarf just like hers. I did not even know there was a berry called maranga, I must find them and acquire the taste! I did not know nonhuman creatures read human writing, is that really something people do? It sounds very sophisticated. I am a failure at life, I must ask her for advice. How would a lowly person like me ever show her my admiration? I want to know everything about her. I cannot stand the thought that I will never be as perfect as this Espeon standing right here.”

And through it all, I did not know whether to feel flattered, or disgusted, or even envious of their simple-minded existence. Their vivid interpretations of my character truly were drowning out every other thought, and they had placed me on a golden pedestal in their minds, something they had reserved only for those they held the highest respect for, and only because of a chance encounter with an Umbreon I had met in Pommel Bay. I had suddenly become the most interesting, respected, and important creature in the city! But I began to realize, as I glanced from one thought to another in someone’s mind, that they only idolized me because they had nobody else to idolize except for celebrities, because there was some kind of emptiness inside of them, an inability to look around and see perfection in anyone else. I was only the newest in a long chain of fleeting appearances by various public figures over time who had captured the hearts of the crowds. It would only be a matter of months, or perhaps weeks, before someone new would steal the spotlight from me – but until then, I knew that it was not just Elliot who loved me. Everyone loved me.

It is a bit difficult to describe, especially to a non-psychic elemental, the sensation of connecting to another’s mind so completely. It is a bit like stepping into someone’s home invisibly, and simply glancing about, shopping as though at a jeweler’s. I can see the person there, I can see where they are directing their attentions, and I can see a variety of pictures and mirrors which reflect their perceptions of the world around them. But I can also look at their mind as a whole: I might open any book, glance inside any drawer I wish, and come to know them better than they would know themselves. It is a complete and perfect violation of privacy, and I also learn many things about the subject which would prove embarrassing if leaked in public, such as who they hate, who they desire as a mate, who they suspect as a criminal, these sorts of delicious things. Such an intimate intrusion is not generally possible unless attempted by a psychic of impressive skill and presence, such as an Alakazam, a Delphox, or perhaps Lugia herself. The best I can do, under normal circumstances, is to draw near enough to my subject that we may touch at the forehead, and even then I can only obtain an imperfect connection.

The lampposts, however, made the process completely effortless, and I could glance about the minds of the townsfolk as though glancing between words on a page. It brought to me a frightening rush of power, a sense that I owned everyone around me. Indeed, I could not probe the mind of a townsperson so completely and then not view them as something beneath me, as though they were my pet and I should chain them to a fencepost for my own amusement. When you can see the entire contents of a person’s mind, that person belongs to you, in body and in soul; you have full control over them. You could speak a single word to make them happy, or to ruin their life. You could speak a single word to convince them to perform whatever action you wished. All because you can see the cause and effect happening before your eyes. And so the people, they became less than elementals to me: they became insects, as though every day I walked through the grand city, it was as an ant mound, with ants scurrying into holes, carrying foodstuffs and eggs, each busy with their assigned, pre-programmed chore. Their desires and their dreams became remarkably puny, and I quickly learned to laugh at them.

It became something of an addiction for several weeks after first connecting to the lamp posts to just walk the streets, or to stand at the walls of people’s houses, or to sit in the public garden and just enter minds at my own whim. Oh, the gossip, the drama, the amusement of so many personal problems that were not mine… it was an infinite source of entertainment. I could have written twenty unauthorized biographies by the end of the first week alone, and they all would have been bestsellers. But it made me think, especially one night as I retired to my personal lair within the fifteenth chapter of Solaris, whether mind-control was something that had been thoroughly studied. After all, why simply observe the ants move about the mound, when you could move them yourself? Why not cause some drama here and there that otherwise would not have happened, and make things interesting? It would have been something useful for Solaris as well, I suspect: if we could directly influence and control someone’s actions, it would remove quite much of the complexity from politics. And so I brought the topic up with Charlotte the next time we crossed paths.

“You need to be careful,” she said, looking displeased with me once again. “Psi-based hypnosis is a controversial subject, even for Solaris. It has been studied before, but we generally do not rely on it, because it has one great flaw: namely, it is traceable. When someone is hypnotized, a cursory glance over their mind will make it obvious that they are not acting of their own will, much like if someone tried to disguise themselves by wearing a burlap sack over their head. It has been studied as a triviality, but it is quite impractical.”

And so I said, “Could we possibly invent a form of mind-control that cannot be traced? I believe I am quite fascinated by these ideas; this may just become my first project for Solaris.” She scowled as though she had just eaten something quite sour, and she said, “We already study the more physical methods, such as using trauma to trigger dissociative behavior. It turns out that if you repeatedly alternate traumatizing a subject with giving them comfort and letting them recover, they will lose all capacity to make their own decisions and they will do whatever they are told. Visit District Nine sometime, they know more about brainwashing than I. But with psi-based techniques? You are wasting your time. You cannot psychically program a mind while also hiding the programming. It is like taking a page out of a book and stuffing it into another book, and expecting the reader not to notice. It simply cannot be done reliably or easily.”

“Ah, but it can be done,” I said, hoping I would impress her with my initiative. But she would have none of it. She turned her nose at me and said, “Take my advice, highseer: mind-control isn’t a field you’d enjoy. Perhaps when you’re older and you have a bit more of an idea of what you are getting into, but for now, may I suggest your first project for Solaris be something simpler? Why not invent a color-changing hat, or something?”

Two could play at this game. I turned my nose at her. After all, I was her superior! I could do whatever I wanted, and I liked thinking about mind-control. I decided I would make all the little ants dance for me. I would even infuse the functionality into the lighthouse crystals, so as to keep it hidden from the public, yet available everywhere. Surely, it couldn’t be that hard? And even if I could not create a mind-control spell to the Fellowship’s liking I could at least create something that would be available in an emergency. I was convinced it was possible.

Other than my passing thoughts about mind-control, I had a completely unproductive week, as I had done nothing but bask in my luxuries and squander my infinite funds on those scallop-biscuits I had grown to like at the fishmonger in District Sixteen. I had also purchased even more accessories, such as a broach which could store elemental energy as a battery, and a scarf which helped me to see in the dark. While the enchantment was decent, the scarf’s design was wretched, with neon pink and yellow that looked more like a lollipop than an article of clothing. In the end I decided that my green scarf was still superior, and for perhaps a few seconds I even entertained the thought of creating color-changing wool, as Charlotte had suggested.

Shortly enough I arrived back to the contender’s mansion as I would once the week, and Elliot as usual was very happy to see me. His companions had also grown to enjoy my company, and I grew to return the sentiment somewhat, as they all seemed more bearable than they were when we had first met. We talked idly about our jobs over a nice long game of Dreamcatching, he about how they had encountered another team at the central harbor and had a real showing-up of one another, and I periodically teased them about how powerful a figure I had become, and that nothing on the island would happen without my knowledge. Apparently I could not foresee Elliot’s game plan, however, because he crushed me at our climactic clash for the central space on the board. But as I agreed to another game, I came to realize that I was no longer simply humoring them at this table; I was truly enjoying myself, and I knew that I would look forward to the chance to unwind with them every week, and to have a taste of the simple life every now and again.

Of course, the part of the night I most looked forward to was my private conversation with Elliot after the games were over, and how we would stay awake almost to the sunrise, quietly exchanging our thoughts as he held me close to him. It was not difficult to think of conversation topics, especially since none of Solaris’s secrets remained classified between us. The first thing I said to him on that night was, “What if I told you that I could rig the semifinal match to make sure you won? Because I can; I could spy on the opponents for you, and tell you everything that they’re thinking. Would you be willing to conspire with me?”

Elliot hummed for a moment, and I think he enjoyed the idea. But he told me, “Nah, we’d better not. Not that I deny being filthy cheater or anything, because I am… but cheating is something that needs to be done tactfully. If someone suspects you, there’ll be an investigation, and investigations lead to more rules. We already have like four hundred rules we need to follow. At this rate, in a few decades, the contests will be reduced to us lightly tapping one another on the shoulder to see who gets bored first.”

And then I decided to speak to him about something more personal, something I had debated bringing up to him. I said, “Out of curiosity, how would you feel about having your own mind read?” By the sound of his voice I could tell that he was very uncomfortable at the suggestion, and he said, “It depends. If it were you doing the mind-reading, I’d consider it. Otherwise, I’m not so sure. I’m a dark-type. My secrets are kind of my whole identity, you know? I wouldn’t want them to be taken away. Just like your identity now is to reach into people’s minds and steal secrets, my identity is to keep secrets nobody can ever see. That’s just what we are. Weird to think that once upon a time we were both the same little brown foxes, isn’t it? And the paths we’ve chosen have led us to become opposites of one another.”

I told him I’d never read his mind, even if I was given the opportunity. I told him that he was more interesting that way. I felt him hold me more tightly.


XIII - Big Sister

I woke sometime past dawn, perhaps only three hours after Elliot and I had run out of discussion topics. I broke away from his embrace and I descended the stairs of the foyer. My stomach was demanding nothing less than a delectable breakfast at the most expensive bakery in a block’s radius. But I found that someone had slid an envelope beneath the door, bypassing the mailbox as though it were a message of utmost urgency. I brought it to my eyes and turned it over, and I read the writing on the front: it said, “To Storm Light.” I opened it with some hesitation, and I found inside of the envelope a scrap of some flat, solid substance like stone or tile. There were clawmarks engraved upon the surface, reading, “Don’t do anything you might regret. Big Sister is watching you.” And for the moment, breakfast did not sound particularly appetizing anymore.

Having been deprived of a full night’s sleep, I stared at the message for a full minute before the meaning was clear to me. It was a threat! Someone wished to exert control over me from the shadows. My mind began to spin with thoughts: ‘Who would threaten me? How dare they! And furthermore… how dare they steal the name Big Sister, the name I wanted for myself?!’

In a moment of clarity, I realized that whoever had sent this note, Charlotte had known about it weeks before – that’s why she had cautioned me against taking the name. I knew that she would be hearing some questions from me. I even wondered if Charlotte herself had sent the message, and whether or not she was secretly this “Big Sister” with the intention of preventing me from proceeding with my research on mind-control.

I jostled Elliot from his nap and showed him both the note and the envelope it had come in, and he looked profoundly worried for me. “I think you made an enemy,” he said, tracing his paw across the tile. “This is blackmail. I’ve seen things like this before. And they know your highseer name? You might have made an enemy in your own Fellowship. I’d be careful if I were you.” I asked him how he dealt with blackmail, and he said, “Sometimes they send a warning like this just to get you worried, but nothing comes out of it. I’ve gotten all kinds of notes threatening me personally unless I throw the match or drop out of the tournament. Those are the ones I just throw into the fire and ignore. They’ll stop sending them if you make it clear that you don’t care.”

I said, “It looks like this one won’t burn in the fireplace. And it seems a threat to my own safety; this sender has gone far out of their way to learn about me. For all I know, they could be my own supervisor. It doesn’t bode well if I’m not even safe within my own Fellowship.”

He said, “Well, you’re safe with me. If you ever feel uncomfortable, I want you to run to me, alright? Don’t care if I’m in the middle of training or wherever I am. If you’re at work and something makes you feel threatened, you drop what you’re doing and come where I can see you. And if you can’t find me, you run into this room, you lock the door, and you wait for me to come home. Got that? Whoever this is, they won’t get through me.”

I told him I felt fairly confident about defending myself under normal circumstances, but if I truly felt overwhelmed by a force of threat, I would do just as he said. “In the meantime, you keep reading everyone’s mind,” he instructed me. “And keep bodyguards, and I don’t know, practice your barriers, or whatever you psychics are good at. You’re a highseer, I’m sure there are things that you can do to help your safety. Meanwhile, I can keep an eye out for you. I think I can let the team know, and maybe the officials. We can ask around.”

I thanked him for his support. Ironically, it wasn’t so much that I felt threatened by the blackmail notice; I simply could not stop thinking, “You scoundrel, you were the one who stole my highseer title. I will get you for this.”

Following my receipt of the note, my next week of work was similar to the previous, in that I gallivanted around town and abused my powers whenever I felt like it, only stopping once in a while so that Charlotte could teach me something new about the Fellowship’s inner workings. On one particular day, Charlotte took me inside of her chapter’s archive rooms and tried to teach me about the record-keeping process. It was all very boring and I could not have feigned interest to save my own life. I figured it best to let her keep the work to herself. I instead took the opportunity to casually mention the blackmail notice, expecting that if she were the culprit she would play ignorant and try to give me information only at her own pace. But it seemed I was mistaken; as soon as I spoke of it, Charlotte pulled me into the corner in a state of panic.

“It wasn’t from Big Sister, was it?” she asked. “Not you, too. We’ve been trying to keep it low-key, but there is something wrong among the highseers. This has gone on for two years now. You are the fifth highseer to receive this sort of message.”

I asked why we were keeping it quiet instead of alerting the entire Fellowship to the danger. She said, “Do not spread word of this. We suspect that someone here in the Fellowship is the perpetrator, but we do not know who. No one else would have all the information about the identity of the highseers and what our titles are.”

“Not to mention where we spend the weekend on occasion,” I added sourly.

“Yes, exactly,” she said. “If it is truly a disgruntled overseer who is planning to betray us, we need to investigate them without their knowledge. If they know we are on their tail, they will make themselves quite difficult to find. Of course, I have my suspicions about who’s doing this. I believe it’s someone in Penumbra, possibly Overseer Dogma himself. He has been employed here since before the letters started. But it is not my place to accuse him. That is up to the highseers.”

“To think after all this time, Penumbra really might have been a resistance movement playing us all for fools,” I mused.

She nodded with a scowl. “All the more reason we are doubling our efforts on Project: Renaissance,” she said. “Overseer Dogma and his closest followers are all dark-types. They could have kept the secret under our nose quite effortlessly. I suppose that is one downside to putting all of the high-risk dark-types of the island in the same place…”

Given what she had told me, I was not entirely convinced she herself wasn’t the perpetrator. But the likelihood had dropped reasonably low, and I decided that I would continue trusting her for the time being.

Once I had shifted the conversation away from the troubling topic, I thought to inquire about any records which could help me to explore the field of mind-control. I knew that Charlotte would be most displeased in my interest – she had made it quite clear that mind-control was the forbidden fruit of scientific advancement, which to me made it all the more tantalizing – and I knew despite my higher rank she would move to impede my progress. Therefore, I was sure to be most subtle in my approach. I began by asking to acquire some samples of the crystal catalysts used in the lighthouse units. She said that her chapter had dozens on hand, but they were not to be squandered since they were in limited supply, and that her chapter followed stringent recycling procedures. But she offered me the permission to play with one, given that I could find some willing spellweavers to enchant it for me.

Though I could read all but the most advanced of spellprints, I could not reliably make my own enchantments from scratch, and so I would need assistance. I shamelessly abused my authority and I proceeded to pull two of Charlotte’s researchers off of the Renaissance project for an afternoon, making them enchant a crystal for my amusement. (I knew that she would soon learn of my meddlesome behavior, but perhaps I wished to spite her, to show her that I ignored her rules in favor of my own.) By the end of the day, I had achieved a working crystal with a respectably versatile hallucinogenic spell. It could conjure a single image of an object, one at a time, into someone’s consciousness. It was a poor mimicry of a Zorua’s power, I suppose – except that a Zorua casts its illusions by bending light and sound, and that my spell would inject thoughts and sensations directly into a target’s mind. I hauled the prototype device into District Thirteen, a tranquil region of parks and farmlands, and I unleashed it upon the unwitting townsfolk.

To my surprise, I could not hook a test subject as easily as I wanted, and many hours passed before someone had taken the bait. I had conjured the illusion of a sparkling golden apple, ripe and blemishless and perfectly irresistible, to replace a lamppost. The townsfolk, however, were not easy to deceive. Reading their minds, I found that most assumed it to be a hologram, or indeed a Zorua’s trick, and they gave it no further mind. In the early evening when I was just about growing bored with myself, I finally got a young Trapinch to pounce on the apple and sink its teeth into the lamppost, and I seized the opportunity to observe its psychological response. To my discouragement, it was just as Charlotte had warned me: the apple was clearly injected artificially into the subject’s mind, and several of its normal sensory processes had turned themselves off to allow for the apple to appear. In my meddling I had left a footprint about as visible as a scarecrow in a pumpkin patch.

I then understood the monumental challenge set before me: true, untraceable hypnosis would require delving deeply into the subconscious, perhaps even interfering in the flow of dreams. But I knew that I would not back down from the challenge, even if it would cost me decades of my life! If I wished to become the greatest arch-villain Excalibur Isle would ever know, and to walk this path beautifully, I would need to earn the status and accomplish something no other highseer before me had the patience for. Someday, I told myself, I shall be the puppetmaster queen, and none shall oppose me!

Not wanting the crystal to go to waste, I spent another week using it to prank the people of District Thirteen before begrudgingly dragging it back to Charlotte’s laboratory. I remember conjuring images of ravenous, impossible creatures to chase some unwitting folks back into their homes – Clover would have been proud of me, I am certain – but I soon grew weary of my shenanigans and crawled back to Charlotte. She, of course, was less than amused, but what could she do? I was the highseer and she was not. Like it or not, she had to put up with me. And I would have told her so in the most sneering, insufferable voice you could have imagined, except that she had something quite different on her mind that morning.

The moment I returned to her laboratory and we met in person, she said to me, “I know all about your nonsense, but you’ll need to put it on hold for now. There has been an emergency, and the highseers are calling a meeting. You will need to attend.”


XIV - The Directive

Though I had served Solaris for nearly two months by that time, the oddity of not having met my fellow highseers did not quite sink in until that instant. I assumed that we kept our distance by some unwritten agreement, drinking from the same well of resources while minding our own business. And I imagined they were keeping track of me somehow, perhaps reviewing Charlotte’s reports of my activities. But I was now struck with the staggering thought that I would need to impress them at the meeting, and all of them at once! And this was after I had not been the most productive of highseers, and certainly had not demonstrated any of my renowned skills for which they had hired me. I had only been goofing off, and no one had yet made a move to stop me.

Perhaps this was the move, I told myself. Perhaps they had called the meeting because they were displeased, and were voting to lynch me. I tasted apprehension, an old and familiar flavor, back from the night I had almost spent in the alleyway beside the inn. I was afraid for my future. But I was not so cowardly as I was that night, and I would not break down crying as easily. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps they were pleased with me and needed my help. Perhaps I would contribute something substantial to the meeting. There was only one way to know for sure.

In the short few hours I had to prepare for the meeting of the highseers, Charlotte briefed me, to the extent of her knowledge, on what to expect. The highseers met in the central nexus, accessed through an elevator in the circular hub which connected all of the chapters. It was the only corridor I had noticed branching to the right on the day we visited the Penumbra chapter. Though the highseers themselves were, in theory, equal in rank to one another, there existed a web of political connections of between them, and Charlotte warned me not to overstep my boundaries until I became included in that web. “Do not speak unless spoken to,” she told me as I brushed my fur and sorted through my thoughts. “Keep your mind closed and guarded, and do not attempt to breach the mind of anyone else. Do not use casual language. Do not assume anything about any individual figure until you have listened to them speak. They know you are new, and they will be understanding of your ignorance, but you are still not yet considered one of them. Be polite, know your place, and I’m certain you can begin to establish a reputation among them.”

I said to myself, In other words, this is my true job interview. Everything leading to this was only a game. I got myself in the door, now I need to get myself cozy with their little club. Depending on how many there are, this might not be too hard.

Charlotte promised she would lead me there by telepathy, and would be on call to answer any of my questions. But even despite all of her reassurances, and my attempts to reinforce my own ego, I felt very small and powerless when as I walked alone through that hollow metallic hall, soon to find myself staring at the nexus elevator.

The elevator was a very large mechanism, much larger than it should have been. The floor was a flat steel piston about fourteen meters in diameter, sturdy and spacious enough to fit perhaps twelve Aggron at once. My first thought was that Solaris had no use for a meeting room with an elevator this large; the chamber was surely enough to fit the entire cabal of highseers comfortably. When the door shut me inside I felt strangely cold and isolated, as though I had just been committed to solitary confinement. There was something about it which disturbed me deeply, some type of smell which lingered in the stale air that made my animal instincts skittish, and I decided I wanted out of there as quickly as possible. I connected to the electronic mind of the device and told it to carry me. It asked me if I wished to be taken up or down.

I said to Charlotte, The elevator goes down? I know that I go up to the nexus, but what is down?

Charlotte replied with dark thoughts. You do not want to take the elevator down, she replied. Trust me. I have never been there myself, but I know that it is not a place you should visit unless absolutely necessary. 

I said, At the very least, would you mind telling me what’s down there? You know that I am drawn to break the rules, so perhaps you should put some effort into convincing me not to pursue my curiosity.

I could feel her sigh. It a place called ‘the dungeon,’ Highseer, she said. Make of that what you will.

Of course, it was mostly a bluff on my behalf; I had no intention of visiting this ‘dungeon’ place, especially not when another highseer might shortly need to use the elevator and wonder about who is poking around in places they should not be. I could smell the stains of something like rotten flesh upon the floor, and I wondered if the dungeon was a place where creatures were sent to die in some far more gruesome manner than any of our live experimental subjects. Not wanting to have my dark thoughts entertained, I heeded Charlotte’s warning for the time being.

Within seconds, the elevator aligned itself with the upper floor known as the nexus, the only place among all of Solaris open only to the highseers. I was about to glimpse upon the most secretive, powerful chamber in all of Excalibur Isle, and perhaps the entire world if the leaders of Solaris were determined enough to rule it. It was the place where decisions were made by the select few who held the power to control everything. I suppose I expected something on the level of any of the main chapter lobbies, or the gladiators’ mansion at the very least, something befitting of the kings and queens of scientific advancement. You might imagine my surprise in finding that the nexus was a terribly humble place, something akin to the building’s broom closet. It was a confined, poorly-lit chamber with no décor and no features except for a raised platform at the center of the room, and a singular lighthouse crystal hanging above to illuminate its surface. The same metallic smell from the hallways of the central hub was quite overpowering here, and a great weight pressed upon my back as though I had found the very focal point for the gravity of the great lake. Once I had come to terms with this underwhelming room, I realized with some amusement that I was the very first to arrive to the meeting, and I took my place at the many-sided table, claiming one of the sides for myself and eyeing the elevator corridor in wait for my powerful colleagues.

The first to arrive was a Highseer Candace, a young female Kadabra who did not seem as nearly stern or high-strung as Charlotte had led me to expect. She seemed very cheerful and outgoing, and upon entering the room she immediately came to speak with me, taking her place at the table just to the left of mine. “Ah, Stormlight, is it?” she said to me with a smile of approval, “I have been hearing Charlotte’s reports about you. Quite the maverick you are. If you ask me, everyone here is so boring and fixed in their ways. We need more leaders like you who are willing to ignore everything they’re told and move in their own direction. Solaris could not have come nearly this far if it were not for those like you. If I have the time, I think I would like to be your next mentor after you’ve made Charlotte fed up with you. Don’t let anyone else talk you into it, alright? I think you and I would get along very well.” And strangely I found I could not come up with a reply so easily; she had not asked me any open-ended question, or inquired to know anything about me. She had only made statements about me, as though she only enjoyed hearing herself speak and state her ideas as facts. (Truly, we were of similar minds.) I thanked her politely and told her that I very much approved of everything I’d seen, and was excited to begin shaping the world in my own image.

Highseer Candace said to me, “Don’t tell anyone else I said this, but the others don’t quite approve of you just yet. They all thought it was too soon to replace Ryle. But I see something in you that tells me you might just be crazy enough to fill his shoes. So if they start talking down to you, don’t let them get into your head. I’ll stick up for you.”

I said, “Thank you, I much appreciate it, but who is Ryle? This is the first I’ve heard of him. Was he a former member of this council?”

She stared at the ceiling as though peering into the distant past, and said, “Yes, Ryle was a good friend of mine. He left us a couple of years back, just got up and quit one day, didn’t even say goodbye. He always had disagreements with the others, so I guess he just got tired of trying to make us all see things his way. It’s a shame, really. He had some good ideas. And if there’s one thing I hate, it’s seeing good ideas go to waste.”

Overall we spoke for about thirty minutes, with Highseer Candace doing most of the speaking and I doing most of the listening. I learned much about the Gardevoir known as Highseer Ryle. He was heavily invested in projects within District Five, and enjoyed splicing the genes of plants to make agricultural breakthroughs, and had invented several new evolutions of common berry plants that combined the medicinal effects of multiple berries at once, and others which would re-grow from the roots when cut down. His dream was to make medicine and agriculture into something simple and self-sufficient, something which the people could do effortlessly without supervision or stringent procedures. The meltdown incident proved to be his breaking point, as it washed away all of his life’s progress in a sea of molten rock. I admit I felt quite bad for him when I heard of it; it’s terrible to see so much effort and research go to waste so very suddenly.

I waited my turn to ask my own questions, but sadly I was not rewarded; the other highseers arrived suddenly, most on the same elevator trip. There were thirteen of us in total, a number to match the flat sides of the table around which we stood. I watched as they entered the room: two Alakazam, one Xatu, one Gallade, One Jynx, One Girafarig, Two Hypno, a Grumpig, and two others of species I did not recognize… watching their assembly only confirmed my suspicions that Solaris was highly selective about the types of elementals they hired. I mentioned this to Charlotte offhandedly, asking her if Solaris had ever hired a highseer who was not a psychic. That’s a good question, she told me. Now that you mention it, I don’t think I’ve ever met one. But it stands to reason; Arceus created psychic-types to keep the rest of creation in line. I doubt Solaris’s hiring practices are by accident.

The meeting started in a very unceremonious manner. I expected the cabal to at the very least acknowledge the presence of a newcomer and to give me an official welcoming, but most of the highseers cast me disapproving glances or avoided eye contact with me entirely. Their mind-waves were all very intimidating and unpleasant, and I withdrew from them like a coward, giving up hope of making as good of a first impression as I had with Candace.

Highseer Aldridge, a gruff and daunting Alakazam, sent out a pulse from his mind, commanding us to silence ourselves and listen. I assumed that he was the one responsible for calling the meeting, as he seemed to be acting as the de-facto leader. “We have a serious problem which needs to be addressed,” he said. “Something has slipped through the cracks.” He then dropped a small broken tile onto the table, just like the one which appeared on my doorstep the week before. A gasp rose from several of the highseers, including Candace, and the rest seethed with indignation.

Highseer Daybreak, the Xatu, shook her head. “Ah, this would make seven,” she said.

“Eight,” corrected Highseer Halstead, a Hypno, as he motioned in my direction. “Stormlight received one just recently as well.” And he turned to me and said, “Miss Stormlight, we have never met, but I am Charlotte’s superior. She has been keeping me updated on your progress. She told me as soon as she heard you had been targeted by Big Sister.”

I would have said something in reply, except Highseer Aldridge was sent into a raging fit by this news. “Stormlight arrived on the island only, what, three months ago?” he said, digging his fingertips onto the tabletop. “There is no reasonable explanation as to how someone could have known about her so soon. We must face the facts: there has been a great breach of security here. Something has been overlooked. And I will not stand any longer to have some rebels making a mockery of us. It is high time we came down upon this Big Sister and removed them from the picture. I have called this meeting today to discuss our options.” As he spoke, his mind-waves were barbed and dark, as though he expected Arceus to enforce the very threats he made. So heartless were his thoughts that they physically stung me, I knew at once that this old feline was a tired and world-weary soul who had learned to love nobody and to see others only as tools for his schemes. I determined that I would never find myself on his bad side if I wished to live a long and happy life.

Highseer Reynold, the Gallade, spoke over him: “If you would ask me, I think there is only one assumption we might make about this ‘Big Sister,’” he said. “It must be a band of dark-types. There is simply no other explanation as to how they could hide from us for so long. I guarantee, if you were to round up every dark-type on this island into a single room, Big Sister would be inside of that room.”

Highseer Aldridge pointedly replied, “That is something we have already tried, and yet the threats continue to come. Argiope, keeping the dark-types in line is your job. How is it that you have failed to recruit Big Sister into Penumbra?” The other Alakazam responded blankly to the accusation and said in reply, “We’ve recruited all figures we’ve deemed threatening, according to the rules you set for us. We’ve missed nobody. It is possible that whomever the rebels are, they were informed of Penumbra’s true nature by some means and have gone out of their way to avoid contact with us. We have not found them because they never appeared to be a threat in the first place. For better or worse, Big Sister knows what they are doing.”

Highseer Candace said, “Maybe this wouldn’t be a problem if Halstead would just finish on those dark-reader crystals already. Why can’t we just use the crystals in their current state? We could find Big Sister in days.” Halstead appeared absolutely offended by this and said, “Project: Renaissance is not ready to be deployed. How many times do I need to reiterate this? It likely will not be for another three years. It is crucial that the lamp posts need to function invisibly. We cannot deploy them until they are able to scrape a dark-type’s mind without their knowledge or consent. That is, unless you want to see the whole island revolt in our faces.”

As the meeting progressed and the greatest minds of my generation bickered amongst one another and attempted to delegate blame for something that was not any one person’s fault, it became rather clear to me that I was not needed at the meeting at all. None of the other highseers had anything to say to me, or any questions at all to ask of me. I was only invited as a formality, and I had no role to play except as a witness to their quarrel. In fact, I’d dare say it was perhaps a bit discouraging to see them acting like such children, as though I was back in the orchards watching my own brothers and sisters argue and tussle over who had eaten the last sitrus berry. I wondered if perhaps the highseers had all inherited a position where nothing had ever gone wrong before, or at least on a scale such as this, and I wondered if any of them had a concept of problem resolution beyond merely complaining loudly until someone else would take the responsibility.

Of course, it was always me. I was always the one to take the responsibility. Nobody ever listened to me until the moment something went wrong, and then I was always the one who had to compensate for it. It was simply my duty as the elder sister, something which I had grown to accept. I rolled my eyes and thought to myself, Why stop now? And I seized the opportunity before me.

The highseers, all twelve of them, were appalled the moment I jumped onto the tabletop and made myself the center of attention. They all stopped talking at once, some giving me glares which said, “What is this rodent doing here, and who invited her into the room?” And the mind-waves they sent me were not much different in meaning. But I ignored it all and I stood at the center of the table for just a moment, drinking in the moment of tension I had created. It was a beautiful moment, knowing I had such a captive audience who would heed my every word. Instantly I remembered why I had wanted to be a teacher in the first place; this was something I loved. I relished every moment that I listened to myself speak.

And so I smiled assertively as I turned to make eye contact with each and every highseer, and I said to them, “I will do it. I will be the one to crush Big Sister.” And just as I had hoped, they were all too stunned to reply. So I kept talking. “I might be new here,” I said, “but I’m sitting here listening to you, and all I hear is self-entitled blather. As you sit here blaming one another for what should have been done differently, Big Sister is somewhere on our island, plotting her next move. They’ve issued a challenge to us. I had some projects of my own that I wished to explore, but it seems as though none of you are willing enough to take on this challenge, so it might as well be me. Give me full reign of the Fellowship’s resources, and I will hunt down the rebels myself. And I will not tire until they are found.” I paused for effect, and I stared Highseer Aldridge directly in the eye. I thought at first that my initiative had failed to impress anyone at the table, that is, until Highseer Candace broken the silence. She said, “You are bold, Stormlight. I support you.”

Aldridge curled his nose at her, and said to me, “You have done nothing of use to us thus far. What reason do we have to place our trust in you?”

I responded by turning my tail at him and strutting back to my proper place at the table, and I said, “I suppose you’ll just have to wait and see for yourself. But for now, let me prove to you that I am motivated: once I succeed, and every member of Big Sister is locked away in our laboratory awaiting lobotomies, I will take the name for myself. I will become known as Big Sister. After all, I am the firstborn of a very large family. All my life I have answered to the name, and I will not be satisfied until I have claimed it as my own title here upon Excalibur Isle. These are the stakes. Now, unless anyone has any objections, I believe you are all wasting the valuable time I could be using to hunt for our common enemy. May I be excused?”

Somehow, it worked. My offhanded request for “any objections” was apparently a cue to take a vote, and we went around the table and everyone professed that there were none. Even Highseer Aldridge begrudgingly agreed to my conditions. But in hindsight I know I should not have been so surprised; it is rare to find someone who would object to having blame shifted away from them. And so, the highseers agreed to direct any and all complaints about Big Sister to me, and the meeting ended about as soon as it had begun.

I exchanged a friendly word with Candace as we descended the elevator together, and I left the company of my colleagues knowing that, while I may have temporarily given up on my dream to mind-control the populace of Excalibur Isle, I was well on my way to something far greater. Perhaps destroying Big Sister would be my first act as the greatest arch-villain in the history of Solaris. And if not, at least I would finally have a fitting title for the role.


XV - The Breadcrumb Trail

I will say upfront that my search for Big Sister lasted twenty-three weeks in total, and that in the end I did not find what I was looking for. I found something else entirely, something which was very difficult to swallow and led me to complete my mental portrait of what Solaris stood for.

To begin with, I figured the most efficient way to chase Big Sister would be to trace them through their primary method of communication: the mail system. The post offices operated under the jurisdiction of Highseer Aldridge, and though I did not quite like the old feline as a person, he was cooperative enough to let me meddle in his business and implement my plans. I sent an announcement to the four mail-centers of the island in which I described a new policy, that every single outgoing envelope weighing five ounces or more would need to be silently transferred to the southern post office in the fourteenth district. From there, I could open them and see whether or not each one contained a blackmail shard, the sort of which Highseer Aldridge and I had recently received. From there, I figured I could trace the letter back from whence it came and commence an investigation at the point of its origin.

In theory, since the post office of the Grand Hall District was close enough to the gladiators’ lodge, it would allow me to laze around in Elliot’s room and plot my next move while I waited for the letters to trickle in. In practice, I found that I had far too much fun reading the contents of each and every letter I opened, so much so that I nearly forgot about the blackmail shards I was looking for. The heavy packages contained so many fascinating things, deeply personal thoughts and letters of love and hate, and even some arrangements of price-fixing schemes and other manners of business conspiracy. Casting my eyes upon things they were never meant to see brought me a new level of fun, just as great as the day I learned to properly use the lighthouses. Though reading minds was amusing in its own right, there was something special about seeing the townsfolk attempt to put their thoughts and feelings into their own words, something quite adorable. Checking the mail of Excalibur Isle fast became my favorite hobby.

I might have been happy forever, flitting through the contents of the envelopes and then sending them off to be re-sealed, except that one of the dreaded blackmail notices appeared early in the second month of my scheme and ruined my fun.

The envelope was addressed to Highseer Ramwright, a crazy old fellow whom I had grown to greatly dislike. (It might give you an idea why if I mentioned that he was a Girafarig who had amputated his own tail because he found it to be undignified. And that was not even half of what was wrong with that poor creature.) The blackmail notice was quite similar to mine, warning Ramwright to carefully consider his options because Big Sister was always watching. Unlike mine, it mentioned his true name (‘Dozer,’ for the record) and warned him that ‘all bets were off’ (which I’m assuming had something to do with match-fixing schemes he was involved with). I back-traced the sender and found it had passed through the northern mail branch of District One, and the letter itself had originated from somewhere in District Two. And so, the chase was on! At one final game night at the lodge, I told Elliot and his team that I was headed out on a business trip and would not be seeing them for the foreseeable future. The next day I contacted Highseer Argiope, the head director of the whole island-wide Penumbra Society, and together we set off to pay Big Sister a personal visit.

District Two was not a very active place, and seemed to be more of a retirement community than anything else. The thoughts of the citizens felt high-strung with politics and propriety, perhaps because the great castle of District One where the king and council members lived was only a half-day’s walk to the east. The residential area was not large, housing five hundred at most, and I knew it would not pose too much of a challenge to comb the region for any lingering scent of the resistance movement. So Argiope gathered the followers he had brought and commenced with an aggressive recruitment campaign from the shadows, and I commenced with intruding into every mind I came across, every last mind in the district if I could help it.

At first there was no sign of anything amiss. The townsfolk went about their daily business with nothing in particular on their minds. For weeks, the only fascinating gossip of the town was the shadow cult who was supposedly recruiting members, and the visitation of a certain popular Espeon (a few of the younger ones wanted my autograph, or at least my approval). There were certain political issues at hand, like who should be the next candidate to represent District Two in the king’s council, but none of these things mattered nearly as much as what would be for dinner each night. Eventually I grew bored with the meaningless and mundane lives of these elementals, and eavesdropping on their local gossip no longer amused me, and I wished to expedite my promotion to Big Sister… but the townsfolk were simply of no help to me, and I thought the trail had run cold. But one day I caught wind that someone, a green-colored elemental, may have fled to District Three around the same time Argiope and I had first arrived. I tried reaching into the next district with a lighthouse, but it provided no answers. And so, without telling Highseer Argiope or the Penumbra agents, I departed for District Three to begin my independent investigation.

District Three was a nature reserve for ferals, with a civil population even smaller than the last. I explored a temperate forest and a prairie, both quite reminiscent of my homeland, as I searched for any sentient mind which might provide me insight about this green fugitive. The landscape appeared natural and untouched, but the lighthouse network still covered the area – all the crystals were buried securely underground so as to not tarnish the countryside with their artificial light. Despite this, I could not find my target easily. I wondered what sort of green-colored elemental also had the ability to avoid detection by the lighthouses; I thought perhaps it was some recessive coloration of which I was not familiar. Perhaps it was a recessively-colored Espeon, for instance. I asked the conservation workers about suspicious activity, and I probed their recent memories to confirm their statements, but I could find nobody of any help. So I scavenged out in the wild on my own.

After a few days of camping in the forest and reliving the days of my youth, I found my target. It was only after noticing one day that I could not access the lighthouse network at all, and concluding that one of the buried crystals had malfunctioned and lost its enchantment somehow. I wondered if perhaps someone had nullified it on purpose; it was troubling at the time to think that the crystals could be so easily destroyed by the townsfolk. If so, it was truly vital to keep their function secret and unprovable. Once I found that I stood in a blind-spot where Solaris could not sense me, I scoured the whole area and found a civilized Grovyle sleeping upon a tall branch in the forest. Without the features of the crystal available, I needed to rely on the more rudimentary methods of mind-reading; I quietly climbed up the tree and positioned myself close enough to him that I could enter into his dream.

Upon synchronizing with the Grovyle’s dream-state, I found myself standing in a town which I did not recognize. The lamp posts made it clear that I had not left the island, but which district I did not know. A disturbing feel lingered in the air, clearly an emotion from the sleeping Grovyle; this was a place he dreaded. There was an unseen horror lurking somewhere, its eye on everything.

“Are you from Solaris?” I heard him ask me in a disembodied voice. I turned around and found a young Treeko standing a few paces away. He was afraid of me.

I replied, “I am, but I won’t hurt you. Are you alright?”

He shirked from me, but still hesitated, as though he was not yet ready to run away. The world began to morph around us both, the sky darkening with every step I took closer to him. “No, you found me… I can’t believe you found me,” he said. “I ran from you for so long.”

“Why did you run?” I asked the child. It irritated me that I could not merely use a lighthouse to instantly know the answer without needing to ask. I wondered if I had lost my skills of persuasion because I relied on them for so long.

“Because you’ll want me dead,” he said. “If Solaris knows what I know, they’ll want me dead.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I said to him, “I’m not here to hurt you.”

While I had started with the full intention of harshly interrogating this fugitive, I found myself too distracted by the dream I shared with him. Something was deathly wrong about it, as though the ground were about to open a pair of jaws below us and swallow us whole, and it made me sympathize with him. Perhaps he was Big Sister, perhaps he was not, but it did not matter to me at the moment; I genuinely wanted to help him. But he ran from me, using his dream-logic to teleport into the distance and sprint like the wind across a morphing landscape. With a sigh, I pursued him.

The dreamscape was actually very lovely: there were cozy little cottages everywhere, each with a perfectly square garden patch in the front yard. Some bird children were pecking berries from them, some quadrupeds ate their leaves. It seemed that everyone in this town was happy. I could feel the Grovyle’s sympathy for them; they could not sense the terrifying things that he did. They couldn’t see that the town itself hated them, and that the rays of the sun were cursed with an unseen darkness. He wanted so badly for them to see the danger, and to flee with him, but they could not be convinced. They only continued about their innocent little lives obliviously.

At last, after chasing him through several repetitions of the same terrain, I caught up with the Treecko as he stopped beside a water fountain. He clung to the marble ridge of the bowl and peered around it. “Stop,” he commanded me, waving me over to join him. “Wait, no. You can’t go there. They’ll see you.”

I said, “Who’ll see me?”

He said, “Look, there it is,” ducking behind the bowl of the fountain and pointing to the nearby edge of town where a few elementals wandered. “You need to hide. You need to hide or they’ll see you.” Growing quite infuriated with the dreamer’s ambiguity, I did as he instructed me and I hid behind the fountain to watch.

I saw the figure of a Gardevoir walking from one house to another. It was looking for something; its eyes fixated on the gardens like it was searching for the most perfect berry. But something happened. A figure stood in its way. I held my breath, metaphorically speaking, when I recognized the figure who approached the Gardevoir: it was a Kadabra, one that I had made acquaintance with. It was Highseer Candace.

She said, “You know why I’m here.”

The Gardevior acknowledged her and surprised me with a male’s voice. “Perhaps I do,” he said. “But I don’t see what your objections are. These people need me.”

“You either side with them, or you side with us,” the Kadabra said. She then waved her hand and made the Gardevior fly into the air, landing with a crash into the central pillar of the fountain. Magical binds appeared around him, tying him to the fountain’s pole. I ducked down as cold water droplets landed upon my face, giving me an unnerving chill.

The Gardevoir did not struggle. He only said, “I’ve served this Fellowship since before it fractured into chapters. I’ve worked here since before you were born. Who are you to say that what I’ve done is wrong? I’ve built this district from its roots. What have you done for the people, Candace?”

Candace ignored the question, and she said, “You have done far too much for these people. You have given them too much of our technology. What if this knowledge were to spread to the other districts? What if all the people on this island stopped relying on us to manage their farmlands and ration the food? You don’t seem to understand. Our work is to make them dependent upon us. By giving them the tools of independence, you are undoing the work of Solaris and betraying us.”

Ryle said, “I’m only doing what I have always done. I am moving these people forward.”

She was stoic and cold, very different from the Kadabra I had shared a pleasant conversation with. She said, “Ryle, you are a relic of a bygone age, and you no longer have a place here. You are stuck in the days of the old Solaris and you refuse to adapt. The people mean nothing to us anymore, and if you side with them you are only getting in the way.”

“The old age was glorious,” Ryle said. “You were not there to see it. Look into my memories if you wish to believe. We built this island to be a paradise for the people. The people brought us our glory. Solaris never should have splintered into chapters and the highseers should have never been instated. I only agreed to become a highseer because I otherwise would have been stripped of the power to continue my life’s work.”

The Kadabra said back to him, “Well, Ryle, it is time to show you what we think of your life’s work, and what we think of the people you’ve spent your life helping.”

She turned to walk away. The trapped Gardevoir called out at the last minute and said, “Candace, you don’t understand. There was a reason Solaris was not supposed to have highseers. We have too much power. If you keep craving more power, you will never be happy.”

She said at last, “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’m quite happy, just not with you.” And she disappeared in a flash of teleportation, leaving the Gardevoir bound to the fountain pole, unable to dispel the magical ropes which held him in place.

The Treecko, whom I forgot was beside me, panicked suddenly. He demanded that I run, and he bolted away. I didn’t heed his warning. Instead, I looked at the sky, which had turned a different color. It had become red. But I realized too late that I was no longer looking at the sky, but a tsunami of molten rock towering above the town.

In my own panic, I withdrew from his dream, and I was again sharing a branch with a sleeping Grovyle. In a moment of shock, I came to understand that the dream was a real event the Grovyle witnessed in his own youth. He was one of the few survivors of District Five’s meltdown, and his terrible memories had sent him on the run from Solaris for the rest of his life. I knew then that he was not Big Sister, but just a wayward soul who should not have been left alive.

I remembered the conversation I had with Candace, and knew she had plainly manipulated me into a naïve friendship by pretending to be supportive. “Candace, you snake,” I whispered to myself, tasting disgust and terrible regret for having ever consorted with such a terrible being. I began to see that, perhaps maybe, I was not cut out for the title of “greatest arch-villain” of Solaris. I already had plenty of competition in that respect, and I was not entirely sure anymore that I was heartless enough of a creature to play that role.

Before I left, I erased the Grovyle’s memory of the traumatic event. I hoped that by doing so, I would relieve him from the burden of knowing the truth of the meltdown, and allow him to live more of a normal life without fear of being murdered by Solaris whenever he would let his guard down. Unfortunately, the same could not be said about me; I knew the truth would weigh upon my mind, and there was nothing I could do about it. I had effectively taken his burden from him. But I hoped that I had done what Ryle would have wanted, showing a small gesture of kindness to one of the last remaining survivors of his once-cherished people.


XVI - The Dungeon

My search for Big Sister continued for five months after my encounter with the Grovyle, but you might say that my heart was no longer in my work. I forsook the ambition to become Big Sister; I had realized that while I enjoyed entertaining grand presumptions of superiority, there still existed in my chest a heart of compassion, the heart of a teacher, and that I had lied to myself each and every time I claimed to have stopped its beating. I could not be the greatest, most beautiful villain on the island, not if it meant surpassing Candace and the other highseers in their murderous disregard for entire districts of civilians. I was someone who could not stand for wasted potential; I was one who lived to illustrate and cultivate potential. Candace was the type who believed that potential should be destroyed if it meant that hers would be increased. In her beliefs, I could see no beauty at all.

And so I pressed on with some fleeting intention of delivering upon the promises I had given to the highseers at the meeting, but I did not try very hard. In fact you might say that I sympathized with these mysterious rebels, and may have turned a blind eye to a hot trail every now and again simply to spite Candace and anyone else who might have been part of her disastrous plan. I wondered about the fate of whatever district we found to be harboring Big Sister; I wondered if they would be flooded with acid this time, or perhaps cast straight into Giratina’s realm with a ghost bomb. And so I hoped not to find them wherever I went, and wished to see how long I could last by only pretending to play a role to Solaris.

Though it had taken a very long time, I finally understood the Fellowship I worked for: there might have been a day when Solaris was the crowning achievement of the elemental world, run by visionaries like Ryle who only wished to explore life’s endless possibilities. But there existed some who wanted to rule for the sake of amusement or personal convenience. They hatched a cunning plan to take all the power for themselves, re-organizing the entire Fellowship to be ignorant and useless while they rose to command as the highseers. Once they had risen to power, they commanded not only the Fellowship but the whole island, and sought actively to spread their power to the lands beyond.

Under the rule of the new Solaris, the people could not have anything unless Solaris had more. Every single piece of technology we researched and developed was designed to rule and oppress. Nothing was designed with kindness or an inspiration for progress; such things were forbidden. Life was not to be happy for these people, not unless that happiness was to be given directly from the hand of Solaris. Independence was taboo and not to be mentioned. Dependence was law.

Knowing what I knew now, there was no hope that I could ever be happy as a highseer. The physical comforts, the gemstones and the clothes and the exotic food could no longer appeal to me. It was the same as dirt and bread, as far as I was concerned. But I kept going through the motions, offering the other highseers a progress report every ten days of the districts I had searched, and always discussing my plans for a more aggressive search using brilliant psychological traps. But it only lasted for so long before they caught on to my ruse.

On the second week of that sixth month, I received words that Highseer Aldridge had called another meeting, and he was very clear about why: I was to be taken off the case and a new plan was to be implemented immediately. I had failed.

You can imagine that I was not terribly thrilled to attend that meeting. In fact, I took my sweet time and I was the last to arrive; on my way to the nexus elevator, Charlotte informed me that all twelve of the highseers were already at the table and ready to begin the meeting. But when I entered the elevator car, I had a very insubordinate idea: since none of the other highseers were to use the elevator until the meeting’s conclusion, and I knew precisely where they all were, then none of them would know if I were to take the elevator in the opposite direction and visit the so-called dungeon. It was too perfect of an opportunity to ignore.

Of course, Charlotte greatly disapproved of the idea, but my mind could not be changed. I was not about to wait for the next highseer meeting for a rare opportunity to visit the dungeon undetected. I stepped into the elevator and commanded it to take me down. Charlotte kept rambling to me: They will despise you for being so late. And I said, They already despise me for failing to capture Big Sister. What more can they do?  Charlotte said, But that is all beside the point. I have never been down to the dungeon, but I know that you might not enjoy what you find down there. You understand that this is all on you.

The motors creaked and churned and made growling noises that frightened the infant fox somewhere deep inside of me. The chamber lurched and nearly entered free-fall. The lightheadedness and nausea was immediate, and I arched my back and dug my claws into the floor for a sense of security. Though I couldn’t see outside of the elevator car, I knew at once that the earth was swallowing me alive, dropping me far deeper into some chasm than I could comprehend. The ride must have lasted some fifteen minutes at maximum speed, and I could already feel the very pressure of the earth upon me, threatening to crush my skull. This was an ungodly distance beneath the earth’s surface, and I would have been surprised if even Groudon himself would have felt comfortable at such a depth. I wondered about the insane minds who thought of burrowing this far down.

The platform slowed to a stop and the doors opened, and the bright rays from the elevator chamber carved out the thick darkness before me. A repugnant scent of rust and mold struck me in the face, digging into the sides of my eyes and making them sting.

I stepped into some decrepit metallic hallway, and I pressed forward into the shadows. The hall was in absolute tatters, with panels dislodged from the ceiling and foreign objects collecting in the corners. When the rays of light from the elevator chamber became so faint that I could not see two steps in front of me, I lit the gemstone upon my head using a psychic technique I had learned many years before, and I found that the tunnel continued, nearly unchanging, very far into the distance. I was not about to waste the trip, so I quickened my pace and followed wherever it might lead.

Charlotte contacted me, which was surprising; I hadn’t expected there to be any nearby lighthouse crystals, especially enough to network so far down into the core of the earth. She asked me if I had safely arrived to the dungeon. I told her I had, but that I hadn’t seen anything of note. As soon as I began to feel comfortable talking with her, something slammed into a panel just ahead of me, causing me to leap a foot into the air. Upon closer inspection, I found that there was a creature of some sort peering at me through a window pane, and I hoped the window was stronger than standard glass. I squinted back at the creature, but I could not quite tell what it was, only that it was some sort of elemental, most likely a feral, judging from the laziness and lack of intelligence in its eyes. As I stared at it, I noticed that there were others watching me, pressing themselves against the window to glance at me as though I were some alien creature. I began to figure that the dungeon was a place for some chapter of the Fellowship to store their genetic experiments when they were not needed, and that perhaps these creatures were some attempt in creating new forms of elementals. But I was not satisfied with the ambiguity, and I disregarded them and continued onward.

After walking carefully for several more minutes, I noticed subtle changes in the air around me, and vibrations in the floor, as though large objects were moving somewhere just outside of the corridor. The smell was becoming worse; subtle hints of blood, mucus, and decomposed flesh became mixed with the thick dust, and I found myself breathing with my mouth in an attempt to block it away from my attention. The young fox inside of me was panicking now, and I found that my claws were drawn to their full length and would not retract, and that my footsteps clacked upon the floor in quite a distracting manner as I walked. I had seen test subjects before, and I had seen enough of them to grow somewhat desensitized to their plights, but what frightened me was the sheer size of the dungeon hallway. I could not imagine why it needed to be so lengthy, nearly as large as the Solaris headquarters itself, and perhaps moreso if I could not even see what lay beyond the windows. There were more windows to the outside, and occasionally I would see more creatures in the shadows, their eyes glinting in my gemstone’s light as they watched me pass.

I told Charlotte that there were many windows, but no doors. She told me that, to her knowledge, the dungeon was designed to be staffed mostly by ghost-types, who could phase through the walls at whatever point they desired. But she told me that if I kept walking, I would find a way out of the hall to see what lay beyond. But she told me that I needed to hurry; although nobody had guessed my whereabouts yet, she stressed that she could not keep my secret for very much longer. She said that I had only two more hours to present myself to the meeting or one of the highseers might come after me and forcefully teleport me back to the base. If I get fired over this, it had better be worth it, she warned me. Not wanting her to be punished for my own curiosity, I broke into a run and tried to find the exit to the hall, fighting back the urge to vomit every time I inhaled the putrid air.

After running for perhaps forty minutes, the hallway merely ended at a closed gate operated by a simple chain-and-crank mechanism. I clutched the crank with my mind and turned it, but I remained wary that one of the mutants would lunge at me from the outside. I lifted the gate just enough for my body to fit underneath it, and I squeezed myself against the floor, bracing for whatever lay outside. But no amount of bracing would have prepared me for what I witnessed.

And I found that the dungeon beneath Solaris was an entire world with stone plains, tall cliffs, and distant mountains, all dimly lit by haphazardly-placed crystals, some stuck to the walls, others hanging from archways, others embedded into the floor, as though they were tumors which simply grew wherever they pleased. There was some running water as well, presumably leakage from the lake, which flowed down giant stalagmites and formed pleasant pools in the depressions. Even the atrocious smell became more bearable in the open air. I remember thinking for a moment, “This is quite an impressive place,” but the thought did not last for very long… because I then noticed that one of the mountains was moving.

It was not a mountain, of course, but an impossibly large mound of creatures, all lethargically creeping and moving like flies upon a carcass… and I realized that it was mostly a mound of corpses, only with the living creatures crawling across it searching for food, some burrowing in between the bodies for darkness and privacy. The cavern came alive before me, as I realized that I was looking at more creatures than I was looking at rocks. Streaks of dried blood trailed across the floor, bodies and bones collected at the shorelines of the pool… Tens of thousands of creatures, of every size and every type, all preying on each other, wading through the layers of corpses searching for food, crawling up the walls and bathing in their own scum…

Revulsion exploded from my chest, and I spewed vomit upon the floor just outside of the gate, vomit which would never be cleaned away or soak into any soil… it would only stay there until it dried, adding to the monumental collage of gore and death that coated the walls of the dungeon.

I remember simply standing there, staring at something I had never expected to witness even in my deepest nightmares, and I realized… We have learned nothing.

I said this to Charlotte, too. I said, Charlotte… how is it that we are an organization with the greatest minds and the most scientific knowledge in the world… and yet we have learned nothing? How is it that with all of our knowledge, we have caused more pain and death to the world than we have prevented?

I felt a sigh from Charlotte as she realized that I had found the truth, and she told me, The Fellowship was founded by a powerful creature named Solaris Rai who dreamed of a perfect world. It is just as I have always told you, that our organization is founded upon the notion of freeing us from the laws of the wild, and letting us live without the constant struggle and the fear of death. But he knew that hardship could not be prevented completely. People would eventually disagree with one another, they’d always fight over food and money, and that no matter how hard we would try, someone would always rise to power and become filled with corruption. And as that happened, there would always be those in the world who would remain unloved and neglected, those who nobody wishes to care for. It is an inevitable cascade of events. 

But Solaris Rai had a plan that would keep it from happening so quickly. He took all of those who are unloved and neglected, and he created a place to put them.



And so the Fellowship carved out this cavern with the ghost bombs, and took all the neglected and the unloved and threw them down here, so that we would more easily forget they exist. In doing this, we remove the greatest causes of war and strife from society, that being the struggle for fairness. The ghost bomb threat incident I described to you earlier was a faked performance, as was the fracturing of the Fellowship’s chapters, in order to hide the true purpose of the ghost bombs and the existence of the dungeon. 

The idea is that, if we could completely separate the paupers from the royalty, the loved from the unloved, the sufferers from the content, so much that each did not even know of the other’s existence, that an extended era of peace could be achieved. After all, if the poor do not know of the rich’s existence, they cannot feel envious, and if the rich do not know of the poor’s existence, they cannot feel guilty, they will not be tempted to care for the poor and risk becoming one of them. Thus, the poor would remain silent, and the rich would stay at a managed population, never growing large enough that wealth and conveniences would grow too thin and breed the kind of petty greed that would lead to political movements and civil wars. And Solaris would remain at the apex as the arbiters of our society. There still exists a lower class up here on the surface, those alley-dwellers and street-rats you see every so often, but they are quiet and easy enough to ignore. Should they ever begin to grow numerous, we cull them by throwing the stragglers into the dungeon until they are no longer a bother, and nobody seems to notice when they go missing. Thankfully there has not been a culling in a long while, as the economy is quite good at the moment, but I’m certain the highseers will let you know if that is to change.



In simpler terms, the dungeon exists merely for the purposes of population control. I suppose we could outright kill them, but Solaris finds more use by keeping them around to harvest for genes and elemental energy.

And that is the truth about what you see right now. You have now met the paupers. Up here on the surface, we are the royalty.

And I thought… we are royalty. All of us, up on the surface, we were all royalty.

Not just the members of Solaris. Each and every creature who walked the streets of Excalibur Isle by the lamplight… they were all royalty as well. All of the shopkeepers, the children who played in the parks and suffered through long days at school, and even the beggars who lived in the alleyways and ate from the rejected scraps of the restaurants. The merchants, the gladiators, the pompous critics who would write essays about a misspoken line in yesternight’s performance, the distraught bachelors who spent their nights weeping because they could not find love, the people who thought themselves worthless because they did not have a strong talent or could not buy the clothes they wished to wear, the mindless droves of townscreatures who would eat at the same restaurant every day because they didn’t know better… They were all royalty, each and every one of them.

And these paupers were those we forced away from our attention. Their strife was too much for us to bear. In order to be happy, we needed to ignore them.

I did not stay to investigate the dungeon. I retreated back into the dusty hallway and dropped the crank behind me, and I sprinted back to the elevator at the same pace that my mind raced, and I began to wonder why I had even come to Excalibur Isle at all. Charlotte said, Do you see now why I advised against this? But I ignored her; I had a meeting to attend, and I did not have very long to compose myself and straighten out all of my thoughts. On the ride up the elevator I groomed myself to the extent that I could, and I flushed the unpleasant thoughts from the forefront of my mind. I hoped by the time that I stepped into the nexus chamber that the scent of death lingering around me would be attributed to the experiments of District Fifteen, and that I looked presentable enough to speak with the other highseers.

They welcomed me, of course, saying nothing of my tardiness, and invited me to take my place and sit down. As I had supposed, the topic jumped immediately to Big Sister. Apparently Highseer Aldridge had received a letter suggesting that the gladiator semifinal contest was to be sabotaged unless demands for money were met, and that apparently was the last straw. We would now move swiftly and crush Big Sister with our most brutal methods. Highseer Halstead said to me, “Although our Renaissance units are not yet built to operate in secret, they are our greatest weapon against the rebels, and so we have decided to use them in their current state. The main issue now becomes one of making the citizens of Excalibur Isle amiable to their functions. Though risky, it is the most ideal solution. This is where you come in, Highseer Stormlight.”

Then Highseer Reynold turned to me and explained the plan. “Six days from now, the semifinal match begins, as you should already know by your connection to the Umbreon. We have arranged for you to take the seat of honor next to the king and the council members. Now, we have planted explosives under the arena floor, and when the Umbreon steps into the center ring on the first day of the event, we shall detonate them, and the Umbreon shall die. Once the dust clears, you are to rush out into the arena and find his body, and loudly grieve over it, and you will give an emotional speech to the audience. You are to blame the attack on the Penumbra Society, and say that the attack could have been prevented if there had only been more surveillance. In the weeks following, Solaris will announce plans to install the Renaissance units, and make their function very clear as mind-reading devices, designed to prevent another tragedy from occurring.” Highseer Daybreak chimed in, saying, “In the worst case scenario, the townsfolk will only accept the renaissance units for the duration of the tournament, if the league does not decide to cancel it, and perhaps later they will call for their removal. This would give us a very limited chance to read the minds of dark-types and find Big Sister. However, if we stress that the units only read the most superficial of thoughts, and that they are only shared with Solaris and will never be used for political purposes or be seen by the king or the council members, we could ideally warm the public to the thought of keeping the Renaissance units in commission permanently.”

I nodded, and I said, “It all sounds very reasonable, except… the Umbreon doesn’t truly need to die, does he? Cannot we just injure him a bit, or fake the explosion altogether? I’m sure he would play along if I were to explain everything to him.” But the highseers all laughed at me, and Highseer Daybreak said, “Ah, don’t tell me that you’re actually attached to him, are you? You should know by now that you can’t be happy just by being attached to a single person.” And Highseer Reynold said, “The public loves you, and knows that you are in a relationship with the Umbreon. In fact, we have made sure of this; we have been spreading rumors about you and the Umbreon since the day you arrived here, as we suspected that the gossip would prove useful. His death is the only thing that would make them so moved with empathy that they would accept having their minds read. They would do it to make you happy.”

I asked if I had any say in the matter. They told me that I did not, as they had all taken the vote before I arrived, and the plan was set in stone.

“We know this might be difficult for you,” said Highseer Halstead. “But we have seen the way your mind works, and we know that you do not have a rebellious bone in your body. We would not have hired you if we did not know for certain you would pull through. You might run home and cry to the Umbreon. You will struggle with yourself. But in the end, you will do as you are told. You are not to tell him of the plan. And you will let him go. And once your task is finished, you may just find that the twelve of us will have a greater level of… respect for you. Besides, after all the secrets you told him, you honestly didn’t believe that we could let him live, did you?”

Once the meeting was adjourned, I did just what they said. I walked straight for the door, straight through my chapter, and broke into a gallop when I hit the street of the Grand Hall District. I ran all the way home to Elliot, nearly broke down the door to the mansion, and I continued running once I had entered the foyer.

He was there. He called to me. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he said, poking his head from the study. “Are you alright? What are you doing home so early?” but I ignored him. I couldn’t talk to him now. I sprinted up the stairs and locked myself in his room. I curled on his bed, ignoring his scrabbling at the door and his worried cries at me. “Let me in,” he said. “It’s okay, you can tell me!” he said. No, I couldn’t. Not this time. I wasn’t programmed to tell him, apparently. Apparently I was spineless enough to do exactly what Solaris wanted, and judging from my broken heart, I knew they were correct. I was going to let Elliot die just to save my own life and my own position. I was going to let him die just like the paupers in the dungeon.

Elliot broke down the door. When he stepped inside, he saw tears streaming from my eyes. “You’re crying,” he said, as though he was not familiar with this particular function of the eye. “Hyacinth, you’re crying!” I only scowled at him, and he didn’t approach me. Instead, he just stood and stared, as though he was at a complete loss of what to do. Finally, he said, “Alright, I guess this game’s over. Time for you to know the truth.”

And then he changed shape. He grew in size enough that he could stand on two legs, and sprouted more fur. And through my tear-filled eyes I was staring at a Zoroark.

I screeched at him. “Who are you?!” I cried. “Where’s Elliot?!” With a bow he replied, “The Nothing, at your service. Elliot’s out training today. But don’t worry, that’s about to change. Looks like we all need to have a little talk.”

The Zoroark attacked me with a dark technique, and I lost consciousness.


XVII - The Truth

I woke in what appeared to be a prison. In the light which came from a window, I found that I was surrounded by four familiar dark-types: the Zoroark who had captured me, a Sableye, a Scrafty, and staring sadly from the far corner of the room, an Umbreon. The Sableye stood close to me with his claws drawn, making it very clear that I was not to move. I thought to reach out and contact a lamp post, but my attempt was blocked by some force I couldn’t identify. My closest friend and his teammates were effectively holding me prisoner.

Seeing them together like this, I knew at once what was going on. I saw the way Elliot glared into my eyes, looking deeply regretful about something. He knew what I had realized.

The Nightmare glared at me with his unreadable gemstone eyes, and said, “Did you rest well?” I ignored him, and I only growled my accusation at them all: “You work for Big Sister. You’ve worked for Big Sister since the beginning. That’s how you played with me. You sent blackmail letters to your own lodge to throw me off.”

Elliot stepped closer to me, and he said, “Yeah, that’s right. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, as they say.” My heart turned sour hearing him speak so coldly. I couldn’t bear the thought that he had only been pretending to love me. That he had played me for a fool like the crafty dark-type he was. But I didn’t accept it. Like the brainwashed townsfolk, I wanted to ignore this tragedy. I wanted to keep believing that he was the Umbreon I thought I knew.

I demanded, “So, when are you planning to let me go? Or are you planning to kill me?” And the Zoroark was peering around the corner, and said, “Relax, we’re just waiting on one more person.” But I kept glaring into Elliot’s eyes, and there was a certain vulnerability there, and I pressed it, and I scowled spitefully at him. He bowed his head and said, “Alright, Hyacinth, here’s what you need to know. It’s true that we are members of the gladiator league, but we’ve been bought off by Big Sister. Big Sister is… a covert operations unit, and we’re here on Excalibur Isle to hurt Solaris in any way we can.”

I said to him darkly, “You can’t defeat Solaris. They are too powerful. Their control over this island is absolute. You are wasting your time.” The Sableye said in reply, “I know, we’re not here to tear the whole place down in one day. But we’re gonna set them back. Currently the plan is to smuggle some technology from them. Once we can get some of the technology off the island and set it loose to the rest of the world, we can get it reverse-engineered and mass-produced, and Solaris can become that much less powerful. It’s been done before. It’s not much, but it’s all we can do. We’ve got one chance, and we’re gonna make it count. And you’re gonna help us do it.”

I said, “What makes you think I’m going to help you?! Last I checked, I work for them. If I betray them, they’ll read my mind and they’ll know. You have no idea what the consequences are for betraying Solaris. They’ll kill me and make it look like an accident. That’s why the District Five meltdown happened. It was done on purpose to kill a highseer the council didn’t like. The rest of the district was just collateral damage. They’re watching me. They’re ready for me to betray them. I can’t help you.”

Elliot looked angered at what I had said. He stood before me and wore this fierce scowl, and told me, “Hyacinth, grow a spine. Everything’s gone according to plan so far, and if we stick to the plan, we’re getting out of this. You need to trust me.”

I stood up tall and I said, “Fine, I’ll grow a spine, and I’ll stand up to you. Tell me who you work for. You said Big Sister bought you off, so you know who Big Sister is. Tell me. What, is it Overseer Dogma? Is it Reynold? Charlotte? Who?!” And I drew my claws and made it quite clear that I would go down fighting if they didn’t meet my demand. Actually, I expected them to laugh. I knew they wouldn’t beat me up; after all, I couldn’t help them as just a pile of bloody tatters, and they’d just need to find a different double-agent to help them. But instead, they all went quiet and cast odd glances at one another.

The Scrafty was trying to hold back laughter. He said, “Well, who wants to tell her? I can’t wait to see the look on her face.”

Elliot stepped closer to me. “I’ll tell her,” he said, staring into my eyes. “Look, Hyacinth, this is going to be hard for you to believe, but I want you to stick with me for a minute…” And the dark-types all looked expectantly at me. He drew a deep breath and spat it out: “We’re working for you. You are Big Sister.”

I mentally tried to test this claim from every conceivable angle, yet it never made sense. “I don’t understand,” I said to the Umbreon. “What are you talking about? We met in the alleyway at Pommel Bay, remember?” And the Sableye grinned evilly, and he said, “Yeah, because you lost your money pouch, right? Wanna know why you lost it? You gave it to us on the train. That was your down payment for our cooperation. So that if this all blew up in our faces, we’d at least get away with some money. That was the deal.”

I stepped backward and bumped against the wall, and I hung my head to hide my bewilderment. “I don’t remember any of this,” I said. “Why don’t I remember paying you? Am I under the influence of amnesia? Were my memories erased? Is that why I’ve been feeling so unintelligent lately? Is this why I can’t focus on my work? Is that why I can’t remember any of my studies from Ivorin?” Elliot replied, “Not amnesia, exactly. You’re under the influence of hypnosis. Your mind thinks you’re dreaming. Your mind thinks this is all a big dream. But when you wake up, you’ll remember everything again, but right now you can’t remember what it’s like to be awake. This was the only way you could get into Solaris without being detected as a traitor. Because you don’t know you’re a traitor. They can read your mind all they want, and all they’ll ever see is the doormat who’ll do anything for power and always does what she’s told. Just the way they like you.”

I tried to swallow the truth, that I did this… that I assembled Big Sister and I was a successful espionage artist… but my brain rejected the notion. It was simply not possible. It was too sudden, too different. I could not fathom the idea that there was another whole Hyacinth inside of me, completely separate from my own consciousness, and that I was merely a pawn in her game. “I did this,” I said out loud, wondering if it would sound any more believable when I spoke the words. But the Zoroark turned to me and said, “That’s not entirely true. You had some help. And guess who just showed up. Fashionably late as usual.” And he welcomed a figure around the corner and into the room.

It was Charlotte.

She smiled warmly to me, and said, “Hyacinth, you might not understand it right now, but we planned this together. This was our conspiracy.” And I gaped at her as well, trying to see her as anything other than the Solaris overseer, the figure who had always encouraged me along my descent into corruption. But she was someone different now; her eyes had changed, and she held herself with true kindness and humility as though I were a sister of hers. She even spoke with a different voice, as though the silky, devilish sneer I’d always heard coming from her was merely a mask for her true character. “I was never able to tell you this before, but that scarf still looks good on you,” she said.

And then I knew who I was talking to. Her name wasn’t Charlotte. It was Ophelia, my first-year parapsychology instructor at Ivorin Academy – someone I’d formed a strong bond with over seven years ago. Through my hypnosis, I must have forgotten her identity – but hearing her speak about my scarf brought the memory back so clearly, because she was the one who had woven it.

If my life did not feel like a dream before, it certainly did now. “Instructor Ophelia,” I said to her in a hoarse whisper. “What’s going on? Why are we here?” And she sat down in front of me, joining all of the dark-types in a small circle, and she explained everything.

“Since your first year at Ivorin, you were obsessed with dreams,” she said to me in that voice that now rang so clear in my memory. “You were fascinated with them. You always wanted to learn how to play with your dreams. You wanted to learn what they meant and what they symbolized and how the mind crafted them, and how they drew from the contents of your memory. And one day, when you were dreaming, you realized that you could clearly remember the contents of other dreams, but not the real world. This gave you an idea. You wanted to make reality feel like a dream. You wanted to learn to completely invert the perception of dreaming and reality, creating two alternate personalities for yourself. And you came to me one day with this idea, and I told you that this was already possible. It was how hypnosis worked, which was already a thoroughly-studied branch of psychology. But your technique was different. After you demonstrated it, I realized: what you did was invent an entirely new method of hypnosis. You invented a type of steady, long-term hypnosis that remains untraceable. And you called it… dreamcatching.”

I said, “Dreamcatching? Not the inane game Elliot always forced me to play?” And the Sableye said, “Oh, that stupid game? We made it up on the spot. Whenever you came over to play, what we were really doing was un-hypnotizing you so we could speak to the real Hyacinth for a bit. We just called it ‘Playing Dreamcatching’ so you would remember the game and not the nap we’d force you to take at the table so that you’d wake up as Big Sister. That’s how you told us to take care of you.” The Zoroark added, “You said that if we ever caught you crying, that was the signal for when we’d tell you the truth and put the plan into motion. That’s why we are here.”

I said, “Wait, if you woke me up as Big Sister once a week, then… how did Solaris not find out about this? The lampposts were all around the lodge, they would have been able to sense my personality changing.” And Ophelia said, “Yes, it is true they can sense some changes in your demeanor through the lampposts, but we accounted for that. For a start, I was the one assigned to keep an eye on you, and I knew exactly what was happening. For extra security, I also hired a Natu to sit on the roof and feed the lampposts with false signals. In fact, she’s on the roof right now keeping Solaris from knowing we’re having this talk.”

I said, “That explains how they never discovered me, but what about you? How did you carry through with all this, without having the highseers suspect that you’re a traitor?”

My old instructor explained, “I was under the same hypnosis as you. Just as with a normal dream, it is sometimes possible to partially drift out of the dream-state and remember thoughts from your other personality, and if anyone noticed these thoughts, they would know that you are hypnotized. This was the problem psychologists have struggled with for decades. But you found the perfect workaround: dreamcatching requires a ‘memento,’ a physical object of sentimental value. The memento is the first thing you see when your dream begins, and so it has a powerful nostalgia attached to it, and will pull you back into the dream each time you look at it. So at times I would begin to surface from my hypnosis and remember the thoughts of my true self, I could use those thoughts to my advantage and manipulate Solaris as I needed. Then when I was in danger of having those thoughts read, all I would need to do, then, was glance at this…” and she swung her tail at me, showing me her golden flower-shaped brooch, “and Ophelia would be gone again, and I would have no memories of her. You worked in the same way; you would often let Big Sister make decisions for you, but you do not remember any of these decisions because you used your memento to forget them. This was the brilliance of the technique you invented; it’s untraceable.”

I looked down at myself, realizing that my scarf, the one Ophelia had woven for me, was my own memento. It was all beginning to make sense.

I said, “But I still don’t understand. You left Ivorin six years before I did. How did we form this plan together so long in advance?” And Ophelia replied: “In the year I instructed you, I was offered a position at Solaris. When I told you about this, you were skeptical. You said that you distrusted the Fellowship, and figured that they were deeply corrupt… and I said to you, ‘Alright, in that case, let’s put your dreamcatching technique to good use. You use it on me first, and I’ll go work for Solaris. If I find out that they’re as evil as you say, then I’ll make sure you get hired as well, and together we’ll do some sort of harm to them.’ And here we are today. I got you hired, one level above me no less, and you brought these rapscallions along with you, and here we are, poised to do some damage. I think it’s high time they deserved some pain, don’t you?”

I couldn’t agree more. “What’s the plan, then?” I asked. “Am I going to get my memories back now?” Elliot shook his head and said, “Not yet. It’s too risky to wake you up just yet. There’s only one more thing we need you to do, and then it’ll all be over.”

“I’m listening,” I said.

“You’re going to attend the opening day of the contest, just like Solaris wanted you to do,” Ophelia told me. “You are to act naturally. Then, whatever happens, you are to react in whatever way you feel is just.” I said, “Is that it? Those instructions are a bit vague.” She replied, “Don’t worry, this is one that the real Hyacinth planned out quite well. Trust us. And trust yourself. Here’s what the real Hyacinth wanted to tell you: first, be patient, then, once something happens, do whatever you feel would make your grandfather most proud of you.”

I nodded, instantly understanding what type of action I needed to take. But there was just one more question I had: “I’m not actually going to let you die, am I?” I said to Elliot.

He smirked at me. “I don’t know, are you?” he said wryly. “I could tell you everything’s going to be okay, that I’ve got a plan to make it out alive… but what if I’m lying? I might just be trying to cover up the fact that I’m about to make a heroic sacrifice so that all of you can get away with it. I can’t tell you the truth without affecting the way you’ll act. So you’ll just have to trust me. Can you trust me?”

“For your sake, I hope I can,” I shot at him. “I’ll kill you if you don’t make it out alive.”

Our meeting adjourned, and I was left knowing that my journey, and my brush with the most evil organization in the nonhuman lands, was drawing to a close. There was only one more thing that needed to be done. I was just left wishing I knew what it was.


XVIII - The Explosion

There was quite a turnout at the first day of the contest, more than I was perhaps expecting. Being something that came about only once every three years, I suppose the semifinal event was something for Excalibur Isle to get riled up over, something to break up the monotony of the normal day-to-day life. Having never cared to attend one of these events before, I think I would have enjoyed taking part in all of the hubbub at least once, especially since I held a certain emotional investment for one side. Unfortunately, my mind was everywhere else besides, knowing this day was ill-fated and the contest likely was not going to proceed as the people had planned.

I was certainly given the royal treatment, chauffeured by the king and the high councilors themselves, and given a seat of honor upon a throne at one of the best vantage points in the arena, at the front row at the bottom floor where the contest would appear as a stage performance to me. Of course, I was no stranger to the very-important-person treatment, but I knew that my seating arrangement was not given to me on accident. I could not burst out onto the stage from a seat on the upper floor.

The stage was simply humongous; four entire rows of stadium seating were stacked upon one another, each plenty full of cheering spectators eager for the ceremonies to begin. Above our heads, a large glass dome encased us, giving full view of the evening sky. (I absently wondered for a moment about whether this design choice would discriminate against electric elementals, who would attack and recharge themselves by calling lightning from the clouds.) I leaned over to speak to the councilor of District Four, an elderly primate of some sort, and I said, “How many do you think are here today? Fifty thousand?” The council member replied, “Thereabouts, but it amuses me to know that with all these people in attendance, the Shadowmancer will only be interested in impressing one of them.” Another councilor, a wisecracking Skarmory, of District Six I believe, he chimed in with, “And Arceus save his soul if he makes a single misstep, lady Hyacinth shall have him sleeping in the doghouse!” and we laughed. My laugh was quite hollow, however; I was indeed worried about Elliot making a misstep, but not the sort that they had probably meant.

I continued to make conversation with the politicians and I played my part, just as Big Sister had instructed of me: I was to be patient, and I was not to break character until something unusual would happen. It was only then that I would need to search my soul and determine the best course of action. I tried not to gaze at the opposite side of the stadium for too long, at the layers of writhing creatures would remind me of someplace else I had recently seen, a place I admittedly wished I knew nothing about. Though it hurt my conscience to know that we lived upon the backs of so many suffering elementals some two miles below the surface, I knew even then that I could not save them. It was not my place. Perhaps I could set into motion some series of events which would someday lead to their freedom, to the whole island’s freedom; but for now, I needed to be patient and to trust in Big Sister’s plan.

The roar of the stadium hushed down as the ceremony began; a dozen birds flew in colorful formations above the arena as a torch was slowly hefted into a pedestal and lit by a flame of blue starlight. In the solemnity, I thought I could hear the true Hyacinth trying to communicate with me. It was impossible, as I knew the neurons which comprised her personality were at the time disconnected, but I could have sworn to hear her whisper to me: “Smile. You will quite like what is about to happen.” I suppose it may have been true, as that is precisely what I would have told myself at that point in time.

When the opening ceremony had finished, the sun had already set and the sky was alight with neon crystals. A very handsome Unfezant flew down from the stands and took place in the center stage, and began speaking. His voice sounded into all the stadium seats; there was a spell in place to amplify the voice of anyone standing near enough to the center of the arena. He welcomed us to the fifty-second triennial playoffs, mentioned the sponsors, and began to explain the rules: there was to be thirteen contests, held once a day for the next thirteen days, and the first team to win seven of the contests would progress to the world championship. My eyes glazed over at his explanation, knowing full well that the other twelve contests likely would not happen. My heart began to pound and my legs shook in fearful anticipation of whatever this announcer was prolonging.

The bird lifted a wing and proudly introduced Elliot’s team: “I give you, the Harbingers of Darkness!” I nearly chuckled; Elliot never had told me the name of his team, and it was just as ridiculous as his title. But that was just how he operated; he knew that one was foolish to judge a book by its cover, and he wanted to take advantage of that foolishness. That was his nature.

The Sableye appeared first, making an impressive appearance by inflating the Unfezant’s shadow until it was four times his size, then leaping out of the ground and taking a bow. “The Nightmare!” said the bird. And the crowd cheered.

Elliot came second, and I at last had the chance to witness why he was called the Shadowmancer: a vortex of black wisps formed upon the ground like a dust storm, and the shadows faded and became transparent, revealing the Umbreon floating in the center of the twister, his eyes and rings glowing fiercely. The twister vanished, and he fell to the ground, landing delicately. Impressive showmanship, I thought. I stood on my feet and shouted to him, remembering to act in character. “Ah-ha, he certainly seems confident!” someone said behind me.

But then he spoke, surprising the stadium and everyone in it, even the host. “I want to say something,” he said, causing everyone to hush. “I am here tonight because of one person. Hyacinth,” he said, turning to stare at me. Even from across the stadium, I could see his bright red eyes, the same ones which had captured my attention in the alleyway so many months ago. He said, “I come here tonight to walk my path, and to walk it beautifully.”

And then he hung his head and he added, for all to hear… “Hyacinth… I’m sorry.”

And then he began to walk towards the battle circle. I knew just what was about to happen next. In that moment, I just thought, “Don’t do this, you idiot.”

I broke into a sprint even before the explosives detonated. I threw myself down from my golden throne and raced across the dusty arena, hoping that I could tackle him before he would cross the line. But I had barely run a few meters before the entire arena shook, and a dust cloud popped into existence, scattering large pieces of debris and shrapnel everywhere. The crowd erupted in panic, and cried shouts of dismay from all around me, but nothing stopped me from running into that dust cloud.

By the time I had reached him, the cloud was already clearing, and I could see the motionless form of his body lying quite far from where he had stepped, as the explosion had blasted him clear to the other side of the circle. His body was bloodied and falling apart, and three pieces of shrapnel impaled him. It pained me to see him so horrid and undignified in death, but I did not care; I raced to him, and buried my head into his flank, and wailed lamentations. I demanded to him, “Why?! What was the point? What did you do this for?! Elliot, wake up and tell me. Don’t you dare leave me. You promised… you promised you would never let me go.”

But of course, the lifeless Umbreon didn’t say anything, and I only collapsed there next to him, weeping into his bloody fur, wondering what I had done to deserve all of this. I wanted to wake up Big Sister and throttle her, and ask her why she had betrayed me. I wanted to turn back time to the night Elliot had told me the truth about Big Sister and call his bluff. He was always so talented with his bluffing, even I couldn’t read him…

And I remember, after crying for some time, I lifted my head and looked around at the stands of creatures, the creatures who had come to witness a night of violent entertainment and mayhem… their panic and dismay had been silenced, and they all stood in solemn quiet, staring straight at me and my fallen companion. I was now the very center of attention. The eyes of Excalibur Isle were on me, the Espeon who had captured the city’s heart. They wanted to hear what I had to say.

And I looked at all of them through the dust and the tears in my eyes, and I remembered Ophelia’s words: Do whatever would make your grandfather most proud of you.

And I glanced into the sky, and I saw the birds circling above me, keeping watch on me. Among them, I saw a familiar Natu staying in line with the formation.

And that’s when I knew what Big Sister had planned. The pieces of the puzzle came together, and her plan, in all its simplicity and ingenuity, was laid bare before my eyes. And I knew just what I needed to say to all who would listen: I needed to speak the truth. The absurdity of the act was so daunting. The lies Solaris had crafted were so complex and nuanced, they had become a language of their own. To speak the truth under such circumstances, to break form, it required a special kind of insanity, especially since all of Solaris likely had their eyes turned to me, waiting for whatever would be my next word.

I stood over the fallen Umbreon’s body for a moment, then I walked into the center of the arena where the amplification spell would pick up my voice. I straightened my shoulders, I held my head high, and I glared at all of those aimless, mindless creatures who had attended the event. And I proceeded to explode at them.

“Where were you, when District Five was buried?” I said coldly. “Where were you when four thousand of your very own perished?”

“Who were they to you? Your friends, your distant relatives, the farmers who grew the vegetables you see on your plates every day? Oh, but they didn’t matter to you, did they? Let everything sort itself out, you said! Let everything be just the way it was! Let us close our eyes and wish hard enough, you said, and if we only ignore it hard enough, it will be as though it never happened at all! And we can all go back to our silly games and our meaningless, worthless lives.”

“Oh, but how can things ever be normal again, once four thousand innocent civilians wake up one morning to find a giant tsunami of molten rock blotting out the sun and about to crash down upon them? How horrified do you think they were in their final moments?! I’ve seen into their minds. I’ve seen the memories of the survivors. It’s far more tragic than you can imagine. They relive the memories every night when they dream. Can you imagine what they saw? Imagine a wave of liquid fire the color of the sunrise, towering to the sky, about to crash down upon this arena and everyone inside. Imagine it about to destroy everything you’ve ever known, everything you’ve loved. Imagine that moment when you realize you’ve only seconds to act, if you want to survive.”

“But you can’t afford to think about that, can you? It’s too much for you, isn’t it? All that tragedy is something you can’t fit inside of your head. You can’t comprehend it. So you ignore it.”

“I dare you to ignore this,” I said, pointing at the Umbreon. “This is a tragedy you’ve seen for yourselves with your very own eyes. Tonight, one great warrior has fallen. Only one. One is a number you can understand. One is a number you can mourn over. This time, there is no excuse for your apathy.”

“You think I care about who detonated this bomb? As far as I am concerned, each and every one of you, here in this arena, detonated the bomb. I hold you all responsible for Elliot’s death. And you’re going to repay me for it.”

“We all have a common enemy. See, there is a shadow organization pulling all of the strings in this city. They’re hidden underground, and they steal your secrets and they plot to undermine everything you do. They plot to control you. They plot to keep you useless and content. And it is because of them that things like this tragedy are allowed to happen.”

“This organization… is the Penumbra Society. I demand that everyone here tonight stand with me. Today, we wage war on them.”

There was an uncomfortable murmur in the crowd, and I paused to let them comprehend my words. Of course, I was still sticking to the script. I was about to break that script, and I knew that chaos would ensue the moment I would next open my mouth. I would speak the things they could not argue with. They could not simply ask for proof this time, not when their attention was fixed upon me. I knew they would believe whatever I said.

“The Penumbra Society is one in the same with the Solaris Fellowship,” I said, proudly and confidently.

What happened next was difficult to describe. The murmur turned into a dull roar of disbelief. I also began to hear frantic telepathic signals passing through my mind, saying things like, “Where is she going with this?” “Lock the doors, nobody leaves the arena.” “The train has left the station, why is it running early today?”

The domineering telepathy of Aldridge pierced through my barriers and said to me, Wrong answer, Highseer.

But I did not stop speaking. “Solaris is your enemy!” I proclaimed to anyone who would listen. “You think you built this city? You stood idly by while they built everything in their own image. You think you live here? You are merely convenient for them to keep around. You must fight them! You must realize that you live in a prison! You must take a stand against Solaris! You must tear down the lampposts which spy into your mind!”

They tried to mute my voice just then. For a brief moment, a signal was sent by someone to cut off the amplification spell. But my good friend, the Natu, counteracted it from up in the air, giving me precious more moments to continue speaking. I didn’t know how much time I had left, but I was going to make every word count.

I began shrieking my words. “Look at you!” I cried. “There are five thousand of you here! You are an army! You could tear this city down and rebuild it in eight days! You could storm the castle or the headquarters of Solaris and take everything for yourself! Forget your clothes and your toys and your silly games! Forget your nights in the park and your dinners at the streetside café! You could rule the island! You could take everything Solaris has and make it your own! You could be free! If only you realized how enslaved you are!”

I saw them starting to come for me. They were edging away from the stands, the Penumbra overseers. They were coming to silence me forcibly. They were coming to beat me down, take me away, and tell the people that I had gone insane from the loss of my beloved Umbreon and that everything I say should be disregarded. I had only one or two sentences remaining, and I needed to choose them wisely.

“I am Big Sister!” I proclaimed. “Stand with me, and together we shall shine brighter than the sun!”

The crowd cheered. It was a very confused cheer, and I couldn’t tell if they were following my speech or not. But it didn’t matter. I saw the dark ones coming, the Penumbra leaders. They sprinted towards me from every angle, led by Overseer Dogma, the Murkrow. In thirty seconds, they would have encircled me.

I disregarded my would-be captors and skipped back over to the body of Elliot. Of course, it was not the body of Elliot at all – Elliot was somewhere else at the moment. I had caught on to the fact as soon as I had touched his fur; it was nothing like an Umbreon’s. In fact, it was The Nothing, who now changed shape and revealed his true form. “A marvelous performance, madam” said the Zoroark as he bowed to me. “I was riveted the whole way.”

“And you as well,” I said to him. “Thank you, it has been quite a show that we’ve put on, hasn’t it? Seven years in the making, as it were.” He nodded, and said, “Ah, have you ever considered a tryout for The Pretenders? You have a gift for dramatics and hyperbole.”

“I think not, but thank you,” I said to the Zoroark with a wry smirk. “My strength is in my rhetoric. When all of this is over, I wish to be a teacher, not a pretender.”

The Natu then flew down, landing between the two of us. She stretched her wings. “Ready to go?” she asked. “You are just on time. Done with about sixteen seconds to spare.”

I nodded. I was ready. My work on Excalibur Isle was finally done. We each touched a wing of the Natu, and a few moments later, we disappeared into thin air.


XIX - The Aftermath

The next thing I knew, I was sitting peacefully on the train just as it escaped the force-field. I sat and watched the waves in the distant light of the stars. To my left, Elliot watched them with me, and to my right, there was Instructor Ophelia. The Sableye was somewhere to the front of the train, operating the engine. The Scrafty was in back, sorting through the cargo.

Of course, my riveting speech to the people of Excalibur Isle was only an elaborate distraction. The moment I began to speak disparaging words about Solaris, they immediately focused all their efforts upon stopping me; they did not notice that my outburst was only a smoke-and-mirrors show, and that one of their own was busy betraying them.

They did not stop to notice that Ophelia was raiding her chapter’s archives, pulling out classified documents and prototype technology to be teleported onto the train. She had approximately six minutes and forty-five seconds to pull off the heist, starting from the moment I had mentioned the Solaris Fellowship, and she had performed gorgeously. As it turns out, she had brought her own band of rapscallions with her as well; the three candidates I had met on the pier on the morning of my interview were all her faithful goons. She had secretly hired the Meowstic into the Fellowship, while the Kirlia and the Medicham ran chores for her in town and helped to keep her correctly hypnotized. The Kirlia especially helped her by teleporting resources around. In all, the elementals who had called themselves Big Sister numbered ten, including the Natu, and we had all successfully escaped aboard the train that night.

They ended my hypnosis, and that of Ophelia’s, letting us finally have the full extent of our memories back. Together, we merely watched the stars in the sky from the train’s window, saying very little to one another and reflecting on what we had just accomplished. I was surprised to find that reverting to my true self did not feel very different, although it brought me a sense of keen clarity about how we had planned and carried out the great robbery.

“I have stolen the prototype of Project Renaissance, as well as the blueprints and spellprints for Project Lighthouse,” Ophelia reported. “I have destroyed all records of the projects. I have also destroyed all records and profiles of everyone aboard this train at the moment, so that Solaris cannot seek out us or our families and retaliate for our actions… or at the very least, not easily. They will have no proof that we had ever existed.”

Elliot nodded, saying, “Sounds good. That’ll set them back, what, a century or two?”

“Indeed,” I said, letting a smile of deep satisfaction spread across my face. Thinking for a moment, I wondered out loud, “What about the Grovyle? Was it you who led me to him?”

Ophelia said, “That was my doing. Only days after the meltdown, I had found the Treecko in District Six and I saw his memory of what had happened. That was my own turning point in my journey, and it was the moment I knew that Solaris needed to be resisted. I knew he would be killed if he were ever found, so I took him to District Three and I broke one of the underground lighthouses so that he could have a place to live. Soon after, I began my preparations to have you hired.”

Later that night, as we relaxed to the sound of the rumbling wheels against the rail, I approached Elliot, that sly fox who had played the part of my companion so well. I knew he would never set foot into another arena, and if he did, he could never afford to attend the semifinal championship. His career had been a casualty of our scheme. I said to him, “Do you have any regrets about ending your career as an arena fighter?” and he laughed bitterly and shook his head, and told me, “I’ll be fine. I’ve had enough fame and glory to last for a lifetime, and once we sell these secrets we’ve stolen, we’ll have more than enough money to retire. And besides,” he said, laughing to himself, “to be honest, after we swapped out our Mawile for a Zoroark pretending to be a Mawile late in the season – which breaks about fifty-seven rules in the tournament, I might add – we knew they’d find us out eventually. The Harbingers were filthy cheaters unto the very end. I just have to thank you for giving us much more of a fun career suicide than we would have made on our own.”

“Happy to oblige,” I told the clever Umbreon. I knew he would do well for himself.

As for the people of Excalibur Isle, I was not so sure of their fate. Would Big Sister remain an idol for them all? Would they fight in my name? Or had we doomed them all by forcing Solaris to enact drastic measures to tighten their chains? Would Solaris destroy the arena and everyone in it who had witnessed my outburst? Would they go so far as to kill their own king and the council members who had attended the event? Perhaps they could not; the townsfolk truly cared about the tournament and would not take it lightly if the arena were torn down. They would want their distraction back. They would riot and demand the arena be rebuilt, or they would rebuild it themselves. And they would find those to be held accountable for all the losses. Or, at the very least, this is what I envisioned in my mind, in my own imaginary world.

Ophelia told me there were other, true rebellion efforts fractured around the isle. She had encountered them: small factions of Penumbra who knew what was going on, and only played the part of being useless while they studied their enemy from the shadows in wait of the perfect moment. She told me there were some families who raised their children to not touch the lampposts, so that they could learn not to depend on their assistance. And she told me of dozens of overseers who were not happy with the barriers between the Fellowship chapters and would tear them down if given the chance. Though small, the seeds of change were there. I did not know if they would amount to anything, but they were there.

Whatever the case, I knew that the hope for the people of Excalibur Isle rested on the Dark-types, those whose minds could not be read, and should never be read. They were the last safe haven for rebellious plots and true secrets, and I had done my part in helping to make sure their gift could not be taken away. I already knew that other dark-type scientists would eagerly want to study Project Renaissance, and they would reverse-engineer it, making it useless. They would create an antidote for it. And Solaris’s decades-long research about reading the minds of dark-types would be rendered meaningless.

And I felt accomplished in that, while I could not save everyone, I had at least saved the dark-types. The future of the island was now upon their shoulders.

We had planned to end our train ride at Salutary Pass, just seven kilometers south of Pommel Bay, and so when we breached onto the mainland, I knew our time together was nearing its end. I remember how the sun was beginning to rise as we all sat together in a circle, all ten of us, and we feasted upon hors d’oeuvres we’d raided from the concession cars… And our Zoroark companion turned to me and said, “There is just one thing I do not understand, miss. If it is true that you’ve planned all of this seven years in advance, how did you know that Solaris was so deplorable an organization even without having seen it for yourself? Was it only an educated guess?” And I replied, “You could say so,” and I grew whimsical as I watched the stars begin to disappear in the sunlight.

I said, “When I was a young kit, I needed to know everything about my siblings. I simply loved gossip and everything about it; I wanted to know everything they did in secret, everything they said to one another about me and about the rest of the family. I spied in their personal diaries, I eavesdropped on their conversations behind closed doors. I listened to what my grandmother and grandfather said about everyone when they thought nobody was listening. And every time I heard a new secret I did not know before, such as… the truth about why Lavender would not attend his studies in the village, or that Jasmine truly despised Snapdragon and would not admit to it in public, these sorts of petty things… It brought me such joy just to hear them, and it made me feel powerful, as though I was the omniscient ruler of our family, that I was merely receiving something owed to me by Arceus, something I deserved by the birthright of being the eldest of the litter.

“Oh, and when I was caught in the act of eavesdropping, I would lie so shamelessly… I breathed lies just as easily as I breathed air, and I spoke them so fluently, as though they formed their very own language. ‘No, grandfather. I was only heading back to the den. No, grandfather. I was not late to my studies today. No, grandfather, I was not listening to your discussion.’ Ah, but he saw through all of my lies, and one day he told me, ‘Hyacinth, you expect me to believe everything you say, but you forget that I’ve lived much longer than you have upon this world. And I know that if you continue to weave these narratives of yours, and keep saying these things which you know I cannot disprove, you will imprison yourself inside of them. You will someday become trapped inside of your own story, sealed away in an illusionary place where you have no faults, where everything makes perfect sense, and where no problem is too great to handle. You will become blinded by your pride, and that pride will become your downfall. Remember that some people will still hunger for the truth, and that by instinct they will know the truth when they hear it, no matter how enticing a narrative you have created for them.’

“Later, once I had become an Espeon and was preparing to journey into the world and begin writing my story for him, he confessed something to me. He said, ‘You were a teacher from the moment you broke the eggshell. I hatched your egg because I wanted to see my son again. But no, you were not my son. You were my firstborn granddaughter. When I laid my eyes upon you, my narrative was shattered, and I was forced to see the truth.’

“And so, once I began to learn about Solaris and their great renown and their accomplishments, I thought to myself, ‘Solaris is just like me. They thirst to know everything, even those things which are immoral to know and kept secret. Especially those things. They fancy themselves superior by birthright, and they seek to know the truths that others with a conscience would not chase. The only difference between Solaris and myself is that Solaris truly has all the power they want to find out such things, to make their lies believable, and there is nothing to stop them.’

“That is how I knew in my heart that Solaris held dark secrets of their own, even seven years in advance. I knew they could not be pure of heart, not unless there existed someone whom they feared, someone to pressure them when they would overstep their boundaries. Someone to answer to, in the way that I answered to my grandfather. And I told my close friend and instructor, Ophelia, that since there was nobody to act as a balance to their power, it might as well be me.”

Dawn was still breaking when The Nightmare pulled the emergency brake on the train and left it stranded in the middle of the forest. The dark-types, now a successful band of professional thieves, unloaded their well-earned loot from the storage cars, and the Scrafty even tore out the force field key which allowed the train to pass into the protective bubble around the island. I was appalled when he showed me the small pearl, and I said, “You want to derail a train full of innocent passengers and send it sinking into the sea the moment it collides with the barrier?” and The Slacker replied, “Don’t worry, this machine isn’t going anywhere. I destroyed the engine trying to get the key. I hope Solaris knows how to build trains, or they might be spending a lot of time sitting in a corner and thinking about what they’ve done.” And we laughed.

Ophelia approached me one last time, and told me something I had waited years to hear her say. Before she had left Ivorin, I pleaded to her that whenever we might meet again, she would tell me about the Amadeus comet. To my dismay, she said that she had asked all of the Fellowship’s astronomers and inspected the star charts, but couldn’t find any record of it. There were many comets in the sky, but there were no notable comets scheduled to appear during our lifetimes. “Either your grandfather was mistaken,” she said, “or this Comet of Amadeus is perhaps not a comet at all. At this point, it is probably best that you wait and see; nobody will know better about the stars than Solaris did.” I was disappointed in not knowing how long remained until I would see my family again, but I thanked her for the effort she had given.

I remember that final moment before we all went our separate ways… The Nightmare returned my down payment to me, which I knew would keep me quite well-fed and comfortable for years to come. He and his team would be inconceivably wealthy, given that nobody would steal their earnings from them unfairly (but I suspect that even if they did, they would only steal it back with interest). And Ophelia, she apparently had her own path to walk: she decided she wanted to find more orphans like the four psychic-type children she had brought with her to the island, and she wanted to raise them to be competent psychics. I wished well to all of them, and I said, “It was a pleasure doing business with you; perhaps one day we shall meet again in the history books.” And I tied my scarf, tightened my saddlebags, and walked away into the sunrise. I knew that my career as a teacher was only just beginning. I had just taught Solaris a lesson, something which no other teacher at that time could claim, and so I could tell that I was off to a brilliant start.


I had walked perhaps thirty paces before a voice called my name. I turned to see Elliot galloping after me, his teammates nowhere to be seen. He looked formidable in his natural element, with his rings aglow and his ruby eyes like a guardian demon watching from the shadows…

He was panting hard when he came up to me, and he said, “Before you leave, there’s one thing I still need to tell you about the heist.”

I swiveled my tail, and I said, “Go on.”

He said, “On the train, when we were planning everything? Before we got to Pommel Bay and I let you into the inn? You might not remember, but I was the one who suggested that we pretend to be a couple so that you could live in the lodge with us.”

I nodded knowingly, and I told him, “Yes, I remember. If I recall correctly, you called it a strategic maneuver. And I believe you were quite right; it even gave the people a reason to pay closer attention to me, and make the distraction that much more effective. It seems to have worked out flawlessly, so I owe you my thanks. The team could not have done it without you.”

Elliot bowed his head, and scratched at the dirt beneath his paw, and he said to me, “Look, I’m standing here right now because… I wanted a chance not to make the same mistake as Daniel Stormchaser. He waited too long to ask Samurott, and by the time he was ready to ask, she was already gone. And then I saw you walking away, and I knew this was the last chance I had…”

He was too bashful to look me in the eye as he spoke, but he eventually said to me, “Hyacinth… take me with you?”

And I smiled warmly at that devilish Umbreon, so strong even in his vulnerability… and I stepped up close to him, and I brushed against him, and I whispered, “You are always welcome in my company, Elliot Shadowmancer.”

And he has been at my side ever since.


Afterword

And so ends the story of my contest with the Solaris Fellowship. They were quite formidable, I will say; a veritable “problem student.” But a professional teacher does not give up on a student, she only changes her methods.

As Elliot and I would learn upon our travels, there were many different types of people upon this world, and just as many types of minds, and that if you were to place any number of them together in a room and give them a lecture, each of them would internalize your message in a different way. And so it is foolish to try and teach a message and expect my audience to understand completely, or to agree with my words the very moment I speak them; in the end, I can only provide a stepping-stone or two, and invite my students to place their trust upon them. But the journey towards happiness and enlightenment is, and always will be, to each our very own.

On occasion, I remember the awful things I had seen on that dreadful island. Sometimes I still suffer nightmares about the corpse-strewn dungeons deep beneath Solaris; but I keep my humility, and know that I could not help them, just as I could not help my siblings before they would scatter across the world and find their own places. But those memories gave me a powerful lesson, a mindset, once which I will impart to you now, or at least I shall try. It is not a lesson about telling the truth when you can afford to lie, nor it is a lesson about distrusting those who are more powerful than you. No, it is not a lesson of demand, but one of perspective:

Dear reader, whomever you are:

If you can walk freely the cobbled road, coming and leaving as you please beneath the lamplight –

If you can sample from the market, taste the fruit of the vine at your leisure –

If you can read the thoughts and minds of your ancestors, bear witness to ideas that history might have forgotten –

If every once in a while you enjoy sharing a friendly contest with your rival –

If you hear the songs of the bards echoing from the street corner –

And if ever there was a moment that you have felt warm and secure, with your loved ones at your side –

Never forget that you are royalty, and that hundreds of thousands of souls have suffered and perished so that you could become what you are. By their sacrifices, you have been given the comforts you take for granted. Always remember them, so that their sacrifices shall never be without meaning.

The dungeons exist everywhere in this world. Some are kept hidden by purpose, others remain undiscovered only because no one cares to search. Someday you may discover one for yourself, and you will witness their pain just as I have. We turn our heads from their suffering prisoners, knowing there is little we can do. We cannot bear such a great burden while expecting to keep our sanity. And in neglecting them, we sometimes forget: it is us for whom they suffer.

Know that you are not expected to repay them, regardless of what people might tell you. Even if the fires of injustice burn within your chest, and your heart overflows with resolve, never let your pride blind you. Remember that you cannot save them all. Do not let yourself become a scapegoat for the guilt of those who came before you.

But if you are keen, and if you are willing, and if you utilize the resources and talents at your disposal, rather than squandering them all on life’s fleeting fancies… you might save just some of them.

And as you are helping to save them, you will find that you can become something much more than you imagined:

You will set an example.

You will set into motion a series of events which will resonate through history, even long after you have left the stage.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





