
1. Hello, World


    
    
  He was warm.


 


  A whispering wind blew over the amber sea of grass, shushing the Riolu as he stirred in his shallow slumber. The blades brushed against his fur like a hundred icy fingers trying to lull him into the grave. Yet the sun was too strong. He rolled over in the summer heat, only for the light to pry at his eyes.


 


  He was exhausted.


 


  Groaning, he rubbed at his eyes and lazily sat up. Everything felt hazy. His body was sore and sluggish. Why did he have to wake up? He’d been having such a wonderful dream about… Well, it had to be something nice, didn’t it? He felt the traces of a pleasant, passionate feeling in the back of his mind.


 


  He was confused.


 


  Where was his stuff? His head hadn’t been propped up on his backpack, let alone a bedroll or blanket. It wasn’t like him to head out here without anything. Maybe he’d pushed it into the grass, or… Where was ‘here’ supposed to be, anyways?


 


  Grumbling to himself, he sat up and crossed his legs as he started to trace over his memory. Only, it immediately fizzled out once he looked down and saw two black-furred legs that ended with paws. He blinked. They were still there. Morbidly curious, he reached out to touch them, only for a blue paw to creep into his vision.


 


  “What kind of…” He trailed off. That voice. It was so much higher than it should have been, and faintly gravelly. It wasn’t his voice.


 


  Now he was alarmed.


 


  Trying and failing to keep his breathing in check, he looked himself over as he patted this body down. And he felt every touch. The stroke of the tail, the rigid 
  
    clack
  
   of the bumps on his wrists, the squish of the paw pads, and the head especially. A muzzle? Two perked ears? One of them felt strangely bumpy. Two strange tassels dangling from the side of his head? A thin metal collar around his neck? If the blue and black colors weren’t screaming “Riolu” already…


 


  “There’s… there’s no way.” He took a paw and pinched at his wrist, and promptly yowled and recoiled. Pain. A real, physical feeling. Too real to be a dream. And so was the wind on his fur, and the sun on his head, and the aches in his body.


 


  “Focus,” he told himself, picking a spot on the ground staring intently into it. No distractions. “Just- just think. How did you get here? People don’t just end up like this for no reason, right?” He squinted and flexed his muscles, as if trying to physically draw out memories.


 


  Now he was afraid, too.


 


  And all he received were the echoes of his desperate pleas. He knew that Pokémon were supposed to be fictional. He knew that he was supposed to be a human. And he knew that he didn’t recognize this place. But everything else was blank. Only hazy feelings. He 
  
    felt
  
   like he might’ve had parents. He 
  
    felt
  
   like he had a bed to sleep in and never went hungry. But how old was he? Where did he live? What did he look like? His mind was an empty chasm far from any speck of light.


 


  … Wait. No, what was that? There was 
  
    something
  
  . Far in the back, twinkling just so faintly. It was a single word. A name? His name?


 


  “Riley…” It had a very familiar ring to it, even if the voice was different. He nodded in approval. “Riley it is.”


 


  With an ounce of purpose, Riley went to stand up at last, only for movement to catch his eye. Instinctively he stomped down as he caught a single piece of tattered cloth. Curious, he plucked it and held it up to his face. It was shredded and frayed, coated in a thin layer of dirt, and a few strands of blue fur were imbedded in it. So he’d been sitting on it?


 


  Riley balled a paw into a fist and held the cloth tight. “Where’s the people that made you…?” he murmured to himself as he searched the horizon. With a blank memory, he couldn’t do much by himself.


 


  But he saw virtually nothing. An ocean of amber grass as high as his neck stretched out for miles and miles, no hills or trees or any deviation in the grass itself. For a single dreadful moment, Riley assumed immediately that this was some sort of afterlife. Open flawless fields like these brought images of meeting Gods to mind. He swallowed and pivoted, ready to face whoever awaited him.


 


  Yet the only majesty was a looming chain of mountains behind him, so tall as to divide the very skies in two. The shores of the amber ocean were a mere hundred yards away, where they gave way to a scarred stone slope of the mountains’ bases. And they too seemingly went on for as far as his eyes could see, each capped with snow at its peak. They must have been almost a mile high each. It made him feel incredibly small.


 


  With a deep breath, Riley hurried in that direction. Being neck-deep like this made him feel vulnerable and tiny. He couldn’t see anything, and the shushing sound of the wind could deafen movements. Years of professors’ warnings seemed to come back at once. Although maybe that didn’t apply, since he seemed to be a Pokémon too.


 


  That last thought stopped Riley for a second, freezing mid-stride as he realized: he remembered Pokémon. Though he didn’t have clear memories of sitting down to play the games, he knew that they were games. Details were coming to him. There were hundreds of other Pokémon, weren’t there? Yeah. And the gyms, and professors, and… and this situation. A human turning into a Pokémon sounded familiar. He couldn’t place why, but it tickled something in the dark caverns inside his head.


 


  Sighing, Riley shook his head. The more he looked into the vacant spot of his memories, the more defeated he became. He had to take things one uncoordinated step at a time. After all, he’d only been awake for a minute now. Who would expect him to immediately take on everything all at once? He needed to focus on something else.


 


  And the moment he started walking again, that something came when Riley realized just how strange and awkward this body felt. It was far lighter, yet he felt so top-heavy with a head that big. It made his movements feel springy and agile— 


 


  Riley yelped and jumped back as something stood ahead of him. The grass had parted to reveal a light blue rabbit-like figure, tall as his waist, staring him straight in the eyes. She pointed her horn at Riley like a spear, and she wasn’t moving.


 


  A second passed, and the initial surprise faded into relief. Riley let out a short chuckle. “Y-you scared me. I thought it was just me out here. Look I know this might sound weird, but did you see what happened… to me? Or…”


 


  The Nidoran didn’t budge. Her stare didn’t move from him, and neither did the horn.


 


  Riley took a single step back. “I, uh, did I scare you too?”


 


  She took a single step forward. Riley looked her over more carefully. Her ribs were showing and she seemed to be salivating.


 


  He swallowed. “Wild Pokémon. Great.” With a deep breath, Riley brought one leg back and entered a mock-stance with both fists raised. If he couldn’t reason with her, he had to try speaking her language. “You can hear me, right? Back off! Any closer and I’ll— 
  
    what the-
  
  ”


 


  A blur of purple rushed into Riley’s peripherals, but he barely had time to even turn his head before a violet Nidoran charged its shoulder into his side. Riley was knocked off his feet and tackled to the ground, and the male landed right on top of him, jaws opened and breathing foul air into his face. This close to his throat, those two protruding teeth may as well have been knives.


 


  As the Nidoran brought them down towards his neck, Riley gasped and shot both paws up, catching the Pokémon by its own throat. He growled. The male growled back, scraping his hooves along Riley’s arms. “C’mon, c’mon…!” Bringing his knees up to his chest, Riley let out a spirited cry as he drove a kick into the thing’s belly. The Nidoran grunted and went tumbling back into the grass.


 


  The female pounced next, but Riley scrambled out of the way just as her hoof landed where his stomach had been. He gave her a panicked grazing kick to the chin before jumping up to his feet. She charged low, but Riley jumped to the side and let her run past.


 


  The grass was too tall, and with the wind there was no way to keep track of them. Growling, Riley turned towards the mountains and broke into a sprint. It was clumsy, graceless, and he was swaying from side to side as he tried to get used to this damned head of his. He felt like he was always over adjusting.


 


  Teeth clamped down on Riley’s tail as the male Nidoran dragged its hooves in the dirt. Riley yelped as he was pulled off of his feet, straight into the waiting company of the starved Nidoran. The light blue one darted forward with her head aimed down, ramming the horn straight into his back. Riley screwed his eyes shut as he screamed. Sharp pain. Hot blood. Warm trickling as she backed away. Warm… warm… and then cold…


 


  Furious, Riley drove his foot into her snout, and the female squealed as she recoiled. He went for a follow-up strike on the male, but he quickly released his tail and backed away, staring at Riley intently, cautiously, eagerly.


 


  His heart beat like a war drum. In a frenzied state of fear, Riley backed away. And when they didn’t follow, he nodded his head. “Get any closer to me again and I’ll knock your teeth out,” he warned, then wasted no time in whirling around and running away.


 


  Before he knew it, he was out. Riley burst free from the ocean of grass and staggered to a stop, gasping for breath. Immediately he whirled around braced himself for their third ambush, but nothing came charging after him. Only the wind. He stood upon the bare earth shore, and with a low, drawn-out groan, Riley slumped over and sat down.


 


  “Two minutes.” Carefully he reached to his back and poked at the wound. It stung, yet… not nearly as bad as the pain had been seconds ago. Maybe Pokémon bodies were just tough like that? The wound 
  
    had
  
   to be more than just a cut, because when he looked at his paw again almost half of it was covered. Riley sighed. “It hasn’t even been two minutes, and I’ve been 
  
    stabbed
  
  .”


 


  Unclenching said paw, he was relieved to find that the frayed cloth was still there. Bloodied but there. And wherever it came from was either far to his left or far to his right. He was sandwiched between the grass and the mountains, and he couldn’t afford to dwell on this for long.


 


  “Good adventurers go left,” he said to himself, which was as good a reason as any. Groaning, he placed his free paw on the ground and pushed.


 


  Yet his legs wouldn’t move. His arm alone barely had the strength to lift his rump from the dirt, and nothing else was complying. “What the…?” His entire lower half felt cold and heavy, even despite the sunlight. And he could feel that numbing chill creeping further and further. Nothing wanted to move. 


 


  The grass parted, and the two Nidoran stalked towards him. Riley shrieked and clawed behind him, pulling himself back as he willed his legs to work. They twitched, and nothing else. Every movement felt so sluggish and draining. The Nidoran didn’t need to hurry, for he wasn’t going anywhere fast.


 


  And as the chill became an icy burn coursing through his veins, his breathing erratic and shallow, the realization settled. “P… p-poison?” he whimpered. They were closing in, flanking him on either side. Riley could only drag himself so far, and after two more his strength was gone. He collapsed. His eyelids felt heavy.


 


  Consciousness ebbed. Horrified, furious, he clenched a fist around the tattered piece of cloth, but soon he couldn’t even do that much, and it fell out of his paw. The purple and blue shapes approached him from either side, patiently waiting out those last few moments. Futile tears pooled.


 


  And then, fire. A bright orange glob hit the purple shape right in the face. Tongues of flame blossomed out, scorching the male’s neck and the ground around it. Some lapped at Riley, though he could barely feel it. The Nidoran shrieked and recoiled, and his sister whirled around. A second orange glob hit her square in the snout, and she squealed and backed up.


 


  “Go find something else!” a voice, elegant and proud, proclaimed. An instant later something dark purple raced through his peripherals, and the female squealed louder. There was a growl, then silence, then heavy and hurried footsteps. The female jumped over Riley, kicking his muzzle in the process, and retreated.


 


  Riley summoned the last of his strength to turn his head and watch them retreat. He felt an ounce of relief that he might still live, that luck was on his side, yet he saw something smoldering by his side. That single shred of cloth was burning.


 


  “Hey, hey!” a second voice, frantic and a little raspy, called to him. Something slid to a stop just beside him. “C’mon, please don’t be too late. Say something!”


 


  “It’s… fire…” Riley murmured. It was strange. Even through the fear, the fury, the indignation and the relief, Riley primarily just felt inexplicable melancholy as he watched the fire creep up the piece of cloth, and it char fiber by fiber.


 


  “He’s alive. He’s still alive!” the second voice shouted.


 


  “Give him a Heal Seed. He’s too weak to chew right now,” the first suggested.


 


  “Yeah. On it.” Riley could hear some rifling around, and then a warm, gentle claw turned his head upright. In his blurred vision Riley could just see a round orange head, and not much else. “Don’t worry, bud. We’ve got you now. You’re…” His words were getting steadily more incomprehensible, and soon Riley couldn’t hear a thing. As if he was drowning.


 


  And three minutes after first waking, Riley lost consciousness.


 


  …


 


  Moonlight poured in through the window carved out of the stone and bathed the room in pale light. A line of sparse beds stretched on both sides of the infirmary’s length. Their sheets and pillows were white as freshly fallen snow, and just as pristine. The overly-fresh scent of a citrus-based disinfectant hung in the air.


 


  In one of these beds lay a Riolu slumbering with a soft blanket draped over him. Underneath, his back was patched with bandages that had been recently changed.


 


  And in a chair in the opposite corner sat an old, wrinkled Audino, reading a book behind a simple desk. The soft glow of a luminescent crystal let her digest an old mystery novel she was half-way through. The cover-art featured a kitchen knife with what was supposed to be blood running down the edge. It was a tad bit too bright though, like tomato soup. The title 
  
    With All Your Heart
  
   was written in bold silver text underneath the knife.


 


  “Was it the butler?” asked a calm, friendly voice. She raised her eyes to see Gallade, tall and proud, standing in the doorway. He had to duck to enter without hitting his crest. Though the right side of his face still resided in the shadows of the night, the majority of his caring smile was on display.


 


  “Doubt it,” Audino replied, turning back to her book. “Considering there is no butler yet, it’s unlikely.”


 


  There was a brief awkward pause between them. The smile faded a little.


 


  “Is the kid alright?” Gallade asked, pointing to the unconscious Riolu.


 


  “He is now,” Audino answered. “It missed his vitals, thankfully, but that poison was a nasty one.”


 


  Gallade raised a worried brow. “Nasty?”


 


  “A numbing agent. Standard affair for predators.” Grimly she shook her head. “He was too lucky. If those two hadn’t come out of the dungeon when they did…”


 


  He  took a few more steps further into the room, setting his eye upon the small Pokémon laying on the bed. His hands folded behind his back as the smile left altogether. “Audino? Can you do me a favor and fetch the ones that found him?” he asked.


 


  “Pardon? Team Hellraisers?” Audino tilted her head to the side. “They’re asleep right now. Why would you-”


 


  “Then wake them.” The order was calm but direct. After a short pause, Audino placed her bookmark and closed the chapter, and left the infirmary without a word.


 


  Gallade looked the boy over studiously. A gentle breeze peeled the blanket back and folded it over to the side. In complete silence he stood there, committing every last detail to memory. The length of the muzzle, cleanliness of the fur, polish of the collar, the tail, the paws; 
  
    everything
  
   was taken down and locked away.


 


  The moment passed, and Gallade set a hand on the Riolu’s chest, shaking him gently. “Wake up,” he whispered.


 


  With a low groan hose young red eyes fluttered open to the darkness, revealing the figure standing in the moonlight, retracting his hand and taking a step back. It only took him a few seconds to remember that this was quite a different sight from the last. The numbness was gone, and the predators-


 


  Riley sat up and stared straight at the half-lit figure. “Where-”


 


  “Easy, easy. You’re safe. I promise you.” Gallade raised both palms in a universal gesture. “You’ve been brought back to the Guild. Some of my Explorers found you at a very fortunate time, or so I’ve heard.”


 


  He paused. The voices that had scared off those Nidoran? The fire, the warmth, the purple… The Explorers? Did th— “Wait, a Guild?”


 


  Gallade paused for an instant. “Y… Yes. The Guild of Astraean.”


 


  “Astr… what?” Somewhat incredulously, he looked around the room that seemed carved out of stone as he tried to understand where he was.


 


  Gallade gave the boy a sidelong stare. “You haven’t heard of the Guild before?” The Riolu shook his head. Gallade paused yet again, this time holding the silence. His gaze fell to the floor for a second or two before he hesitantly spoke up. “Tell me… what were you doing in the Whispering Prairie?” Gallade asked him. The boy only gave him a curious glance, and the Psychic-type became a bit more firm. “The dungeon you were found at.”


 


  Riley cocked his head. So many things weren’t making any sense. On the grand scale of things, their definition of a dungeon was on low priority. “I don’t know. I just woke up there.” The Riolu looked curiously at him, head tilted as Gallade returned a dissecting gaze back to him. “Why do you care?” he asked.


 


  “It’s my job to care,” Gallade muttered, the heat in his voice transforming the kind words into a curse. “And in this case, you’re setting off some flags. You’re not really a Riolu, are you?”


 


  After a moment’s pause, Riley nodded his head. “That’s right. I was a human before this. At least, I think I was.”


 


  Gallade took a short breath and turned away, staring out the window and into the heavens. His face was as pale as the moonlight he basked in. “Keep that between us.”


 


  Riley hesitated. “Wh-why?”


 


  “Humans… are a complicated issue,” Gallade answered. “They’re a bad memory, you could say, and they aren’t exactly looked upon favorably. If you’re caught…” He took a slow inhale through his nostrils, as if bracing for something. A shiver ran up his spine.


 


  “O… Okay, but what do you mean by-”


 


  “
  
    Don’t.
  
  ” The single word dropped onto the boy with the weight of an anvil. “It’s not safe to talk about it. 
  
    Ever
  
  . I know you only just woke up, but you need to keep that in mind. If you’re ever compromised, I can’t help you.” The silence was palpable as the warning loomed in the air like a plague. Curious, frightened eyes attempted and failed to analyze the Gallade.


 


  “Just… just who are you?”


 


  Gallade turned back to the Riolu again, now facing him entirely. Moonlight poured in from the window, revealing a faded red scar over an eye that would never open. With a near-silent gasp, Riley almost lost the support of his arms and nearly fell back on the bed.


 


  “Gallade,” he answered quietly. “Just Gallade.” His arms were sternly folded as they rested on the red horn jutting out of his chest. He watched with interest as the boy shook and stared with a complete lack of subtlety at the eye that was no longer. Amused, Gallade leaned down slightly to provide a better view.


 


  “Y-you don’t… you’re m-missing your…” the Riolu stammered.


 


  Gallade chuckled. “I’m aware. There’s the whole ‘lack of depth perception’ that kind of makes me unable to forget.”


 


  “I-I’m sorry… i-It just caught me off guard,” he admitted. “It’s actually kinda cool.” If his body was working properly his face would have flushed.


 


  “‘Cool?’” Gallade repeated, and an instant later he was stifling laughter. “I get surprise a lot, but admiration? That’s a first. That’s definitely a first… 
  
    But
  
  , enough about me. What about you, hm? Now that everything is established, do you recall anything?”


 


  “Uh… N-no.” It was the truth, of course, but the change in the conversation threw him off.


 


  Gallade clicked his tongue. “Amnesia. Of course, they always do… Do you at least have a name?”


 


  “Probably.” He rubbed at the back of his head. “I remember 
  
    a
  
   name, and I’ve been, uh… thinking of myself by it. It’s Riley.”


 


  “…’Riley’.” Gallade took a deep breath, and then bottled up the thought before he could voice it. For the boy’s part, he didn’t seem to notice. “Alright. Riley it is, then. Is this all you remember?”


 


  “Mmm… yeah, I think so.” Even if Gallade seemed helpful, Riley didn’t want to relay how he knew Pokémon to him. He already didn’t seem pleased with him being here, so adding existentialism on top of that was asking for trouble.


 


  Gallade opened his mouth to speak, lips parting just a thin sliver, but was cut off by the squeal of the hinges as the infirmary door opened. From the hall came a tired slur of words. “You called?” asked a small voice. There stood the tiny figure of a Roselia, gently rubbing the sleep out of her eye with a blue flower.


 


  “Perfect.” Gallade clapped his hands together. “Miss Rose, I’d like to introduce you to Riley; the boy you saved earlier.”


 


  “What, really?” Riley tilted his head. Her voice matched the elegant one from before, but she was so… 
  
    small
  
   in the doorway, like a child in a home for giants. Were Roselia always that small?


 


  Her weary gaze shifted over to him, and Riley did his best to not look so shocked. “Something wrong with him?”


 


  “With who?” asked another, more alert and alive. And behind Rose approached a Charmander, peering in the doorway as he towered over her. His gentle blue eyes settled upon Riley on the other end of the room. “Oh, you’re up!” he said with a smile, stepping past the Roselia.


 


  Gallade dipped his head towards the two. “Sorry to wake you two at this hour, but I was talking with Riley here, and… well, he doesn’t have any memories.” The Charmander stopped suddenly, shifting his gaze between the Guildmaster and the Riolu.


 


  The Roselia curiously stared at Riley, head tilted slightly. “Amnesia?” she assumed, her voice low, probably wondering why it couldn’t wait until morning.


 


  “It seems so,” Gallade replied. “But, I want to ask you while this was fresh of mind… was there anything you noticed about him when you found him out there?”


 


  “What do you mean?” the Roselia asked.


 


  “Did he have any items near him? Even something like an apple or a berry?” he clarified.


 


  “We didn’t really look,” the Charmander admitted with his head lowered. “At the time we didn’t think to keep searching. I just wanted to make sure he wasn’t… dying.”


 


  Gallade hummed in thought. He drummed his fingers on the tough skin of his elbows. “Mm. Your instincts were fine, so don’t be ashamed of that,” he admitted, and then put on a kindly smile. “Though, I hope you understand that I’m asking you to handle that in the morning.”


 


  “How are we supposed to…” the Roselia started, but trailed off as she answered her own question. “We’re bringing him back there ourselves, aren’t we?” she asked.


 


  He smiled. “Sharp as ever.” Gallade peered out the window briefly, for no more than a second or two before turning towards the doorway. “It’s getting late. You can stay up for a little bit longer, but make sure to head to bed before too long.” He casually waved goodnight to them as he stepped past the Roselia, turning sharply and disappearing into the darkness.


 


  There was an awkward moment of silence between the three children now that the Guildmaster was gone, broken only when the Roselia began slowly walking further in. “So, ‘Riley…’” She paused for a moment. “You really don’t remember anything?”


 


  Riley pulled out the first defense he could think of. “Nope. That’s what amnesia means,” he replied, perhaps a bit more harsh than intended, but at least the Roselia didn’t press further.


 


  “‘Riley’,” the Charmander repeated musingly. “Well wherever you’re from, it’s not nearby if you have a name.”


 


  He raised a brow. “Why’s that?”


 


  She shifted her gaze uncomfortably. “It’s, uh, a cultural thing. Locals don’t give themselves names since they’re a reminder of… ‘them.’ It’s been that way for countless cycles.”


 


  “R-right. That makes sense,” he hesitantly answered, a paw on the back of his head. ‘
  
    Cycles?
  
  ’


 


  The Charmander extended his left claw towards the Riolu, a friendly smile upon his face as his kind blue eyes stared directly into Riley’s brick red ones. “Don’t be too scared though. They shouldn’t look at you too weird for that. I have a name, too. Pyro.”


 


  Riley returned it with his own friendly look. “Nice to meet you,” he said, and took the outstretched claw and shook it firmly. 


 


  “And if you didn’t overhear it, mine’s Rose,” she added. “I’d offer to shake too, but… well, thorns. You get it.” Riley nodded, pretending he did.


 


  Pyro playfully punched at Riley’s shoulder “So, I guess you’ll be tagging along with us, tomorrow?”


 


  Riley chuckled a little. “I-I guess so, yeah.”


 


  “What, a bit nervous?” the Charmander asked. Riley nodded, but he wasn’t quite sure if he was. Thinking about going back actually intrigued him. “Don’t be,” Pyro encouraged, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll have two of Gallade’s Explorers with you. We’ll keep you safe.”


 


  There was another moment of silence. A long, awkward moment, as if time had stood still. Again, this was broken by Rose, as she exhaled sharply before calling to her partner. “Come on, let’s leave him alone,” she ordered.


 


  “But we just started talking,” Pyro whined.


 


  “He has amnesia, remember?” she scolded. “This is probably confusing for him. And he doesn’t need someone he just met all up in his face right now.”


 


  He pouted. “Well… I-I guess you’re right. Sorry.”


 


  “It’s fine,” Riley replied, feigning a smile. Pyro turned around and walked away, his gaze shifted to the stone floor. As he left through the doorway, he turned and gave one quick wave to the Fighting-type before vanishing from sight.


 


  “Make sure to tell us if you remember something,” Rose muttered to Riley, and then turned back around to follow her partner.


 


  Now alone, Riley leaned back in the guest bed of the infirmary. His paws were positioned beneath the back of his head, propping him up to comfortably gaze out the window. Moonlight continued to stream in and highlight the other side of the room. This room… it was part of the Guild, right? Weren’t Guilds supposed to have a lot of peop- uh, Pokémon in them? So why did this place feel so… 
  
    empty?
  


 


  With a sigh he plopped back down on the meager bed and slid his paws behind his head. There would be a lot of information to gather and process, especially if he had nobody to give him a foundation. Perhaps everything would be as he vaguely recalled from his own world. Tomorrow he would have clarification on how things translated over. His brief experience today had taught him little, and if he was stuck here like he thought he was, he had to pool his thoughts as well as he could. And Riley had just woken up, hadn’t he? Sleep was the last thing on his mind. There were still hours left to piece things together…


 


  “‘Riley,’” he whispered. It felt… strange. It was a name that carried so much baggage, a whole life… yet he felt none of it. His own name meant nothing to him. How was he supposed to feel about that? Surely he was supposed to feel something, yet all he could muster at the moment was complacency. It was a familiar, comfortable scenario that he could only remember the outlines of.


 


  A paw settled on his muzzle, feeling his own short fur. It was strange, and it was his. The shape of the face was entirely different from what he should have expected. Even the touch itself from the pad of his paw was squishier than hed expected it to be. And what were those dangling things that came down from the back of his head? They had a firm, maleable texture to them, like bags of sand. Riley supposed it should have been horrifying, or creepy, or 
  
    anything
  
  , but all he could feel was curious. And excitement. And a little dread.


 


  He closed his eyes, figuring the weight would settle in tomorrow when Gallade painted a clearer picture of what was going on. It was certainly a heavy warning, yet for some reason, all Riley felt was a faint excitement for what awaited him.


 


  …


 


  Audino had given the Guildmaster space and taken her book into the mess hall. Its own windows weren’t enough to illuminate such an expansive room filled with dozens of round tables, and one long rectangular one at the far end of the room, so she had to sit with another luminescent gem in her lap. She inched closer and closer as her gaze traveled down the page, as if it would somehow make her read faster.


 


  “Is now a bad time?”


 


  Gallade’s calm voice however ripped her from her trance, and she jumped back and nearly out her stool. Audino closed her eyes and placed a hand over her beating heart. “A little,” she said, and placed her bookmark before audibly shutting it.


 


  He sat down on her right gingerly. “Then I’ll keep it quick.” He paused for a moment, struggling to find the words as he tapped a finger on the wooden surface of the table, but he couldn’t find the right way to say it. Eventually Gallade just sighed. “Keep an eye out for that Riolu. He’s one of them.”


 


  With her hand still over her heart, Audino could almost feel it stop. “A…another one?” she whispered. Gallade nodded grimly, and Audino placed her head in her hands. “Dear Arceus… You should really tell Rhyperior.”


 


  Gallade scoffed. “Just so he can tell me to be rid of them? No. He doesn’t need to know. I just need you to work your magic. Clean him off.”


 


  She nearly shouted, but Audino cut herself up and took a deep, deep breath. “Right,” she said, setting a closed fist down on the table. The Guildmaster said not a word. His one good eye shifted down to the table, staring at something that wasn’t there. Eventually she couldn’t take it, and Audino confessed. “I hate this,” she whispered. “It feels so… I don’t know. If this ever gets out, we…”


 


  Gallade cast her a sidelong glance, and a reassuring smile appeared on his weathered face. “It’ll be okay. I won’t let any of this get out. We’ll do everything we can to keep them safe,” he promised.


 


  For all the years Audino knew him, ever since he was just a little kid, she knew that smile well. It had been the same smile he wore for well over forty cycles, pledging hope and stability to all that were fortunate enough to see it. It was so bright that almost nobody could see what it hid.



  

  


  



2. Submission


    
    
  A new day began. The sun rose over the mountains on the horizon, turning the sky a soft baby blue without even the faintest wisps of clouds to tarnish it. It was the start of a beautiful late spring day, just to shine a ray through the window above Riley’s bed, piercing his eyelids like a radiant lance. He squinted and groaned as he raised a paw to block it.


 


  “What the… Ah!” He jolted out of bed and threw off the thin blanket. What time was it? He’d meant to stay awake so they could leave early. He looked to the window desperate for answers. “When did I-”


 


  “Easy there! I don’t want you hurting yourself this early in the morning,” someone called to him. He glanced over to see a plump, grandmotherly Audino smiling back at him, sitting in a chair behind a cheap, small table. It was barely bigger than a nightstand. ‘
  
    Morning
  
  .’ As quickly as his panic came, it left him.


 


  “S-sorry. I… guess you’re the doctor here?”


 


  “Mmhm. Just call me Audino. And I see you’ve recovered nicely.” She laughed quietly. “Fighting-types like you heal quick, but don’t forget to take it easy. You’re still not at your full range of movement yet.”


 


  Riley nodded. One of the few things he did know was to never make the doctor angry, so he decided to omit the fact that he had tried to stay awake. “I feel fine though. The bed was way more comfortable than I’d expect.” It was probably why he wasn’t able to stay up for it, too.


 


  Audino opened up her book on the table, but she kept her eyes on Riley. “Gallade decided to splurge a bit and get good beds in here a few cycles back.” ‘Cycles’ again. Some sort of measurement of time? “Although it helps that you’re lucky. Most mornings there would be someone else here. And first thing in the morning, all their friends would rush in to see if they’re okay. You wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink.”


 


  Riley raised a brow, scratching at the fur on his neck. It felt uncomfortably matted. “Actually… why 
  
    is
  
   it quiet? I-is everyone already gone-”


 


  Audino gestured towards the door, perfectly fit to its entryway. “Soundproofing. I’m sure you appreciate it, no?”


 


  He opened his mouth to speak, but he stopped suddenly as the door squeaked open on rusted hinges. A choir of deafening chatter flooded into the room. And in walked a Kirlia, closing the door behind him as he entered. His hair was cut shorter than Riley expected, only going down to around his neck in tangled green locks. A pair of red eyes stared straight into Riley, mentally dissecting him and picking him apart.


 


  Audino raised a brow. “Oh, Kirlia. I’d have thought you left already.”


 


  “In a moment,” Kirlia answered. His slender hand pointed at the jackal in the corner. “You’re Riley, are you not? The Guildmaster told me to fetch you.”


 


  Riley swept his gaze around the mostly-empty room. His unstated question hug in the air: 
  
    Who else would it be?
  


 


  Audino rushed to cut in. “Yup! He’s all good to go. Bandages removed, wound washed up… Just something to eat and he’ll be golden.”


 


  Kirlia nodded curtly. “Right. Then follow me,” he ordered. Riley shot a glance back to the doctor, who nodded encouragingly. He took a short breath before hopping off the side of the bed.


 


  Kirlia opened the door once again, letting in a rush of prattle from the outside. There were dozens of Pokémon out there that all talked and laughed as they stood around in the soft light from luminescent plates in the ceiling. A Houndour eagerly ran down the hall with a Poochyena trying to keep up. A Staravia and a Prinplup pointed at a board outlined in green where several sheets of paper were posted, and a larger group of a Blastoise, Golbat and Jolteon were conversing over a wanted poster of a smug-looking Greninja that they’d taken off of a board outlined in red.


 


  It was overwhelming as Riley followed him into a great circular room with a high ceiling. Evenly spaced around the perimeter were seven archways and alcoves. One was a long hallway with a thick metal vault-style door behind it, and opposite that was a shorter hallway with tall wooden doors that looked greatly out of place amidst the walls carved out of stone. A scattering crowd of Pokémon were gathering in an alcove lined with wooden post boards—


 


  “Hey.” Kirlia snapped his fingers. Riley bristled and turned towards him. “My team is waiting for me. Let’s go already.”


 


  “R-right, sorry.” Riley laughed nervously. “It’s just, I wasn’t expecting… well, I didn’t know 
  
    what
  
   to expect.”


 


  His escort rolled his eyes. “Look, it’s simple. Infirmary, mess hall, vault, quarters, stairs, mission boards, office.” With each one he pointed at the appropriate doorway, making his way around the room until he was pointing at the tall wooden doors. With a closer look, they had silver and gold patterns climbing from the base up like vines creeping up to reclaim. “They’re for exactly what you think. I know it’s your first time here, but come on. It’s not that impressive-looking.”


 


  Riley winced. Although as he took a second glance, he… he had to admit that Kirlia was right. Everything seemed relatively normal. The architecture was basic and smooth, with a few featureless pillars to hold this great room up, but otherwise, the only fantastical thing about it were the strange plates in the ceiling that lit them. Riley reluctantly admitted that it was the Pokémon themselves that had struck him with wonder yet again, yet Gallade’s lingering warning echoed in his head.


 


  “Geez. Fine, I’ll go,” Riley grumbled, following behind him. Kirlia sniffed before performing an about-face and leading the way.


 


  As they reached the great, towering door that seemed to stand four or five times his height, Kirlia raised a hand and knocked hard on it four times. It had no handle nor lock, yet Riley could hear mechanisms inside click and clunk before the door drifted open. Riley froze. He could see no hands pulling, no chains, nothing. It only revealed the old Gallade sitting behind his desk in a wicker rocking chair, hands folded politely as his single eye welcomed them in.


 


  “I’ve brought him as requested,” Kirlia stated evenly.


 


  “I see that,” Gallade said politely. “Thank you. That will be all. You may return to your duties.”


 


  Kirlia nodded, performed another about-face and left without a second glance. Even as Riley followed him out with his eyes, it seemed like Riley had ceased to exist for him.


 


  “Come on in, why don’t you?” The boy jumped a little as Gallade waved him in. Nodding, he did just that, and the door drifted shut behind him. To his left in small chairs against the wall sat his saviors: a Roselia and a Charmander, looking remarkably more alert than the night before.


 


  Pyro waved. “Mornin’,” he called out, to which Rose followed up with a curt nod in place of a greeting. Riley smiled a little and waved back.


 


  “Yes. It’s good to see you’re mostly recovered.” The smile faded a little as Gallade picked up a stack of papers and aligned them by smacking the ends on his desk. “But I don’t have much time to waste with pleasantries, I’m afraid. Straight into the briefing. Team Hellraisers.”


 


  Rose hopped off the chair and stood at a salute, and Pyro was only a fraction of a second behind her. “Yes sir,” she exclaimed.


 


  “You’re personally being assigned this mission. I’ll need you to escort Riley here and try to find the possessions he had on him. Whispering Prairie has little traffic from civilized Pokémon, so I believe it shouldn’t have been stolen in the past day,” he said, sliding one of the sheets out and pucking a shimmering quill from an inkwell.


 


  Riley tilted his head to the side. “You’d said that last night, right?”


 


  “But not as an order. Everything has a process to it here, and as silly as it seems at times. Just one signature, and then…” In a swift, practiced motion, Gallade finished writing something, placed the quill down, slammed an open palm onto a dark pad, then immediately slapped it onto the bottom of a sheet of paper. “There. Printed. Here you are, Miss Rose.”


 


  “Thank you.” She walked up to the desk as Gallade slid the sheet to peek over the edge, and she jumped to clutch it in her floral hands. Just before Riley could wonder how those even worked, Gallade pointed straight at him.


 


  “And you. I can’t send you out there completely defenseless, so… Stay put for a minute.”


 


  The three watched in silent anticipation as the Guildmaster stood up, folded his hands behind his back, and strolled over to an old, oversized chest that rested in the corner of the room. It was practically a cedar sarcophagus. The lock clicked and shifted without a single touch. His palm touched the lid gently, tenderly, looking down at the thing as if it were a grave.


 


  Quietly, Riley leaned over to the Roselia and whispered, “How did he open that?”


 


  “Telekinesis,” she whispered back.


 


  His ears perked up a little. He didn’t want to admit it out loud, but the idea sounded cool. If it was hidden from view, did only Gallade know how to open his? Could he learn to use one?


 


  First Gallade removed four large, leather-bound books, pristine and polished save for a few stains, and bound with a pink ribbon. Next, was another leather-bound book, this one about half as thick but with far broader, thicker pages. A photo album, presumably. Spheres of every color of the rainbow, a broken ivory crown, a jar with some unidentifiable object suspended in an odd purple ooze… After sifting through all these alien objects for a few seconds, he finally extracted a mere burlap sack from the mess, carefully cradling it in his arms like a child.


 


  “I keep telling myself to organize this thing, and yet I never do,” he muttered to himself.


 


  A hand reached into the bag delicately, and with the utmost care it came out holding a bundled up scarf dyed an otherworldly red. The children’s gaze fell onto it with an uncertain awe.


 


  “How many cycles has it been now since you’ve seen the light of day?” Gallade whispered with a small smile.


 


  Pyro found his voice first, whispering, “What is that?”


 


  “We called it the Scarlet Scarf,” Gallade answered, keeping himself neutral. “Not creative, I know, but its enchantments aren’t to be scoffed at.”


 


  Riley blinked. “E-enchantments? Excuse me?”


 


  “There are a lot of items out there that Pokémon will use to enhance themselves. Strength, speed, endurance, special abilities… the list is nearly endless,” Gallade explained. “This one here… it was an odd one. No others like it anywhere in the world.” He held out his hand towards Riley, letting the fabric cascade out. “Take it,” he demanded. “It’ll keep you safe out there.”


 


  “But…” Riley swallowed as he stared. He tried to hold back his excitement and anxiety. “B-but what does it do?”


 


  “It’s a bit complicated, but it’ll give you certain…” Gallade waved his hand around in small circles as he tried to think of the correct word. “Situational enchantments, I suppose. It reads your intents and gives you the strength to act on them. A boost of speed when you need to flee, or hardening your body when you raise your guard.”


 


  “That’s… incredible,” Rose whispered, skeptically gazing up at the Guildmaster. “Why would such an item be stored in a chest like that for… who knows how many cycles?”


 


  “Relics hold a lot of history behind them. History gives them value, often overwhelming their original intent with the identity of those that held them. A crown that sits and gathers dust is nothing but a decoration.” Somberly, Gallade placed the burlap bag back into the chest, and invisible hands picked everything else out and gently set everything on top of it. The lid closed and lock clicked shut. A strange, faint smile emerged on Gallade’s face as he walked back over towards Riley. “He would not wish to be a relic. And I think that if he had the chance to keep one more Pokémon safe, he would relish the chance. Here.”


 


  Hesitantly, Riley reached over for the scarf, feeling the fabric between his fingers. It was soft and smooth, like silk, but a bit firmer. And it was warm, as if it had been lying for hours in the sun. Gallade let go, letting the rest of it flutter down into his waiting hands.


 


  “You’re… you’re letting me use this?” Riley asked in a whisper. “But what if I lose it? You’re giving this to someone who… you know.”


 


  For an instant, Gallade flashed a smile. “That’s what your team is for. Just stay careful and use it right,” he warned him, turning back to make for his chair. “That is all. You’re dismissed.”


 


  “Yes sir,” Rose replied, masking her uncertainty as she broke her salute. Pyro followed her lead, breaking his pose and making his way towards the door. She turned briefly towards Riley. “Come on. We need to supply before we can head out.”


 


  “Right.” He walked after them as he attempted to tie the scarf around his neck. His paws were clumsy though, and after the doors closed behind him, he gave up and went for a rough sort of bundle. It wasn’t exactly stylish, but what was the point if he just had to give it back at the end of the day?


 


  Gallade was alone in his office now—something that was not all that rare. His hand, the same one that was holding that Scarlet Scarf only seconds ago, was held mere inches from his face as his eye bored into it, catching it in all of its sins. Disgusted, he turned away towards the window, staring out into the distance. Past the rocky field littered with warped stone spires, past the barren plains, past the forested foothills, and past the chain of mountains, and aiming his gaze at another tall peak, all by its lonesome far beyond the chain. And it towered over them all, piercing into the heavens, its summit perpetually obscured by clouds.


 


  “I hope you’re happy,” he whispered through clenched teeth.


 


  …


 


  Riley followed the two up the spiral staircase. It must’ve been broad enough for two Tyranitar to walk side by side. The steps closer to the middle were shorter and more numerous, appropriate for their size, while the ones on the outside had to be jumped or climbed over. It was right about here where Riley started to realize just how small he was in this body.


 


  They lead up through a hatch and into a room with simple log walls and sparse furniture. A simple kitchen with a cast iron stove a stone chest, a table with a single dirty plate and what looked like a deck of cards, and two beds in the far corner. A wide doorway was cracked ajar just enough to see a porch, green grass and a bright blue sky.


 


  And seeing all this, Riley froze in place as he took a second look. “Hey, uh…”


 


  “Hm?” Pyro stopped and turned. “Something wrong?”


 


  “N… I mean, a little bit. Why are we in a cabin?”


 


  “Oh. Oh! Right, you were out cold yesterday. This is the entrance to the Guild.” Pryo opened his arms and made a grand sweeping gesture.


 


  Riley blinked. A second look wasn’t helping. “It’s… still a cabin.”


 


  Pyro nodded, gesturing for Riley to follow anyways. “A long time ago, the original Guild got destroyed. They carved out a hall underground in the hill to keep themselves functioning, but it worked well enough that they never got around to building a new one. The cabin just serves as a neat little lid.”


 


  “Even though a proper Guildhall would be leagues more convenient,” Rose murmured.


 


  After a moment, Riley shrugged. “I’ll get used to it.”


 


  The Charmander pushed the door open, revealing a grassy yard that sloped down a hill with a single path. Riley froze again in the doorway. Brick buildings bordered the bottom of the hill tight as the path lead into a sprawling city. Pokémon of all shapes and sizes and types roamed the streets and leaned out of windows. Colorful shops and decorations brought exotic life to the city that Riley couldn’t look away from.


 


  In the few minutes Riley had actually been awake here, he could recall loosely what a Guild was supposed to do, but he hadn’t expected something so… numerous. How many Pokémon could live here? Fifty thousand? A hundred? A grin spread across his face.


 


  “Don’t forget to breathe.”


 


  “-AH!” Riley whirled to his right. A red figure he hadn’t noticed looked down at him out of the corner of her eye. She was a Blaziken, leaning back in a wicker chair farther than it was safe. There was an amused glint in her eye as Riley recovered from nearly jumping out of his skin, but otherwise her face was like stone.


 


  “Mornin’,” she greeted.


 


  “Good morning,” the escorts responded in unison.


 


  After catching his breath, Riley nodded his own. “Yeah, morning.” Once his heart calmed down, he looked back over to the city before him, a sense of wonder returning once again. “I just… I didn’t-”


 


  “Astraean,” Blaziken said, drawing out the word into each beautiful syllable. “You lucked out, in a way. Your first view of the place is from the hill; take it in. You can take it from me, the capital looks better from up here.” With those last few words, she folded her arms behind her head and tipped back farther than what should be logically possible.


 


  Riley savored the name. “Astraean.” It was… strange, but he liked how it rolled off the tongue. “
  
    Astra… yahn…
  
  ”


 


  For a moment, Pyro frowned. “I guess this means you weren’t from around here.”


 


  Riley shook his head. “I would’ve remembered a place like this,” he said before hurrying after them.


 


  A dirt path transitioned immediately into cobblestone as they left the hill. A long stretch of wooden buildings and stands lined the broad road on each side. Restaurants, shops, old homes and a tavern-looking building with 
  
    Sleeping Stallion
  
   written above its doorway… Riley’s head darted left and right as he walked behind the two. A Tropius craned its neck down to inspect the goods of a fruit cart selling all sorts of things both familiar and foreign to Riley. An Elekid stood atop an Electivire’s shoulders as they passed the other direction, the child giddy while the father wore a smile that could only be called bittersweet. Two imposing figures, a Metang and a strange Graveler with yellow bits sticking from their rocky exterior, wore emblems of a kite shield emblazoned on a pair of white wings.


 


  Another restaurant caught his eye as they walked by it: 
  
    Treasure Trove
  
  . The name struck a chord with him, yet as he eyed the sign more closely, Riley immediately forgot about the name itself. The letters weren’t from any alphabet he recognized, yet he still understood their meaning regardless. His excitement dwindled a little bit.


 


  “You’ve a good eye,” Rose observed. “That place has been in business ever since the town was founded. The Guild’s chefs used to work there. It can be a little pricey, but if there’s ever a reason to celebrate, you go there. Hands down.”


 


  “Since the town was founded?” Riley turned back around towards the cabin, tracing his gaze along the road as it made a straight line out of town. “That’d make this the original main street, wouldn’t it?”


 


  Rose nodded her approval. “That’d be correct. Way back in the day, Astraean was just one little street, so all we need to supply from is right here. And speaking of…”


 


  As one customer walked away with a stuffed pack, Pyro gripped his claws at the end of a counter and peeked over at the green Kecleon on the other side, being polite and smiling back. “Good morning, Vivien. Could we get a few Oran berries? Two should do. A-and an apple, too,” he added hastily.


 


  “Orans and apples? We’ve got enough t’ last us 
  
    days
  
  .” He cast a look over to his business partner attending to a different line. This one was blue, not purple, and she didn’t return his look. Not to be deterred, Vivien looked back at him. A hand reached under the counter and fished out the desired fruits. “Will that be all?”


 


  “Mmm… Actually, I was thinking…”


 


  Rose cleared her throat, catching Riley’s attention. “That’s the local Kecleon Market. You can find them in any town in Meluja, and they’ve been spreading to other parts of Arushar lately.”


 


  Riley tilted his head. “‘Meluja…’”


 


  She frowned. “That doesn’t ring any bells either?”


 


  “… Should it?”


 


  “I mean, not necessarily, but it’s not looking good if you don’t. If you don’t recognize the region or even the 
  
    continent
  
  , then…” She paused, mirroring the curious tilt of his head.


 


  Riley panicked and pulled out another lie. “I might’ve been traveling when I got attacked. When I woke up, there was this cloth scrap with me that ended up getting burned. Thought it was part of a bag or something. So maybe I came from overseas somewhere?” It surprised Riley just how easily a lie came to him. As Rose paused to consider what he’d said, the only flaw in it that he saw was not knowing if there 
  
    were
  
   other continents. But there had to be if they even had that word, right?


 


  The inquisitiveness in her eyes grew too much, and Riley averted his eyes back to the Kecleon. “So do they hire anyone else? Or is it just the two of them all day?” he asked.


 


  It was difficult to tell whether she saw through it or not, but Rose went along either way, answering his question. “There’s usually four per store; all Kecleon. It’s a brand recognition sort of thing.” She shrugged, keeping her flowers at shoulder-level and aimed up as if balancing trays. “I don’t get why. Sableye’s Storage isn’t ran by all Sableye, and Delibird Delivery hires a lot of fliers outside their family.”


 


  The mention of a Sableye brought Riley’s attention to a bulky brick building just three doors down, adorned with a pink glass gem and a sign reading 
  
    Sableye’s Explorer’s Storage
  
  . Pokémon hurried in hauling bloated bags decorated with a shield emblazoned on a pair of white wings, and others left with a reasonable load in the same bags strapped over their shoulders or their backs. The same ones Rose and Pyro had slung over themselves. Explorers’ bags?


 


  “Mm. Yeah, that. They’re the main big item bank in the region,” Rose explained, following his gaze. “I hate going in there in the mornings. The lines feel like they take 
  
    forever
  
  . And when you’re only a foot tall, you get cut in line a lot by accident, and it’s not like I can just tap them to be polite about it.”


 


  Riley stood on the tips of his toes to peer in through the window, catching a glimpse of a half dozen lines that seemed to snake across each other, before his body reminded him of how strange it really was. He stumbled back as he tried to keep his balance.


 


  Rose raised a brow. “You okay?”


 


  “Yep! Yeah, I’m fine. Just didn’t get breakfast earlier, so… I think I’m a little bit off.”


 


  She exhaled. 
  
    I’ll say you are
  
  , she seemed to say. “We can give you your apple early, if you’d like. Two of those should easily hold you over.”


 


  “That’d be nice. Thank you.” At least this was actually true, this apple would be the first meal he could remember eating, but that excuse could only carry him so far. He had to figure out how to move organically or else… well, 
  
    something
  
   bad would probably happen. Gallade’s warning had been heavy enough to instill him with caution.


 


  A moment later, Pyro came back from the stand and tucked the flap closed. “I’ve got all the essentials. Not much more than that, but I wanted to keep room to bring whatever we find back.”


 


  “If it needs to be kept safe, sure, but I’d imagine Riley would rather hold onto whatever we find.”


 


  The Riolu nodded. He doubted they would find anything out there, and this whole thing just seemed like one pointless scavenger hunt for something that never existed, but he wasn’t about to say that. “Yeah. Since I’m not hauling supplies like you two are, just throw anything at me. I’ll hold it tight.”


 


  “Sounds good.” Pyro nudged his elbow as he walked past. “Should be no trouble for a Fighting-type like you, right?”


 


  Riley paused. “R-right.” He followed along, wondering in the back of his mind just what that meant.


 


  As they continued down main street, Rose turned over her shoulder to look up at him. “You might want to hold off on that apple for a bit,” she advised. “It’s not smart to eat just before you get on an Express Pokémon.”


 


  Riley raised a brow in response. “What’s an Express Pokémon?”


 


  …


 


  Nauseating.


 


  It was all a blur for Riley. He remembered getting strapped to a Zebstrika’s saddle at the back. He remembered a trot down mainstreet and into the city’s fringes, and he remembered looking with silent wonder at the lands outside Astraean. The grassy hills and shrubs, trees that seemed towering even with his reduced height, and when he looked behind him Riley could see an oak tree on the other side of the city that loomed hundreds of feet in the air.


 


  And then she started sprinting. The scenery blurred together, and Riley could feel his empty stomach lurch. Sparks plumed from her hooves as she raced down the pathways. He could vaguely remember a few remarks sent his way. “Don’t worry, it’s never easy the first time.” “It’ll get easier.” “Just try and focus on the conversation.” It seemed to work for them, since Rose and Pyro were conversing with the Express Pokémon, but Riley couldn’t keep it together for more than a minute before he got light-headed again.


 


  When the ride was finally over sometime around noon, Riley undid his strap and jumped to the ground like a sailor that hadn’t seen a port in months. He staggered and stumbled, but the relief was plain on his face.


 


  Only when his escorts hopped off soon after did he start to take note of the forested ridge he stood at, and the chain of snow-capped mountains to his right. A hill crested just ahead, where Riley could hear whispering winds lull him, soothe him.


 


  “Thank you, miss,” Rose said to her.


 


  “Oh, any time, any time!” Somehow the Zebstrika barely sounded winded, as if the whole excursion had been little more than a jog around the block. “You know where to find the outpost, right?”


 


  She nodded. “Of course. It shouldn’t be more than a few hours.”


 


  “Right. Good luck!” Her mane sparked, and her hoofprints sped down the path from where they came.


 


  As his breathing evened out, Riley stretched his arms and started turning around. “Please tell me we don’t— 
  
    wah!
  
  ” Something red and round flew at his face. He fumbled to catch a big, cool apple in his paws.


 


  The Charmander patted him on the shoulder as he passed him by. “There. If you’re still hungry, just say the word.”


 


  “Th… thanks.” His stomach was still settling, but he hadn’t had a bite to eat in… well, as far as he knew, ever. Riley opened his muzzle and took a bite as he turned to follow. And almost immediately, it felt 
  
    off
  
  . The teeth were in different places. His tongue was longer and thinner. The mouth as a whole felt weirdly stretched compared to what he expected. That oddity hit him like a punch to the face, to the point where the flavor didn’t immediately register.


 


  Pyro caught his puzzled expression and looked back, a little worried. “It didn’t go bad, did it? It should still be fresh?” he asked, glancing down at the pale yellow flesh.


 


  “N-no, it’s fine!” Riley said through half a mouthful. “I just, uh, I think I was raised around sour apples. The sweetness caught me off guard.”


 


  “Mm. There’s a few sour orchards around Meluja, but most of the money is in sweet apples,” Rose explained. “We didn’t pack anything else, so I’m sor-”


 


  “It’s fine, really.” Riley swallowed and went in for another bite. The flavor was even sweeter than he’d expected, more akin to apple juice than a regular apple. “It’s good. Just, uh, if we’re going back the same way we got here, I’ll stick to one.”


 


  Pyro let out a rueful chuckle. “I remember I passed out on my first ride. Granted, it was on the back of a Salamence, but still. By your third you’ll barely feel it.”


 


  Before he could voice his doubts, they reached the top of the ridge. The whispering sea of amber grass stretched out into the horizon, beached by the slope that lead into the chain of towering snow-capped mountains. Their path thinned and faded along the edge. A somber silence fell over him as he stared. What felt like an eternity passed in a handful of seconds before Riley could find his voice again.


 


  “So this was a Mystery Dungeon?”


 


  The Roselia nodded as she passed him by. “It’s aptly named. Fickle rules, morphing walls, protective inhabitants, and that little optical illusion out there… I don’t know 
  
    what
  
   you were doing in there when you were attacked. You never go in by yourself.”


 


  It was a good question. Whatever dropped him off could’ve picked a better place than the fringes of a hostile Mystery Dungeon.


 


  “But,” she went on, “you should be okay this time. Whatever possessions you had shouldn’t have been drawn in too deep. Just stick with us and we’ll hold off whatever wanders your way. Or rather, stick with him.”


 


  Riley raised a brow. “Splitting the group?”


 


  “Covers more ground,” Pyro shrugged. Riley raised a brow. The general idea was right, but Rose’s bag was so much smaller than her teammate’s. He kept himself from saying anything, since there was already so much he didn’t understand and too many questions would only make himself look suspicious, but he kept that in mind to ask Gallade later.


 


  Rose took a sharp turn towards the amber grass. A powerful gale bent the blades to form a single corridor. She nodded to her teammate, bracing herself as she trudged forward. The wind eased. The blades stood up. Rose was gone.


 


  “… How the…” Riley stood there, blinking, his muzzle ajar.


 


  “They’re called 
  
    Mystery
  
   Dungeons,” Pyro said, gesturing Riley forward. Puzzled, he went along. “They don’t always make sense, but you get used to it.”


 


  “Yeah, but like, that was… Is this place alive?”


 


  He shrugged. “Sorta.”


 


  “‘Sorta?’” Riley hurried forward to stare the Charmander dead in the face. “You can’t just say ‘sorta’ like I’m supposed to understand.”


 


  Hiding a hint of a smirk, Pyro went on. “Theory goes, it all depends on the Wildie at the depths of the dungeon. Its rules take the form of their… habits, I guess.”


 


  ‘Wildie.’ Such a cutesy name for the wild Pokémon?


 


  “It’s a bit difficult to know for sure,” he continued, gazing down at the dirt. “Getting that deep into a dungeon is exceptionally difficult, and even then, the few that 
  
    have
  
   been found just attack. Even for a place as calm as this.”


 


  After mulling it over for a second, Riley nodded. “You said we aren’t going deep, so we don’t have to worry about that, right?”


 


  “Arceus, no. Getting that far would take 
  
    months
  
  . We’ll be done by day’s end at the longest.”


 


  At that, the Charmander took a left towards the grass, and another gale parted the sea into a long corridor. He entered with little hesitation, and not wanting to be left behind, Riley pressed forward into the wind. The plantlife shifted and danced, their whispering nearly deafening. The air seemed to shake. And as the corridor closed up behind them, a circle of grass around them bent to the soil beneath it.


 


  Riley gulped. “‘
  
    Mystery
  
   Dungeon,’” he reminded himself, following the flame on the end of Pyro’s tail like a torch, staying just out of the arc of its sway.


 


  “If you have any questions, I can bring you to someone back at the Guild that’d fill you in,” said Pyro, entering a short hall that took a right turn just ahead. “But for now, just stay on the cleared routes. Don’t get thrown too far into the grass.”


 


  “Why? What’s out there?”


 


  “Nothing.” The single word had grave finality to it. “You’d only have a few seconds before you’re lost forever.”


 


  “… Oh.” Riley shifted to stand in the exact center of the corridor. It was broad enough to fit even the largest Pokémon, but that only meant his demise was a mere three or four feet to either side.


 


  Pyro stopped as they rounded the corner, his gaze fixated upon a Rattata that stared back up at the outsiders. It snarled and brandished two buck teeth. It was a frail thing, skin clinging to its ribs and eyes radiating hunger.


 


  “A Wild?” Riley asked quietly, peeking around the Charmander to get a better look. It immediately reminded him of those two Nidoran. The looks in their eyes felt the same. Even if the Rattata was significantly smaller, he felt a strange mix of fear and fascination.


 


  “Yup.” Flames spilled out of the corner of his mouth as an attack built up in his throat, wispy tongues flickering as he spoke. “This one isn’t too strong, but they can do a number on you if you drop your guard.”


 


  The frail Rattata jumped forward, closing the distance to just a bit more than a few feet away. With a deep breath, the Charmander arched his neck forward and spat forth a ball of flames. The Rattata jumped to the side, barely dodging as the Ember collided with the grass floor and nearly instantly snuffed itself out. Snarling, the Rattata leapt forward and into the air. Pyro took a step to the side and slammed down his claw on the Normal-type’s back. With a yelp of pain, it was smitten into the dirt, its body splayed out. Pyro stamped his foot into its spine, pinning it there as he again gathered a cluster of flames.


 


  And all the while, less than a yard behind stared the Riolu, watching it struggle and writhe underneath the lizard’s foot. High-pitched whines and groans escaped the rodent’s mouth. The way it squirmed seemed so juvenile and pathetic. So basic was its nature in the ways that its beady brown eyes glared up at its captor. It wanted to fight. It wanted to eat.


 


  The Ember propelled out of the Fire-type’s jaw, engulfing the Rattata in a coat of flames. It thrashed about for but a moment, crying its whiny cries until falling limp with a shuddery breath. Pyro said something quiet under his breath, as if uttering a prayer, before shaking his head and removing his foot.


 


  “See? Nothing to worry about,” he told him. “More will be here soon though, so unless you wanna deal with them yourself, I suggest we get going.”


 


  “Y-yeah, got it,” Riley answered. As the Charmander turned to continue forward, he took a moment to look at the unmoving Rattata, crouching down to inspect it. It appeared to be a regular Pokémon. No odd smog, no discoloration— yet seconds ago it was snarling like a rabid, starving forest creature. And presumably, others like it would act the same way.


 


  Was it the Mystery Dungeon that did this? When he’d woken up he was on the fringes of this place, so maybe its influence made Pokémon savage. Or were they just born this way? Sentient but not sapient? It couldn’t be some kind of possession, given how Pyro acted— 


 


  The moment Riley remembered him, he shot up and looked further down the path. He couldn’t see the Charmander. The glow of his tail flame was nowhere to be seen. His ears flattened.


 


  “No no no no,” he said in a panicked whisper, breaking into a sprint and taking a sharp left. It led into a small clearing of flattened grass with an opening to both sides of him. The left path continued on for a short distance before taking a sharp right, while the right took an almost immediate right turn and then continue straight for a while. Worried, he looked down the left path. And then the right. Back to the left. Back to the right.


 


  He sighed. If he waited any longer, Pyro might end up out of earshot. He had to suck up his pride. Cupping his paws around his muzzle, Riley stood on the tips of his toes and screamed at the top of his lungs, “HEEEEEEEY!!” A pause. He took a long, quiet breath as the winds picked up a little. “I DIDN’T… WHERE ARE YOU?!”


 


  After a moment Riley received an answer, but it made his heart stop. A low, deep growl from behind him.


 


  A frightened Riley spun around with his breath held. A large, bulky lavender figure stood at the turn in the path, aiming a long chipped horn at his chest. Ravenous brown eyes bored into him. Its thick hide was coated in rigid spines and edges like coral. 


 


  “Hey, there,” he instinctively greeted the Nidorino while he tried to get his legs to work. The wild Pokémon in turn took a few more steps forward. “Nice day we’re having, isn’t… isn’t it?”


 


  It stalked forward in response. Riley turned to his left again to peer down the path, and then to the right. Both appeared to be clear. A flip of a coin…


 


  
    Think
  
  , he told himself. 
  
    This thing doesn’t seem too strong. It’s probably faster than me, but with a body like that it would also have trouble rounding corners. So the left tunnel is looking like a better option. And it’s a fifty-fifty shot that Pyro went there. But if it’s not, and I walk into something worse…
  


 


  And yet as he stood there, pinned like a butterfly in a glass box, Riley realized that it wasn’t fear that held him here. He was afraid, absolutely, yet more than anything he was… curious. Anxious. Enthralled as his scarlet eyes stared into the empty, hungry face of the Nidorino. Just what 
  
    was
  
   it going to do? The fear had thinned into a cautionary warning, a mere sign on a fence. Don’t feed the animals. 


 


  The Nidorino then let out a short, low roar before breaking into a heavy sprint and barreling towards the Riolu. Its movements were fast for its size, but clunky, like a charging bull. Riley jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack and watching carefully as the wild Pokémon came to a screeching halt. A cloud of dust formed as its hind legs dug into the ground.


 


  “Is… was that 
  
    it
  
  ?” Riley scoffed. The Nidorino turned around, stamping its front foot on the ground twice. The boy cracked a smile. “Guess I shouldn’t expect more from an undersized rhino,” he said, broadening his stance. In turn, the wild Pokémon again charged forward and leapt into the air. Riley dove underneath it and slid on his stomach just as its hooves 
  
    thumped
  
   into the ground where he’d just been.


 


  Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he stared back at it. His heart beat like a war drum. An excited, goofy grin spread across his face. Chuckling, he stood himself and brushed the dirt off of his fur. It was as if he had regressed into a child again, playing out recklessly in the woods until the sun was nearly gone. And why not? He was living every kid’s playground dreams. Turning to flee would be like spitting in the faces of every child who dared to imagine.


 


  
    What moves do I know?
  
   He had a basic knowledge of Pokémon moves, but like hell he had them memorized. He didn’t even know what ‘level’ he was supposed to be around. He could probably manage to punch and kick and bite, but there had to be more to his abilities than that, right?


 


  
    Moving this body around is coming easier to me now
  
  , he observed, 
  
    so maybe if I just try some things I’ll figure something out… Hopefully.
  


 


  With a deep, nervous breath, Riley began to walk forward. The red scarf around his neck grew comfortably scalding like hot springs. His fist clenched and unclenched, clenched and unclenched, the grating of the paws only faintly cutting through the winds. The Nidorino in turn began to approach Riley once again, picking up speed and charging forward. With each stride it let out a low grunt, and it lowered its head to point the horn straight at the outsider. 


 


  
    Kick
  
  , said some distant part of his mind, and Riley obeyed. He kicked off the ground and burst forward, rushing around the Nidorino towards its flanks. A faint streak of white trailed behind him before fading into the air. Riley grinned and tried to hold back from squeeing.


 


  
    Quick Attack?! Oh my god, that was so cool! I wonder what el
  
  —


 


  With a fierce roar, the Nidorino kicked back with its hind legs and crashed its hoof straight into the bottom of Riley’s muzzle. Something cracked as he soared backwards, skidding and bouncing on the dirt like a toy hurled by a tantruming toddler. Blood had begun to pool in his mouth. His jaw bone moved in jittery, mechanical motions. Almost immediately his head began to ache. The light of the sun was obnoxiously bright.


 


  “R… right,” he groaned. With a soft laugh he staggered onto his shaking feet. “I shouldn’t have… ran my mouth like that, should I?” With the adrenaline in his system, he couldn’t entirely register the pain. He knew something was wrong, but not 
  
    how
  
   wrong. At that moment Riley was just visualizing another move that Riolu could learn: Force Palm. Eagerly, he smacked a fist into his other paw. “Let’s try this again.”


 


  The Nidorino opened its mouth, perhaps about to answer the challenge, when a swarm of thorny vines erupted behind it and constricted it. It yelped and turned its neck to look at their source, but the vines squirmed and pulled taut. Thorns sank in. A faint reddish glow shone through the vines’ tough skin. The Nidorino dropped to one knee, then to its chest, and in only a few moments its eyes drifted shut.


 


  Petrified, Riley stood in place as an incredibly fed-up Roselia marched around the Wild Pokémon and stared up at him.


 


  “Do you mind explaining just 
  
    what you were thinking?!
  
  ” she exclaimed, throwing both flowers above her head.


 


  “
  
    Me?
  
   What about 
  
    you?
  
  ” Riley countered, visibly upset. “I was just about to beat-”


 


  “Get yourself killed out here? Yeah, no duh,” she spat, gesturing to his slightly shifted jawbone. “Consider yourself lucky that you’re still 
  
    standing
  
  . I don’t even know how the hell you’re doing that.”


 


  “I could’ve taken it,” Riley huffed, crossing his arms.


 


  “Arceus, you’re just… Nevermind,” Rose sighed, raising her blue flower to her forehead. “Where the hell did Pyro run off to?”


 


  Riley shook his head turned around and pointed to the T-intersection path. “Down one of those,” he answered. “I lagged behind a bit, and he went on ahead. I didn’t wanna risk getting myself even more lost, so I stayed put. But,” he shrugged, “then that showed up.”


 


  “Unbelievable,” she muttered, reaching into a small bag that hung by her side. Between the red petals she removed a small seed, no bigger than a pumpkin’s. The outer shell had an alluring goldenrod hue to it. “Take this,” she offered, extending her arm up towards the Riolu. “If I had to guess, your jaw has less than a minute before it starts hurting. This is like a painkiller. Swallow it, if you can.”


 


  “Thanks,” he said, taking the seed into his paw. He then placed it on his tongue carefully and, with a bit of a struggle, managed to bring it down.


 


  “Don’t mention it,” Rose dismissed, turning to look down the path. “Just doing my job.” She looked carefully down the left route, and then the right. Left again. Right again. Once more, nothing. “Damn it, you stupid lizard,” she spat. “Where the hell did you go?”


 


  With nothing else to say, Riley turned around once again and began making his way towards the pale, unconscious body of the Nidorino. There was still the expected, unsettling vibe of being about a fallen beast, not knowing what it will do or not. But now, covered in rapidly withering vines, it seemed so fragile. She only took it out in, what, one attack? That was pathetic! If he actually got the chance to fight it, he could have taken it out in like three or four, easy. If she hadn’t shown up out of the blue like that, right now he would be stan… ding… His thoughts froze almost instantly as he came to what should be the obvious realization.


 


  “I thought you entered through another part of the dungeon.” Riley peered down the only path she could have entered from. It had been a straight shot so far, had it not? All of this must’ve been too much to process, for he found himself dropping into a sitting position. His limbs felt heavy.


 


  “It spat me into a different part of the labyrinth, but it’s still connected. And I ran into a pesky Psychic-type that decided to isolate me.” She shook her head before peering back at Riley for a second, who was propping himself back on his arms. “I just hope the same hasn’t happened to him. Abra aren’t supposed to be common out here.”


 


  “An Abra…” he said dreamily. What was one supposed to look like? A cat? Did it have fur? “Can we go see an Abra? That’d…” He yawned. “That’d be cool.” 


 


  “Later.” She turned away from the path and strolled back over to him. “Alright, I need you to listen to me. The adrenaline is probably leaving your system right about now, so you’re gonna realize that you’re not in the best of shapes. I heard that crack from down the path. You might be concussed.”


 


  “What?” He tapped at his muzzle, receiving a dull yet heavy pain.


 


  “Don’t touch it,” she scolded. “Part of our job is keeping you safe, and that includes from further injuring yourself. So I hope you will forgive me, but I had to give you a Sleep Seed.”


 


  “A Sleep…” Riley blinked. He tried to glare up at her, but his eyes were heavy. “A 
  
    what?
  
  ”


 


  She shrugged. “Hey, look at the bright side. You won’t have to put up with the ride home.”


 


  “You… you…” He could only manage one last growl before his eyes shut, and Riley slumped over onto the ground. Out like a light.


 


  A dutiful Rose stood by him, watching the paths for any starved Wildies. Her dark eyes were sharp. She kept her ears opened. Thorned tendrils occasionally poked out from between her petals when she thought she heard something, but it was only a minute before she knew something was close.


 


  “Riley…? Riley…!” Pyro shouted in the distance.


 


  Rose cupped her flowers around her mouth to amplify her already small voice. Thankfully the wind was in her favor. “Over here!!”


 


  The Charmander’s hurried footsteps came running down the path a minute later, and an exasperated and battered Pyro stood gasping at the intersection. He had a thin clawmark along his side. “Oh, oh thank Arceus you found him. I-I wasn’t looking behind me, and I accidentally walked into a nest. So many Yungoos…” He placed a claw on his beating heart as he calmed down, and as he got a second look, he rubbed at his eyes. Riley was still down on the ground. So was the Nidorino. “Is… He’s okay, right?”


 


  “He’ll need to see Audino, but there’s no first-aid. See that?” Rose pointed at his slightly crooked muzzle. “Bone damage. Oran berries don’t fix that. So we’ll just bring him back.”


 


  “B-back? But the mission-”


 


  “Found it already,” she said with a smirk, reaching into her bulging bag and removing sleek blue ceramic object the size of a peach. A few holes around the surface revealed a hollow interior, and an angled spout stuck out at one side.


 


  Pyro admired the object with his head tilted. “What… 
  
    is
  
   that?”


 


  She shrugged. “Foreign. So it could be his,” Rose answered, gently placing it back inside. “There were a few scraps of cloth with it which I snagged, but nothing else nearby. Items it takes tend to be gathered up, so if this is it, then that’s everything.”


 


  “You sure we shouldn’t look around a little more? Just in case?”


 


  “Oh no, of course we are. Can’t be too careful. But you’ll need to watch where you’re going with him.”


 


  “Right, of c-” His gaze fell upon the dozing Riolu, who was just starting to softly snore. “I’m… carrying him? But…” Pyro sighed. “Fine, fine. I’ll have to keep my tail straight the whole time though.” When his partner was only a foot tall, Pyro often found himself stuck with the lifting.


 


  …


 


  It was late in the day with a sky set ablaze as Riley awoke. Yet again, he was in the same soft bed of the infirmary with the cool blanket draped over him. He let out a low groan as he shifted over and pulled himself halfway out of the thin fabric. In a daze, he opened his eyes and looked around. He was alone. The desk in the corner was uninhabited, and the remaining five beds were just as empty.


 


  A moment later as he began to regain himself, he noticed a dull ache pulsating from his jawbone. Curious, Riley gently raised his right paw to its source to discover a small, smooth patch curving with the geometry of his muzzle to cover… 
  
    something
  
  . Presumably, whatever mark was left by the kick back in the dungeon.


 


  The Riolu stopped when he noticed something in his peripheral vision. Turning his head revealed it to be a note resting on the bed next to his, perched on the pillow with characters written in a dark purple ink, just barely off from being pure black. He leaned over to inspect the note, reading it as five simple words: “Come to my office. -Gallade.” The handwriting seemed unfitting of Gallade’s character, with a bit too much personality and polish put into the lettering. It seemed to match more with Audino, if anyone.


 


  “Yessir,” he mumbled to himself, throwing off the blanket entirely and jumping down from the bed. And it was the moment that his paws hit the cold stone floor that he came to the sudden realization: the scarf was missing. Panic filled his being for a mere fraction of a second as he took a sharp inhale, frantically grasping at his exposed neck. He felt so cold. So, so oddly cold. A moment was taken to calm himself down. “Easy,” he attempted to soothe, now becoming aware of how insane he would appear to be to an observer. “They just gave it back to Gallade. So…” He stopped himself, shaking his head to free himself of his thoughts, and then continued forward.


 


  Jumping up to reach the doorknob, he opened the door attached to it and entered the main room of the Guild. This late, nearly all of the Pokémon who would have returned from a daily excursion were in their rooms and doing whatever. The only ones left in the main hall were a passing duo of a Luxio and a Buizel that returned a curious glance to Riley for only a second before returning to a conversation about a mission they would take the next day. Something about a lake, from what he couldn’t help but overhear.


 


  He made his way over to the elegant, out-of-place doors to the Guildmaster’s office and gave it two hard knocks. Before his third even hit the wood, the reverberation of the lock’s mechanisms sliding into place rang dully, and the door slid open just enough so Riley could squeeze through. He did so, and the door shut behind him.


 


  Gallade sat upon his desk, papers and documents moved aside to give him the room he needed. His being merely a silhouette as he basked in the twilight entering from the window. The Psychic-type kept his right hand held in a way similar to the form a connoisseur holds their wine glass. His left eye was fixated upon the blue, peach-sized object that levitated above his palm.


 


  “Glad to see you’re up,” Gallade said, blank and motionless.


 


  “It was just a kick,” Riley dismissed. “I wouldn’t even have gone out cold like that if it wasn’t for the side effects on some ‘
  
    painkillers
  
  ‘.”


 


  “That’s not why I’m glad, though that’s good to hear,” Gallade replied. He extended his index finger and pointed it at Riley, and the smooth object floated over to the Fighting-type. “It’s about this thing here.”


 


  “What is it?” the boy asked, reaching out to take it into his hands. The tips of his fingers traced along the slick polish and found themselves naturally falling upon a line of four holes near the top.


 


  “It’s called an ‘ocarina’,” Gallade answered. “Normally they’re a bit bigger than that, but this is a children’s model. Blow into the top, why don’t you?”


 


  Hesitantly, Riley brought it to his lips, putting the spout inside and giving it a quick, sharp exhale. And from the unplugged holes came an equally quick, equally sharp note. An underwhelming silence filled the room the moment the ocarina’s billowy chirp ceased.


 


  “Was… was that all it does?” Riley asked, inspecting it more carefully


 


  “In skilled hands, far from it. But yours are not that.” Riley’s ears twitched as the Guidlmaster smirked, though he quickly went on before the boy could say anything. “It’s an instrument. Rare in these parts, but still just wind and holes. No sorcery. No trick.”


 


  “Then why show it to me?”


 


  “Before you… collapsed out there, Miss Rose found that in the dungeon,” Gallade explained. “Since an area like that is generally unpopulated, not counting the Wildies, and an ocarina is an especially uncommon luxury, I thought that this might be yours. It would appear that isn’t the case.”


 


  “Yeah, sorry. I got nothing,” Riley told him, tossing the ocarina back. Gallade caught it in his left hand and gently placed it on his table.


 


  “Not a problem,” Gallade said back. “I didn’t expect you to find anything. Humans don’t tend to bring over belongings when they transfer. And as expected, you’re no abnormality.”


 


  “So, we went out and just stole this off the ground?” Riley surmised.


 


  “Technically,” the Guildmaster answered with a shrug. “But let’s put the instrument aside for now.” He placed the ocarina down on the table, and stared thoughtfully at the the Fighting-type. “How was it out there in the dungeon?”


 


  “Kinda short,” Riley admitted. “It was getting kinda fun before it suddenly stopped.” Perhaps there was a little bit of venom in his voice. Not even Riley knew if that’s what it truly was.


 


  “So, you want to go back? Is that what I’m hearing?” Gallade asked, a hint of playfulness in his tone. The Riolu across from him nodded and averted his eyes.


 


  Without a word, the Guildmaster stood up and walked around to behind his desk. The stacks of papers moved themselves back into their prim and proper position, shifting and flipping and twirling until freezing in a neat stack, like a plastic prop in a dollhouse. Gallade sat down in his chair and reached underneath the desk, only to pull up a small, brown satchel emblazoned by a shield on a pair of wings, which he plopped down on a cleared spot on the surface before him.


 


  “What’s that?” Riley asked, almost demanding, his gaze set upon the bag between them. Something was there— something that he, on a base level, needed to have.


 


  “It’s an offer, from me to you,” Gallade began as he leaned back in his chair. “Put bluntly, I’d like you to join the Guild.”


 

The single statement took the Riolu aback as a rush of thoughts came to his mind, swarming like piranhas to an animal unlucky enough to have fallen in the water. And every one of them was asking one question, chanting it to summon the answer: why? Why would the Guildmaster ask a nobody like him to join the Guild? Why would he ask first before Riley inevitably requested sanctuary? Why would he accept a human if it meant putting both his and the Guild’s reputation on the line? So many questions, and yet, he asked none of them. He didn’t care what the answers may be. They didn’t seem important. All he wanted right there and then was that bag on the table, and whatever was in it, with a burning desire.

 


  “Yes,” Riley blurted out. His voice rang clear like a church bell.


 


  “Eager, are we?” Gallade snickered. “Glad to hear it. Welcome to the Guild.” He extended his arm out to the strap of the satchel and gently tossed it to the boy. Riley slid his paw under the cover, digging around only to feel the warm, silky fabric of the scarf he had adorned earlier. He couldn’t believe it. With a skeptical glance, he gently pulled the article out to be greeted by its vibrantly unreal hue of red.


 


  “I…” He struggled to complete his sentence, unsure if he was really willing to be humble. “I thought you said this was your friend’s,” Riley said.


 


  “Not anymore,” Gallade replied. “The dead can lay no claims to anything but their own deeds.” A bitter smile spread across his face, partially hidden by the shadows birthed from the twilight casted from the window. “And like I said, he wouldn’t want to see it gathering dust as it had been. Go ahead, put it on.”


 


  The Fighting-type looked back down at the scarlet scarf again. It was like something out of a Greek epic, woven out of a goddess’s hair and dyed in the blood of some mythical eldritch beast. And to have once been adorned by a fallen friend? The value behind this thing, both emotionally and monetarily, must have been incomprehensible. He wasn’t worthy of such a treasure. And not to mention, he was a human. Something Gallade didn’t want getting out. And yet he was doing this much for him?


 


  He wanted to just be happy. Hell, Riley was holding back the urge to just bundle it around his neck again and jump for joy. But he was holding it back for a reason.


 


  “I… I didn’t really have a choice here, did I?” Riley asked. His eyes locked with the Guildmaster’s. That single red eye stared back at him, cold and pitiful, as the boy tried not to back down.


 


  “A bit of advice for you,” Gallade said, taking a sheet of paper with one hand and the shimmering blue quill with the other. “Ignore everything that’s going on, okay? It should make it a lot easier for you.”


 


  The boy froze. His response was lodged in his throat.


 


  “You’re going to be confused, and that’s okay, but forgive me. I cannot explain it to you. You seem smart; maybe you’ll see why.” The quill raced across the page as Gallade scrawled something Riley couldn’t read. Whatever it was had stolen his attention completely, even as he spoke to the boy. “I’m asking a lot here, but I really do want to help you. So trust me, okay? You’ll get lodging, security, adventure… While I do what I can to sort this out, just explore and have fun.”


 


  There was a long, long pause that followed as Riley stared down at the scarf. If he took this, he’d be stuck with Gallade. Whatever sort of conspiracy was going on here, however he might’ve arrived here, whatever questions he would gather in the coming days— taking Gallade’s offer would mean playing by his rules. It was a heavy decision to make when he didn’t know what he was getting into.


 


  And Riley was okay with that. He knew he shouldn’t have been, but the discomfort he felt was outweighed by a sheer sense of adventure. Today had ended way too abruptly for his liking. He wanted more. Whatever was going on here with humans, Riley didn’t want any of it.


 


  He nodded his head, bringing the scarf to his neck and carefully wrapping it around. It felt 
  
    right
  
   to have it there. “I’ll trust you,” Riley proclaimed. “Take as long as you need. My answer is still the same.”


 


  “Good.” Gallade set the quill in the inkwell and prepared the pad for his handprint. “I’ll make this quick. You were from overseas in Makoto, traveling alone for some reason. The shagginess of your fur, muscle definition and lack of a collar can only give us so much to go off of, so while we’re sending word to see if anyone has seen you, hopes are low.”


 


  “Is… that necessary? Can you even tell that much from fur?” Riley asked, raising his paw to scratch his soft, fluffy neck. He blinked. Hadn’t there been-


 


  “It lines up enough to clear immediate suspicion. If I can I’ll compound on it later, but for now…” After pressing his palm firmly into the corner, Gallade slid the ink pad and the page to the other side of the desk. “Place your print and we’ll be in business.”


 


  Nodding, Riley stood on the tips of his toes to dab his paw on the ink. He placed his print right under where Gallade’s finger pointed, and all was sealed. With one hand Gallade pulled the page back while the other offered a damp rag to clean Riley’s paw, which the boy did hastily.


 


  “All signed and sealed,” he said, setting the sheet in the corner to dry before looking back at the boy. “Make your way down to Room 317. There should be a bed for you set up already. You can find your own way there, I trust.”


 


  “Yeah— uh, yes sir.” Riley snapped into a rough salute. 


 


  Gallade let out a short laugh. “We’ll… work on that later. For now, just remember to bring any questions to me first. I will make time for you. But most importantly, make sure you have fun out there. That’s an order,” he said with a faint smile.


 


  The boy nodded. “I’ll do my best.”


 


  They exchanged farewells, the door opened, and as Riley left it clicked shut. Gallade was alone in his office, the ghost of a smile fading away with the setting sun. It was a sickly business, this one. He opened a hand, and the ocarina levitated over to hover just above his palm. Indeed, the treasure was a beautiful one. Its owner must’ve cared for it greatly.


 


  Gallade closed his fist tight, and the ocarina seemed to crack. It held its form for a single confused second before disintegrating into blue dust.


 


  …


 


  It wasn’t too hard to find the ladderwell where all the dorms were. All the important things were accessible right from the main room. Giving this place a second look, Riley could definitely see it. This place was designed with function first, and though it wasn’t hideous, it wasn’t exactly a marvel either. The ladderwell was just a flight of broad stairs (small ones on the inside, big ones against the wall), but once again, he felt awfully small, especially given that the bottom of the ladderwell seemed so far down. There was at least a pool of water down at the depths. Some kind of bath? Fall protection?


 


  His only form of a guide was a sign on the wall. ‘100-150: First Floor. 200-250: Second Floor.’ It went on and on like that for an entire eleven floors, until the final twelfth was labeled ‘Staff and Misc.’ It didn’t seem right to him that the staff would have to climb all that way for their work, but who was he to judge?


 


  Pokémon were awake but fairly quiet at this hour. He could hear voices as he passed by the first two floors, and he caught a few glimpses of some Pokémon, but they were hardly rowdy. They were probably all too tired to be doing much of anything. And as he reached the third floor, that seemed to hold up there as well. Riley took a deep breath, tightened his bag around his shoulder to try and look like he belonged, and strolled down the straight path.


 


  Nearly all the rooms were filled tonight with a variety of Pokémon, most in their first or second evolution. A Tyrogue and a Flaaffy laid back on soft but simple piles of hay as they wistfully discussed their adventures from the day in the darkness left by a darkened plate in their ceiling. Pieces from a game hit a checkered board as a Furret gently placed down a rook-looking thing, smirking faintly as he challenged the Munchlax across from her. A Poliwhirl revealed their hand of cards to a Watchog and a Castform, laughing confidently as his opponent tired to hide their distress. But none of them gave Riley the light of day. The most he would get was a curious glance before they returned to whatever activity they were doing beforehand.


 


  “Three seventeen, three seventeen…” he muttered to himself. Each room had their number written in chalk, so it wasn’t long before he found it. And it was no different for him. Same spacious dimensions, two piles of hay for beds, a dim plate in the ceiling, and a section of a tree trunk that served as a table.


 


  And just like the others, it too was inhabited. A Charmander sat at the table whittling away at a piece of wood. Slivers had been swept neatly into a small pile. And on the other end, a Roselia lay on her stomach on the cold stone floor, a book nearly as big as her opened before her. For a moment, neither noticed him standing there, frozen, but it didn’t last long. Pyro looked up from his craft and offered a warm smile.


 


  “Welcome,” he greeted.


 


  Riley glanced up at the mouth of the opening. ‘317’ was written in plain white chalk, right between ‘316’ and ‘318.’ “I… I have the right room, don’t I?” he asked.


 


  “You should.” Pryo scraped a claw against the block of wood, carving off another sliver into the neat pile. “Gallade didn’t change his mind, did he? Did he put you with someone else?”


 


  Riley blinked. “He… didn’t tell me anything about roommates.” Since they raised no objection, he walked into the opening. It felt strangely barren for how big it was. He noticed a smear of soot in one corner, a pale of water by one of the beds, a shelf for a few books only a foot or so off the ground…


 


  Rose nodded her head. “That sounds about right for Gallade. He likes to surprise people,” she said, marking her page and gently closing the book. “Though I’m a little surprised you thought you would’ve been allowed to go on your own. An amnesiac whose only fight ended with his jaw broken?”


 


  Riley bristled. “H-hey, I would’ve won that if you hadn’t stepped in.” He folded his arms across his chest defensively.


 


  Rose rolled her eyes. “Tell you what. You can prove that tomorrow, okay?” she offered, defusing the situation before it could go anywhere.


 


  “With you two?” he asked hesitantly. “But, won’t I… you know, slow you guys down?” It hurt to admit that, but it was undeniable.


 


  Pry shrugged. “So? We’ll find a balance for us both. Someone’s gotta ease you into things, right?”


 


  “But, I…” He stopped himself once again. He couldn’t think of another reason to say no. Sure, there was the classic 
  
    I barely know you
  
  , but that went for literally everyone else here. If anything, he knew them better than anyone, save for maybe the Guildmaster. But even still… “I mean, you’re right, but… Is that really alright? To force myself into things?”


 


  “I mean…” Rose glanced between him and Pyro for a moment. “You didn’t seem like a bad guy out there. Maybe a little stupid, but we can show you the ropes so you don’t break your jaw again. I’m fine with taking you in.”


 


  “Yeah. Gallade took us in too, so we’d be hypocrites not to help you out,” Pyro chimed. “Make yourself at home for as long as you’d like.”


 


  Riley swallowed. “R… right. Thank you.” He nodded his head and looked around the room some more. “So, uh… where should I put my bag? Anywhere?”


 


  “By your bed.” Rose pointed one of her flowers at a pile of hay against the wall. “Or roost. Or nest. Or cot. Whatever you’d like to call it, that one’s yours.”


 


  Riley blinked. “But… there’s only two. D-don’t tell me we’re-”


 


  “Riley?” Pyro interjected, trying to hide a little amusement as he held up his burning tail. “I can’t sleep in hay. I just sleep on the floor. That nest is all yours.”


 


  He nodded, but just before he went on, the statement played again in his head and Riley stopped mid-stride. “Wait, what? Isn’t the floor cold?”


 


  “Don’t ask. He’s just weird like that,” Rose interjected. “We tried getting him Rawst leaves. They feel too weird.”


 


  “Like sleeping on rubber,” Pyro mumbled.


 


  At least content, if not satisfied, Riley wandered over to his pile of hay and threw his bag atop it. “Right then. I’ve done enough sleeping for a while now, so… I hope you don’t mind that I’ll be up for a while. You got anything to—”


 


  Pyro set the block down, heading over towards the checkerboard and a drawstring sack of wooden pieces. “Will Shores work for you?” he asked, setting the board on their excuse for a table regardless. “We have Truths and Ideals too, if you remember how that’s supposed to be played, but Shores is real easy.”


 


  ‘Shores.’ ‘Truths and Ideals.’ Was Riley supposed to know these? The bag opened, and as Pyro pulled out handfuls of small disks painted a faded red and blue, he caught glimpses of more detailed pieces inside. Some resembled shields, but a few were of Pokémon in idle yet regal poses. He could see the head of a Garchomp and what was probably a Rapidash that was reared up. But as the pieces were set into place, the red on Riley’s side and the blue on Pyro’s, Riley realized exactly what he was looking at.


 


  Seeing his bewilderment, Pyro stopped with the last piece still in his claws. Rose smirked a little bit before returning to her tome of a book. “O… oh, I didn’t actually… I didn’t ask, did I? Sorry. We, uh, don’t have much else. Someone next door should have cards—”


 


  “No, it’s cool,” Riley said, strolling over to take his spot. He just didn’t expect the game to resemble checkers almost exactly. The game was simple enough, he supposed, so it shouldn’t be 
  
    too
  
   surprising that the game could be recreated here. It would certainly pass the time, but he had to wonder just what those other pieces were for. The ones modeled after the Pokémon. Maybe only a few games of ‘Shores’ and he could see them more closely? Or if not, Rose certainly seemed enraptured by her book. What sort of stories could she be reading?


 


  As Pyro set down the final piece, Riley could only think of one thing to say: “How do I begin?”


  



3. The Don


    
    The leaves crunched beneath the Sneasel’s feet as she walked through the woods in the wee hours of the morning. The first hint of day dyed the eastern horizon through the trees, only serving to hasten her. She had a bag on her back and wore the pelt of a Pidgey as a cloak. The former was mostly empty, and the latter was loose around her, acting only to obscure her form as she searched frantically. A Murkrow dove down from above and landed beside the Dark-type, quickly adjusting his pace to match hers.

“Did you find it, yet?” the bird asked.

“No. This damn Razor Claw is impossible to find! I think we got faulty information,” the Sneasel grumbled.

“Day is coming. We should head back.” The Murkrow looked up to the east, where the first rays of sunlight peeked over the distant hills.

The Sneasel sighed. “Yeah, I guess… I just hate coming back empty-handed again…” In irritation she clicked her tongue. Murkrow, taking the signal, stretched his wings and took flight. His companion grabbed him by the talons, and together the two took off. The Murkrow soared high into the sky, and Sneasel gazed down at the ground as they passed by forests of trees, gently flowing rivers, and open fields of light green grass. They flew past several small towns, with Pokémon going about their daily lives. Some of them looked at the Dark-types, but most of them paid no mind.

By the time the two of them landed, the sun was rising above the horizon. They landed in front of a large building with a wooden sign above the entrance. The sign was shaped like two eggs of complementing colors leaning against each other. The Sneasel entered the double doors to be greeted by a hoard of small Pokémon of varying types. Pichu, Mudkip, Bidoof, Zubat, Growlithe, just to name a few.

“Sneasel! You’re back!”

“Welcome home!”

“Where did you go for so long?”

Sneasel smiled at the group of young Pokémon crowding around her. “I had to go look for something. But I brought Murkrow back with me to play with you all!” The children cheered with excitement.

“Wha- no, I don’t have time to…” Murkrow was cut off as he was surrounded by children. Sneasel used that chance to sneak away and move further into the building. The building was comprised of a large room in the front, with sofas and tables. A sort of lobby. In the back of this lobby was a large staircase, and upstairs was several smaller rooms. To the right of the lobby was a cafeteria, and to the left was a bathhouse.

“Welcome back,” greeted a Breloom sat on the first step of the staircase. “Did you find the Razor Claw?”

“No. We think it was faulty information,” she grumbled, still somewhat bitter, but quickly changed the topic. “But have you seen Joker?”

A smirk grew across the Grass-type’s face. “Yeah, he came by a while ago. Turns out he evolved before you, after all. You owe him 30 Poké now.”

“Tsk. I’ll pay him later. Did he say where he was going?” Sneasel asked.

“Nope. But you know him; he’ll turn up eventually,” Breloom pointed out.

“That’s true. I’m going up to my office. Call me if anyone important shows up,” Sneasel told him.

“Sure thing.”

“That won’t be necessary,” voice said from behind Sneasel, who yelped and whirled with a start around to see an Espeon.

“Holy fucking shit, don’t do that!” Sneasel gasped, gripping her chest, “You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

“I take it from your appearance that you didn’t find the Razor Claw?” the Espeon asked.

“No, I didn’t. Your information is bullshit,” Sneasel spat.

“Isn’t it always?” the Espeon smirked. “But if I had known you’d only put half-assed effort into finding it, then return to your orphanage with your head hung low, I’d have made my instructions simpler. I overestimated your intelligence and skill level, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“No need to be an asshole,” Sneasel huffed.

“But anyway, I didn’t come here to mock you… Well, I might’ve, but the main reason I came here is to tell you that Persian wants you to go report to him as soon as you can,” Espeon reported.

“Persian? Why?” Sneasel asked.

“Listen, I relay the information. I don’t read my client’s mind. I’m not psychic… Oh, wait.” He then snickered and turned towards the large doors he presumably came from. “In any case, I wouldn’t keep him waiting if I were you,” he suggested over his shoulder as he left, paying no mind to the children he passed on his way.

“That bastard… Well, guess I’d better go.” Sneasel turned back to the Breloom on the staircase. “Breloom, would you like to come with me?”

“What? Me? But I’ve never been there before…” he said in surprise.

“Oh, you’ll be fine. It’ll be a great learning experience.” Sneasel encouraged.

“I… I guess so, if you’ll have me.” Breloom shyly stood up.

“Alright, to Persian’s place we go!” Sneasel cheered.

The Dark-type led her Breloom friend out of the building. The two of them began walking in the direction of a large mountain in the distance. It was like a spear jutting out of the ground, covered in thick forests of pine trees. The tall trees made the mountain seem even taller, as if it was stretching up to the heavens. The dense forest hid the dangers of the mountain well, but all the Pokémon who lived nearby knew to steer clear of that mountain, anyway.

“I wonder what Persian wants with you.” Breloom commented.

“Probably some task that his idiots couldn’t handle.” Sneasel shrugged. The two of them chatted about nothing important as they passed through the town. They talked about how the weather’s been very clear lately. They talked about a fight that went down in the town square the other day. They talked about ideas for dinner. Some Pokémon stopped to greet them as they passed.

“Good morning, Sneasel.” A young Oshawott smiled as he swept the patio of the inn.

“Good morning. How are you?” Sneasel stopped to talk to him.

“Great! My momma said if I sweep this whole yard, I can have a cookie!” the Oshawott enthused.

“Then I’d better not distract you.” Sneasel laughed, then continued walking.

“Hello, Sneasel.” A Zebstrika nodded to her from the bench she was sitting on. “Where are you off to so early?”

“Oh, just bringing the lad to see an old friend of mine.” Sneasel responded. Breloom nodded a greeting.

“Hopin’ he’ll get adopted, eh? Good luck, then.” Zebstrika smiled.

“Yes, good day.” Sneasel continued on.

…

Once the two of them exited the town, they were met with a large forest. Just beyond the forest was the mountain that marked their destination. They continued walking through the forest, stopping only to drink from the streams that ran through.

Breloom could feel the wild Pokémon staring at him, but he knew if he stuck close to Sneasel, they wouldn’t be able to do anything. No one in this forest was dumb enough to attack Sneasel.

“We’re almost to the mountain,” Sneasel told him. “Let’s push on. I want to get there by noon.”

“Alright.” Breloom followed close behind her as Sneasel led the way to the mountain.

The mountain was tall and steep. It felt like a vertical climb as the two made their way up. Breloom felt even less safe here, because he knew the Pokémon at this mountain were capable of picking him off.

“Walk with confidence,” Sneasel instructed. “If you show weakness, you’ll be killed.” Breloom nodded and tried to feign confidence. He straightened his back and held his head and tail high, but he still felt nervous about all the eyes watching him.

“Well well.” A Sandslash came out from the undergrowth, blocking Sneasel’s path. “Look who we have here,” it snickered. Immediately after lumbered a great Armaldo, sticking close to its companion.

“Looks like Sneas brought us a treat!” the Bug-type taunted.

“Go away. He’s my subordinate.” Sneasel spat.

“No need to be rude. He wasn’t invited here, anyway,” the Sandslash snickered. “What’s the big deal, anyways? He’s just a yearling. You could raise a better one in no time.”

“Shut the hell up,” Sneasel snarled. “Get out of here before I rip those spines you’re so proud of right out of your back.”

“I’d like to see you try.” The Sandslash narrowed its eyes and waved its claws menacingly, showing it was ready for a fight. The Armaldo did the same, brandishing its own claws.

Sneasel smirked and started the fight with Icy Wind, exhaling a chilling breeze at them. Sandslash blocked chunks of hail with Slash, cutting through the ice with ease. Breloom charged forward and Headbutted the Sandslash, sending it flying across the clearing. Armaldo sprayed Breloom with Water Gun, but he shook it off and countered with Mega Drain.

Sneasel jumped on the still recovering Sandslash and viciously attacked it with Fury Swipes. Armaldo ran to help its comrade, but Breloom blocked its path and hit it with Force Palm. The Bug-type decided it was time to flee. It scrambled to its feet and ran off through the trees.

Sneasel attacked once more with Metal Claw, digging her steely claws into the Sandslash’s chest and raking them all the way down to its stomach. She then stood up and let the creature flee into the safety of the trees, leaving a faint trail of blood behind it.

“Did you really have to go that far?” Breloom asked.

“Hey, I didn’t kill them,” Sneasel defended as she began walking again.

“You may as well have. You know that the Pokémon here flock to the scent of blood. There’s no way that Sandslash will survive,” Breloom pointed out.

“Aw, lighten up. They started it anyway. It was time you made a name for yourself here, and now you’ll be able to travel without worry,” Sneasel told him. Breloom was silent.

The two Pokémon walked about halfway up the mountain, then turned and began walking across it. It was quite a bit easier walking around the mountain than walking up it. Breloom noticed no other Pokémon challenged them as they travelled, although he could still feel their stares penetrating his back.

And then they arrived in the clearing, where amongst the overgrown lawn sat a decrepit mansion. The walls were chipped, the windows broken, one of the large double doors was missing while the other weakly clung to its hinge… and not to mention, the ancient smell of rotten wood mixing with the rest of the forest’s scents. Everything combined perfectly create an atmosphere that seemed to absorb the sound out of the air. While the sounds of footsteps and the rustling of leaves could be heard throughout their entire journey here, the area around this mansion was strangely quiet. Breloom froze in his tracks.

“What are you doing? Let’s go,” Sneasel beckoned him from the entrance. Breloom hesitated a moment longer, then reluctantly followed the Dark-type in.

The inside of the mansion was no different than the outside. The paint on the walls was all but completely gone and the wooden floorboards were rotting. The staircases on either side of the large living room were missing some steps, and the rails were broken off, leaving wooden stumps on each step. Long ago there had been a grand chandelier hanging from the ceiling, yet today there was a single chain dangling down. Rays of light were washing in from various holes, and there were several marks from fights on the walls, accompanied by copper stains of dried blood.

Sneasel walked toward the staircase on the left in a calm manner, but Breloom couldn’t stop trembling. The floorboards seemed like they would give way at any moment, and they betrayed every footstep he took, squealing and crying from the slightest weight. Sneasel stopped and waited for Breloom at the bottom of the stairs. Breloom gingerly made his way towards her.

“Don’t step on the third or fifth step,” Sneasel instructed. “The rest are fine,” She then began climbing up the stairs. Breloom cautiously followed her, skipping over the steps she indicated.

When they reached the top of the stairs, they were greeted by an Arcanine. He towered proudly over them like a great deity. He didn’t have a single scar on his muscular body, but Breloom could tell that he was battle-hardened. The Arcanine’s gaze pierced through Breloom’s soul and all he could do was look on in awe.

“Who’s this?” the Fire-type nodded to Breloom.

“My escort. He comes from the orphanage,” Sneasel answered confidently. Breloom nodded a greeting.

“If he’s one of your brats, then I suppose it can’t be helped. But he stays out here,” Arcanine instructed.

“Yessir,” Sneasel said in a mock militaristic tone. She then turned to Breloom. “You heard him. Stay here. I’ll be right back,” Sneasel proceeded into the master bedroom, where Persian was waiting. The Classy Cat Pokémon was lying on the king sized bed with a bored, decadent air to him. He looked down on Sneasel as she entered with something that wasn’t quite indifference and wasn’t quite disgust.

“Well, I’m glad you took your merry time getting here,” he sniffed. “Did you stop and have a picnic on the way or something?”

“Terribly sorry. I was attacked by a couple of residents of your forest,” Sneasel explained.

“Hmph. Well, anyway, I’ve got a job for you and Murkrow. A certain Empoleon has an awful lot of Poké and doesn’t want to share. Do you think you two could… Change his mind?” Persian grinned. Sneasel could tell from the look in his eyes that he was planning something. It seemed to her that he always was.

“Sure,” she nodded.

That was it. The order was simple, and after giving her a location, Sneasel left without another word, without even needing another word. Motionlessly Persian watched her leave, and remained that way for a short while until Arcanine came in after them.

“She left with her companion,” the dog told him. There was a moment of silence between the two before he continued. “Are you sure she’s right for this job?”

“Of course,” Persian purred. “That girl never asks questions, and always obediently follows orders. She’s the only one I could trust for this.”

“If you say so,” Arcanine responded, shaking his head and turning back to his post.

…

Sneasel looked at Breloom, who seemed more than happy to leave that mansion.

“That was… an experience,” the Grass-type murmured.

“Heh. Get used to it, because as you get older and stronger, you’re gonna have to go there a lot,” Sneasel smirked.

“So, what did he want?” Breloom asked.

“He just wanted me to rough up some noblemon, but I feel like there’s more to this than that,” Sneasel explained.

“Why do you think that?” Breloom tipped his head.

“If it was that simple, he wouldn’t have called for me. And even if he did, he’d have had Espie tell me. But he wanted to talk face-to-face, so there has to be some hidden meaning,” Sneasel told him.

“I see… That seems rather complicated,” Breloom sighed.

Sneasel grinned. “You might be a bit too young for such conspiracies… But either way, I can’t wait for this next job,” she said, enthused.

…

“I thought you said this mission was going to be easy,” Murkrow commented.

“It is, it is. We just need to rethink our strategy,” Sneasel responded.

The two of them were sitting with their backs against a thick oak tree. They had accidentally entered a Mystery Dungeon on the way to their target’s location. Forest surrounded them on all sides, so tightly packed that they couldn’t see what lies beyond them. In some areas, the trees parted to create pathways and clearings, and the tree branches created a canopy over these paths, blocking out most of the sunlight, which gave the dungeon its name, Tunnelling Forest.

“We’ve been flung every which way by every kind of trap imaginable, and there’s still no sign of the exit,” Murkrow complained.

“Aw, it’s not so bad,” Sneasel laughed. “Once we’re done, I’ll treat you to a meal.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Murkrow grumbled as he stood up. Sneasel followed Murkrow through the trees as the two of them made their way through the Dungeon.

“Luckily for us, this seems to be a low-level Mystery Dungeon,” Sneasel commented as she watched Murkrow brush aside a Raticate with Wing Attack.

“Even so, this seems like a pretty inefficient shortcut to me,” Murkrow responded.

“Hey, I originally wanted to go across the mountain, but  nooo,  you wanted me to find a quicker way,” Sneasel pointed out. “Well, this is it, pal.” She made a large sweeping motion with her arms, gesturing to the trees around her.

“Ugh, what a pain,” Murkrow sighed. “At this rate, it’ll be dark once we get to that stupid penguin’s place.”

“It wouldn’t have taken this long if we went across the mountain.” Sneasel muttered.

Murkrow simply rolled his eyes as he continued walking through the tunnel of trees. Pokémon after Pokémon came charging at him, and each one was knocked away. Occasionally, they died from his hit, but usually they just fled.

The two of them made it finally to the exit, but suddenly, a click sounded from under Murkrow’s foot. “That can’t be good…” The bird murmured as a tile was revealed below him. It glowed with mysterious properties, and without warning, Murkrow was whisked away.

The rays of light shining in from the opening in the trees seemed to taunt Sneasel as she looked back towards the darkened tunnels from where she came. “Goddamn it,” she muttered to herself as she turned and headed towards one of the pathways. “These traps can go rot in Hell! I’m sick of all this bullshit!” She stormed through the trees, screaming curses at the canopy overhead.

It wasn’t long before Murkrow found his way back to Sneasel, what with her being heard throughout the whole forest. However, their reunion did nothing to lighten Sneasel’s mood.

“Next time, we’re going my way,” she snapped.

By the time the two of them made their way back to the exit, orange light from the evening sky was filtering through the trees. The Dungeon opened up to a large field, with the beginning of the Sawtooth Mountain range off in the distance.

“Well, there goes our day,” Murkrow sighed.

“It’s fine. It’s better if it’s dark out, anyway,” Sneasel pointed out.

“At least we’re finally out,” Murkrow yawned. “I’ve never missed the sky so much!” He outstretched his wings and tipped his head back.

“It’s not time to feel relieved just yet,” Sneasel told him, “‘cause we’ve still got a job to do.”

…

On top of a hill overlooking a meadow, there sat a small manor. A large gate surrounded the entire area, proving that this meadow was private property. An Empoleon gazed out the window of his wondrous home, filled with high-class furniture. He was completely unaware of the danger lurking nearby.

“So, what, are we just gonna walk right up and mug him?” Murkrow asked from the bushes he was hiding behind.

“Of course not. That would be stupid,” Sneasel responded from her spot next to him. “We’re gonna kick the door down first.”

“What?” Murkrow darted his head to her, but Sneasel was already running towards the manor. She did a running leap and grabbed on to the gate, hurled herself over it, rolled a few times, then charged for the door. Murkrow had no choice but to follow behind.

“Will you wait up?” he called frustrated as he rushed behind her.

With an explosion of wood chips and debris, the door was broken down by Sneasel’s Metal Claw. The Empoleon jumped up from his lounge chair in surprise.

“Wh-who are you?!” the Water-type exclaimed.

“We’ve come in place of Persian to collect what you owe!” Sneasel declared.

“How did you find me?” Empoleon asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” Murkrow spat.

“L-listen here…” Empoleon raised his wings in a defensive position, “I told you Pokémon time and again that I  don’t have what you’re looking for. You’ve got the wrong guy!”

“We don’t care about that! Put everything here, or we’ll have you pay with your life.” Sneasel gestured to the area in front of her.

“I  can’t. Even if I had it, I… I…” Empoleon was trembling.

“Looks like he’d rather die than pay his debts. The greedy bastard,” Murkrow scowled.

“Let’s beat ‘im up, then,” Sneasel grinned and took a step towards the Empoleon.

The Water-type knew he couldn’t get out of this. He had to fight. He opened his beak and let forth a strong Bubble Beam, which was easily sidestepped. Empoleon took a step back, but Murkrow had flown behind him. A menacing glare from the crow’s dilated eyes pierced through the Empoleon and struck dreadful fear into his heart. Fleeing became impossible.

Sneasel lunged forward to attack, but Empoleon shifted to dodge. She doubled back and attacked again to land her Feint Attack directly on the penguin’s stomach. Murkrow came down from above, and when Empoleon ducked, he folded his wings and dropped down, landing another Feint Attack to the back of the head.

Sneasel summoned an Icy Wind, and the recovering Empoleon was buffeted by the hail it brought. The Water-type tried to attack Sneasel with Metal Claw, but Murkrow knocked him off balance with Wing Attack. Pivoting around, Empoleon shot a Bubble Beam at Murkrow, but left his back completely vulnerable to Sneasel’s Fury Swipes. The two Dark-types tag-teamed their enemy until he collapsed onto the ground, beaten bloody.

“Whew, that was a bit of a workout,” Sneasel commented as she stood over the Empoleon.

“I’ll start gathering the Poké from his box,” Murkrow decided. “Should I also gather up valuable items?”

Sneasel thought for a moment, then decided, “Sure, but we’ll pocket the money we get from selling that. Persian doesn’t need to know.” Murkrow nodded and began searching the house. Sneasel also began gathering up small items that seemed expensive.

The two of them packed their bags full of jewelry and candlesticks, along with other gold-colored trinkets they found. Once their pockets were sufficiently stuffed, they nodded to each other and made for the exit.

“This time, let’s try not to go through a Mystery Dungeon,” Murkrow commented.

“Sure, we can always go across the mountain,” Sneasel suggested. Murkrow groaned. The two Dark-types began walking in silence.

“Do you think anyone will notice the door?” Murkrow asked once the manor’s gates were out of sight.

“Nah, I’m sure the clean-up crew will handle it,” Sneasel responded.

“I bet they get tired of cleaning up your messes,” Murkrow laughed.

“It’s their  job to keep our work out of the papers. I bet they’re happy to keep busy,” Sneasel pointed out, then bitterly added,“But it’s a shame you can’t fly us back.”

“You know I can’t do long distances. This loot is far too heavy to carry along with you.”

“Are you calling me fat?” Sneasel asked with mock offense in her tone.

“Whatever do you mean? I didn’t call you anything.”

“If anyone’s fat here, it’s you.”

“Hey, I’m not fat!”

“But anyway,” Sneasel’s tone was serious again, “what do you think of today’s mission?”

Murkrow looked at her, “It was obviously not a regular shake-down. The guy owed Persian something a lot more valuable than Poké.”

Sneasel nodded, “He kept saying he doesn’t have what we want… Do you think it’s drugs? Or maybe it’s some kind of treasure?”

“I couldn’t say,” Murkrow shook his head gently. “But Persian’s definitely hiding something from us.”

“Isn’t he always?” Sneasel laughed. “That cat never reveals his whole hand.”

“Then we’d better start having some tricks hidden as well,” Murkrow suggested.

“Yes, I’m already working on that.” Sneasel replied with a nod.

…

The sky was pitch black by the time Sneasel and Murkrow returned to Hazel Town, where the orphanage resided. All the children were already tucked away in their beds, save for a few.

In the lobby, a small number of the orphans were gathered. A Pichu sat in one of the plush chairs, next to a Leafeon. Breloom leaned against the wall, next to a Spearow. All four of the young Pokémon looked up as the two Dark-types came in.

“You said it wouldn’t take that long,” the Pichu stood up on the chair.

“We’ve been on standby for hours,” the Spearow added. “If we knew this was gonna be an all-day activity, we’d have gotten other stuff done while you were away.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Sneasel rubbed the back of her head. “Something came up, so it took longer than expected.”

“What, did you go through Tunnelling Forest or something?” Breloom smirked. Sneasel and Murkrow were both silent.

“What, really?” Leafeon laughed. “No wonder it took forever!”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m an idiot,” Murkrow sighed. “Now let’s start the monthly reports so you can all go back to bed.”

“I think it’s been business as usual this month,” Breloom explained as he stood up straight. “We’ve been taking jobs that we feel we can handle, and have been practicing solo missions with the easier ones.”

“That’s good,” Sneasel praised. “Just try not to overdo it.”

“And, and,” Pichu jumped in enthusiastically, “Treecko is getting stronger, so I think we should let him join!”

Sneasel thought for a moment, “Treecko, huh? He seems like he’d be a strong ally. I’ll leave Leafeon in charge of his recruitment and training.” Leafeon nodded.

“One more thing,” Spearow began. “Sableye came by a few hours ago while you were away. He told me to tell you that he’s got a deal to offer you.”

Sneasel nodded, “We’ll go over to his place soon, then. Is that all?” The children all nodded. “Alright. Now we’ve got something to tell  you .”

“On our mission today,” Murkrow explained, “the target seemed to be hiding something. We think our boss is keeping secrets again.”

“So, we also need some tricks up our sleeves,” Sneasel continued. “So I’m going to recruit some more children, and I’d like you to do the same, as well as picking out the older and stronger of the orphans and training them.”

“Wait, recruit more children?” Leafeon interrupted. “How?”

“Orphan them, of course. Burn their house down and save them from the flames while their parents perish,” Sneasel suggested. The children glanced at each other, but dared not comment. “Anyway, aside from Leafeon, you each need to pick out one child and train them to be sufficiently strong. Your deadline is… Let’s see… The deadline will be three weeks from now. That should be enough time, right?” She looked over at Murkrow, who nodded.

“Alright,” Sneasel clapped her hands together. “You’re all dismissed. Run up to bed.”

  



4. Joy Seeds


    
    
  Sneasel entered the old mansion confidently, followed by Murkrow who was anything but. The two treaded carefully over the rotted floorboards and made their way to the staircase. Murkrow didn’t want to risk falling through the steps, so he flew over while Sneasel skillfully skipped over the steps that creaked or felt too weak for her weight. The two of them soon reached the top, and Sneasel opened the decaying double doors that led to the master bedroom and entered, with Murkrow right behind her. The cat was laying upon the bed, as usual, with a disinterested air about him.



  “Persian!” she called. “I came to report the mission with Empoleon!”



  But the Normal-type was not alone. By the bedpost stood a tall, gaunt Bisharp wearing only a black leather bag by his left hip. He was an old, worn thing, for his species anyways, staring back at the Ice-type with his piercing blue eyes - blue, like the sky just before dawn. He scowled at the sight of her, recoiling his lips to reveal several teeth coated in rust.



  “Bisharp,” Sneasel greeted him bitterly but warily. “Long time no see.”



  “Not long enough,” Bisharp groaned, disgusted. His voice was as cold and sharp as the razor edges of his steel. Every word he would utter would be wrapped in a personal vendetta, and he would speak each one in the same tone: barely tamed excitement. Those with the rare opportunity to chat with him during a meal would hear the same tone that the Steel-type would grant to those that he would lay beside as he watched the final moments of some poor bastard’s life vanish into thin air. Sweet yet terrible, like a madman’s lullaby.



  “You wanna fight?!” Sneasel snarled. Murkrow stopped her from attacking by blocking her path with his wings.



  “So long as you step off my turf, not really.” He rolled his eyes and turned back to Persian. “I’d appreciate it if you’d quit giving my work to the Renaissance Division. It’s the Assassination Division’s job to kill. We don’t need these 
  
    children 
  
  doing my work for me.”



  “That’s ridiculous!” Sneasel protested. “If my kids don’t learn how to kill Pokémon, then they won’t be able to transfer to the Assassination Division and you’ll run out of subordinates!”



  “That’s fine by me,” Bisharp retorted. “I don’t need a bunch of toddlers to help. I’m all we need.”



  “Oh, I doubt that!” Sneasel spat.



  “Care for a demonstration?” Bisharp offered, raising his left hand towards his face and outstretching his fingers. They were hidious, gnarled things that he carved himself out of the sword tip that normally made up his kind’s hands. As he brandished these with a grin on his face, Sneasel guarded herself with her claws, and the two advanced towards each other. “I wonder which would empty first: your veins or your confidence?”



  “Now, now, let’s calm down,” Murkrow frantically tried to soothe them.



  “Unless you want to see your intestines spill out in a tangled mess, I’d suggest keeping your fat beak shut,” Bisharp snapped.



  “Listen,” Persian growled. The Dark-types froze. “I don’t particularly care if you duke it out, but I just had the floor cleaned in here. And we all know that this building can’t take many more skirmishes, so unless you wanna get thrown out the window, I suggest you stop.”



  For a moment, no one moved. Annoyed, Bisharp clicked his tongue and straightened his back. “And here I thought I’d be able to quench my boredom,” he sighed.



  “Where you going, coward?!” Sneasel hissed.



  “Anywhere away from you,” Bisharp spat as he turned towards the doorway. “If the big kitty isn’t going to help, then my job’s done here. Besides, I got myself worked up, and since you’re off the market…” His lips curled into an almost lustful grin as his fingers twitched and spasmed about. The prosthetic squeaked as the joint passed against a rusted patch of metal. “Someone else will have to satisfy me,” he snickered, steel-clad feet leaving more scratches in the worn wood as he left.



  All three of the remaining Pokémon thought at once: 
  
    I’d hate to be one of the poor guards in the forest right now.
  



  Immediately when his footsteps disappeared, Sneasel breathed a heavy sigh, holding her claw over her pounding heart. “I thought I was gonna die!” she wheezed.



  “You still will if you don’t tell me why the fuck you’re here, already,” Persian growled.



  “Oh. Right.” She shook her head and did her best to pretend Bisharp was never there. “I came to report the mission’s results.”



  “Oh, about Empoleon? Go on,” Persian prompted.



  “Well, he didn’t seem to be expecting debt collectors, and kept saying he ‘didn’t have what we were looking for’,” Sneasel informed. “We ended up having to kill him, and we gathered up all his Poké.”



  “We’re going to send it to Sableye for safekeeping, unless you want it delivered somewhere else?” Murkrow asked.



  “No, Sableye’s place is fine,” Persian responded. “But did Empoleon mention anything about any kind of secret stash or safebox?”



  “No, nothing.” Sneasel put on a facade of a confused look.



  “I see… Alright, you’re dismissed,” Persian flicked his tail, as though he was irritated by their presence. Sneasel and Murkrow nodded and quickly left the building.



  “So what do you think?” Murkrow asked as the two made the trek back to the orphanage.



  “There’s definitely more to that mission than Persian tells us. If I had to guess, I’d say Empoleon was buying Joy Seeds off us,” Sneasel answered.



  “Joy Seeds? He didn’t look like the type to take that…” Murkrow commented.



  “No, he did, if you looked closely enough,” Sneasel responded. “Remember, his feathers were unusually soft, and he didn’t have the usual adult disposition? That’s probably because he grew unnaturally fast.”



  “I see… So, he couldn’t repay his debt, Persian wanted his seeds back, and Empoleon already used them, right?”



  “Exactly,” Sneasel responded.



  …



  The two of them soon arrived back at Hazel Town. The sun was high in the sky as they entered the orphanage.



  “I’m home!” Sneasel called out.



  A young Treecko ran out from the cafeteria and greeted the two, “Sneas! Guess what?” he prompted excitedly.



  “I dunno, what?” Sneasel asked, matching the child’s enthusiasm.



  “Leafeon’s been teaching me how to fight!” Treecko exclaimed.



  “Really?! That’s amazing! I bet you’re already super strong!” Sneasel enthused.



  “Uh-huh! Wanna see?” Treecko asked.



  “I’d love to, but I have to do stuff. I gotta bring supplies to Sableye’s place,” Sneasel told him sadly. Treecko’s excited smile faded.



  “Oh, is that so…?” he asked.



  “Sorry bud. Later, alright?” Sneasel patted him on the shoulder and made her way to the office. Inside the small room, there was a large bag of Poké sitting on a desk.



  “Want me to carry that for you?” Breloom entered the room behind Sneasel.



  “What’s this? You’ve never been this helpful before,” Sneasel commented.



  “Well… I can tell I don’t have much time here left. Soon, you’ll send me away to one of the adult divisions, where I’ll start from the bottom tier all over again, working my way through the ranks,” Breloom admitted. “And now I can see that’s why you make the younger and weaker kids listen to the elites. At first, I just thought it was some stupid orphanage hierarchy, but you’ve been preparing us for the criminal life this whole time, haven’t you?”



  Sneasel was silent, refusing to look at the Grass-type.



  “And when you said earlier for us to orphan children, it made me think,” Breloom continued. “You were the first one I saw when I hatched. You told me I was abandoned as an egg. But did you actually-”



  “Enough,” Sneasel finally turned to look at Breloom. Her icy stare made Breloom freeze in his place. “I don’t have enough beds here as it is. If you have a problem with how I run things or don’t trust my words, feel free to leave. There is nothing forcing you to stay here.”



  Breloom was silent for a moment, then sighed, “No. If I can’t trust you, I can’t trust anyone. I’ll remain your subordinate for as long as you want me to, and I’ll leave to work under whoever you think is best for me,” he told her.



  “Great.” Sneasel smiled an uneasy smile. “Then, it’d actually be great if you could help me take all this to Sableye.”



  Breloom helped separate the Poké into two bags and hauled one over his shoulder. Sneasel led him into the main room and outside. As Breloom followed Sneasel, they walked past an Arbok and a Primeape that were loitering outside the orphanage. There were always some Pokémon hanging around outside, it seemed. Breloom hadn’t thought much about it before, but now he caught Sneasel making eye contact with the two, and there was a sort of recognition in her eyes as she nodded to them slightly. They nodded back.



  Sneasel’s words echoed in Breloom’s mind, “
  
    There is nothing forcing you to stay here.”
  
   Breloom now knew better than to believe that.



  …



  Sneasel led Breloom to the neighboring town, Churchwell Village. It wasn’t very far of a walk, but the two had to cross a river, which proved difficult with so much weight. The village was small, with the largest building located at the eastern end; a big stone building with a large wooden construct of a gem on the front. It was a storage facility of sorts.



  Breloom followed Sneasel through the streets and into the building. The inside was covered wall to wall with shelves, on which sat items of all kinds; bags of berries, scarves and cuffs, stones that glimmered in the light. Breloom gaped in awe at the assortment.



  “What is this place?” he asked.



  “Oh, you’ve never been here, huh?” Sneasel smirked. “This is Sableye’s Storage. Pokémon come here to store goods that they don’t need to take with them everywhere. He has a whole chain of branches,” she explained. “Ironically, his company is the most used by Guild members.”



  “So you finally showed up, Sneasel,” a Sableye appeared from behind a shelf.



  “Yeah, I have Poké from my last raid to give you,” Sneasel told him. “And I hear you have a job for me?”



  “Yes, put the money over there and I’ll fill you in,” Sableye gestured with his hand to a large box in the corner. Sneasel and Breloom placed the bags of Poké inside.



  “So, a caravan will pass through this town on its way to Knowall Town in order to take part in the bazaar that is held there,” Sableye explained. “On that caravan is a box full of Joy Seeds that I have set my eyes on. Lead by a Sandslash.”



  “So, you want us to jump in, raid the caravan, and give you the seeds?” Sneasel asked.



  “In a nutshell, yes. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t cause a scene. This caravan has ties to a Guild, so if you were to be identified as a mobster, things would get complicated,” Sableye warned.



  “No problem! I’ll be so discreet, no one will even know I’m there!”


  



5. His Mission


    
    
  It was upon the hill overlooking Astraean where the process began. The great mountain of a hill, cleaved in half by some godly power, where the entrance to the Guild stood. It was a mere ladder in a hole in the ground, sheltered in what looked like nothing but a small cabin. Made from fallen logs, only a few windows and one door, one big room with only a counter separating the living spaces from a kitchen, an outhouse out back, nothing about it seemed all that noteworthy. That is, save for a sign above the entrance where they had “Gallade’s Guild” written in crude black letters on a plank of wood hanging from two tiny chains.



  The sky to the east was beginning its transformation from night to early morning. It was caught in limbo between the murky depths of the deep ocean trench and the innocently childish blue of a robin’s egg, and the stars were gradually beginning to fade away into the depths of space as the blanket of day shrouded them.



  Watching with his usual melancholy, there stood a Rhyperior upon the hillside with his tired eyes set upon the faint glow on the horizon. The stones along his body were cracked and loose, his skin rough and jagged. The mace on the end of his tail had a bite taken out of it as if it were an apple. The Rock-type was completely, unnaturally still that day as he stood there, as he did nearly every day when witnessing the birth of a new dawn. The gentle winds didn’t budge him. His bored stare didn’t falter. He just stood there, frozen, and awaited the sun’s rays to thaw him.



  After some amount of time had passed, the golden crest peaked between the hills, and the land was illuminated in the early morning’s weak but pleasant light. A bit of wonder and life glimmered in the Rhyperior’s eyes as they swept over the landscape, through the hills and past the forests and into the light of the sun. From here, it almost seemed… 
  
    obtainable
  
  , as if he could just walk up and bottle it up like a firefly.



  But he didn’t have time to stare anymore. Dawn was upon them. The day had begun. With a reluctant sigh, Rhyperior turned back to the cabin and walked onto the porch. Opening the door, he ducked underneath and walked in further. Two other Pokémon sat inside; a Dusknoir working in the kitchen, and a Blaziken lying asleep in a bed at the other end of the house.



  “Morning,” Dusknoir greeted, waving his tired wave.



  “Mornin’,” Rhyperior greeted back, mostly out of obligation.



  “Coffee?” the Ghost-type offered, raising a tin pot towards him.



  “I’m good, thanks,” Rhyperior insisted. “Save it for her. She needs it.”



  “What, dawn already?” Dusknoir tilted his head. “I thought we still had another ten minutes.”



  “It’s getting earlier every day,” Rhyperior shrugged. “Sorry to cut this short, but ol’ Gallade needs me downstairs.”



  “Not a problem.” The mouth on Dusknoir’s rotund stomach cracked a warm smile as he gestured to an unfurnished corner of the cabin, across from the single bed. Rhyperior nodded a thank you and made his way over. He then leaned over and gently picked up a series of floorboards to reveal a large hole with a ladder leading down to the bottom floor. Climbing all the way down brought him to the main hexagonal Guild hall, where Gallade stood in the very center with his arms folded.



  “Heard me upstairs, huh?” Rhyperior surmised, only giving the Guildmaster a glance as he made his way over to the dorms.



  “Yyyup,” Gallade answered. He flung his hand out, throwing a few heavy but small brass bells to the Rock-type. Rhyperior caught them in one hand and let them roll into the hole in his palm. “You know what to do.” The Drill Pokémon nodded and walked over to the fifth tunnel. He took a deep breath.



  “TWO MINUTES!” the Rock-type bellowed, contracting his muscles in his arm and firing a bell down the path. The heavy bit of metal inside the sturdy shell sounded with a resounding, unceasing ring. A chorus of moans and groans emerged from the dorms as Pokémon began to awake. He walked a little bit to the left, and shot it again down the fourth hall. “UP N’ AT ‘EM, YOU’RE BURNIN’ DAYLIGHT.” Down to the third, he fired yet another bell that continuously rang and jittered about on the floor.



  It stopped just around room 317, reverberating throughout the whole tunnel with a resonating gong. The Charmander rolled over on the ground and stretched his muscles out, groaning faintly. He turned his head slightly to see the Roselia standing up from her ‘bed’ as she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes.



  “I hate that stupid bell sometimes,” she grumbled, reaching for her satchel and draping it over her. “It’s like getting a Loudred for an alarm.”



  Pyro turned his gaze to the other bed, holding a Riolu with his head stuck in the pile of hay in a futile attempt to muffle the Rhyperior outside. He sighed, shaking his head as he stood up. “C’mon, out of bed,” he pushed.



  Riley groaned, digging himself in further. “Tired,” came his muffled voice. “I’m trying to do a sleep.”



  “You had all the time for that last night,” Rose objected with an annoyed tone in her voice.



  “Five more minutes,” begged Riley.



  “Hell no,” the Grass-type shot. “There’s no such thing as ‘just five more minutes’. Either you walk out of here on your own, or you’ll be dragged out kicking and screaming.” Again, the Riolu replied with a mere groan, shifting slightly in his hay. There was no intention to budge.



  “It seems he made his choice,” observed a voice from the doorway. The Charmander and Roselia turned their gazes to find Kirlia standing there. His red eyes settled upon the half-asleep Riolu, unceasing and unfaltering. “You two, go ahead to the Guildmaster. I’ll bring him out,” he ordered.



  “What are you doing?” Pyro asked with a blazing intensity.



  “Oh, nothing,” he reassured. “Just gonna tell him a bit about how things are done around here.”



  “That better be all,” Rose warned, turning around to walk away.



  “Or what? You’ll sprinkle me with flower petals?” Kirlia teased.



  Rose spun around with her brow furrowed and her mouth agape, but the thunderous roar of Rhyperior cut her off. 
  
    ONE MINUTE!
  
   She bit her lip in frustration, her tiny body trembling with rage. “You…!” Rose growled. She paused for a moment, staring a hole into Kirlia’s amused smirk, and then spun around with an annoyed bark. “You got lucky, this time,” she called behind her as she stormed off. The Charmander shot a glare at the Psychic-type, giving him a non verbal death threat, and then hurried after his partner.



  Kirlia shook his head as he chuckled to himself, stepping further into the room. “They’re so easy,” he muttered. “Now…” He raised his right arm, adorned in a blue cuff, forward, gripping the Riolu’s left leg in a Psychic and dragging him out from the hay. A tired but panicked slur rushed out of his mouth as Riley’s entire body was flipped around, forcing his back against the cold ground.



  “Christ, I’m awake!” Riley snapped.



  “Who are you?” Kirlia ordered.



  “Wha-”



  “Don’t make me repeat myself,” he pressed.



  “Uh, Riley,” the Riolu answered. “I signed up yesterday… Didn’t you remember any of this from yesterday morning? That 
  
    was
  
   you, right?”



  “That’s not what I mean, you jackass,” Kirlia hissed through his teeth.



  “Oh, I’m sorry. Here I thought that you asking ‘who I am’ meant telling you who I am,” he retorted.



  “The scarf,” Kirlia continued, pointing to the red fabric around the Riolu’s neck. “How did you get that?”



  “What, this?” He held the scarf between his fingers for a moment. “Gallade just gave it to me last night when I joined.”



  “Don’t give me that,” the Psychic-type spat.



  “Look, it’s the truth. Go ask him yourself,” Riley challenged.



  Kirlia opened his mouth to speak, but again the voice of Rhyperior interjected with a quaking 
  
    TEN SECONDS!
  
   shaking the hollowed tunnels. He growled lowly, jerking Riley to his feet with another Psychic. “Just keep that thing safe,” he demanded, putting his hand on the Riolu’s shoulder. “If I find out that anything happened to that…”



  “You’ll kick my ass, right?” Riley surmised.



  “You’re smarter than you look.” And with that, in a near instantaneous golden blur, they had warped to the edge of the center room. 
  
    Teleport
  
  , Riley assumed. He turned around slowly to get a look at the rest of the room. Well over a hundred other Pokémon were gathered there under the soft white glow of a few odd plates in the ceiling. So many different species and types were spread about that in those short few seconds he couldn’t immediately see the same Pokémon twice. And they all stood in absolute silence, until one of them spoke from the very center of the room.



  “Just in time,” announced Gallade. He was still in the same position as he was before, arms folded as if waiting for a heroic wind. By his side, Rhyperior towered over him with his watchful gaze sweeping the exactly 174 Pokémon gathered.



  “Sorry I was almost late,” Kirlia bowed. “I noticed we had a new recruit, and he seemed to be having some trouble.” Riley kept his mouth shut, both because he didn’t have anything to gain from doing otherwise, and he felt the persuading aura emanating from the Psychic-type that managed to convince him into silence. He was smarter than he looked, after all.



  “Nothing to apologize over,” Gallade dismissed, waving the matter away. “I’m glad nearly everyone is here this morning, save for a few veteran teams still out on a mission. A few reports came in yesterday, noting the discovery of two new dungeons, dubbed Starry Abyss and Misted Forest. Details can be found near the boards.” He paused for but a moment and took a bit of a breath.



  “Some of the older members were away when I first explained the developments, so I’m gonna start from the beginning,” he began. “There’s a settlement owned by the Implentur called Lake Purity. It’s long been known to have healing properties to it that rapidly speed up the body’s regeneration. And with a few extra ingredients, professionals have been able to make cures to several diseases out there. That is, until recently, a dormant volcano erupted. Tons of ash have gone into the lake and raised the water level over a hundred feet. The lakeside town was partially submerged. Over a thousand Pokémon have perished.” Gallade took a somber pause. His left eye lowered to the floor, and stayed there when he continued. “According to the report, Implentur disowned the settlement, now that its only asset was useless. They’re trying to take everything the town has and flee. The survivors, of course, are trying to fight to keep what’s theirs. There’s more to it that you can read, posted up by the boards. But, the settlement has declared its independence, and rebranded itself under the new name of Ashen Lake. And due to this, for the first time in forty-three cycles, there’s a war within our shores.”



  A shocked murmur swam through the crowd. Groups of Pokémon turned towards each other and began frantically discussing just above a whisper. With a grunt Rhyperior stamped his foot into the ground, and a rumbling quake shook the Guild members to silence.



  “I can’t say I’m surprised to hear this news, all things considered,” Gallade went on. “But, we don’t want to get ourselves involved in the area. Not only will it be extremely dangerous, but it could be taken as a political act if we were to pick a side and fight with them. The map by the boards, going back to those again, has certain areas greyed out. If your jobs today would bring you through there, put them off until a later date. Are we clear?”



  A resounding, collecting “
  
    Yessir!”
  
   answered him.



  “Good.” Gallade put on a comforting smile. “Now, get to work!” The crowd parted with his words, and a deafening chatter flooded the room. Nearly everyone was crowding around the ladder as they trickled up one by one. Riley turned around towards Kirlia, merely to see where he would be heading. But the place he once stood was now empty. He turned around again, wondering if the Psychic-type had walked past him, though he wasn’t there either. 
  
    Another Teleport
  
  , he assumed, staring at the traffic gathered around the ladder. 
  
    Can’t say I blame him
  
  .



  “It’s not normally like this, I swear,” vowed a voice to his left. He didn’t even have to turn to know that it was, again, Pyro.



  “What’s an ‘Implentur’?” Riley asked, putting on a puzzled expression.



  “Some area around the deserts to the East,” the Charmander answered. “They’ve been in the news a lot for as long as I can remember, but this…”



  “What, war? It can’t be that rare, can it?” Riley tilted his head as he tried to think this through. Certain species would fight with others, according to their own lore. Add in variables like prejudice, and with so many sentient beings on this planet, wars shouldn’t be too hard to come by. And considering the mythical scale this world was on…



  “The last one was over forty cycles ago, from what I’ve been told,” Pyro explained. “There’s a library in the neighboring town to the west if you want to know more. They’ve got a lot there, from what I’ve heard.”



  “Duly noted,” he stated. “So, what’s today’s mission?”



  “Changing the subject. Alrighty then,” Pyro shrugged, a little disappointed, but not enough to throw a fit over it. “Rose just went upstairs to pick from the boards, so we just have to wait.”



  “She better pick something fun,” Riley said, a faint smile beginning to spread.



  “I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Pyro warned. “Remember, she’s picking a job based on 
  
    your
  
   level.”



  “What, you don’t think we could take down a bounty?” Riley huffed.



  “No, I don’t think 
  
    you
  
   could take down a bounty,” Pyro defended. “If we pick the wrong guy, I shouldn’t have to explain what could happen.”



  “Just because it could happen doesn’t mean we should be afraid of it,” Riley countered.



  “This isn’t debatable. Right now, you’re at the bottom. Jobs like that are a few steps above you.” The Charmander’s soft blue eyes stared into Riley’s as they tried to beam some sense into him.



  “How long will it take to climb those steps?” Riley asked.



  “Maybe… a week or so?” the Charmander guessed.



  “Aww,” Riley whined.



  “I got one,” Rose called. The two turned towards her to see the small Grass-type approaching from the base of the ladder with a scrap of paper in her petals.



  “What did you pick?” Pyro asked. The Riolu listened with anticipation.



  “Caravan guarding,” she answered. “Figured it would be a good pick for his first day. It ranked low, and seems like an easy job.”



  “‘Caravan’?” Riley repeated with an eager smile.



  “Yyyup,” Rose replied. “It’s a basic, cushy job. Just help fight off wild Pokémon if they get in the way.”



  “… That’s it?” The Fighting-type asked.



  “I’m sorry, the 
  
    raids
  
   were all taken.” She rolled her eyes and continued. “It goes from Churchwell Village to Knowall Town, so we should be done by some time tonight.”



  “Churchwell?” Pyro repeated. “It’s a bit far, isn’t it?”



  “There’s an express travel that’ll bring us there in about five hours, give or take,” she answered. “But that’ll leave pretty soon, so we should get going. Leaving now would only give us about twenty minutes to spare.”



  “Who’s 
  
    starting
  
   a caravan out in Churchwell?” Pyro asked.



  “It doesn’t say why, but the request is by…” She glanced down at the scrap of paper again. “By a Sandslash. Huh.”



  “A Sandslash up near Churchwell,” the Charmander said to himself. “Can’t wait to hear the story on that one.”



  “Then let’s hurry up and go,” Rose pushed. “We need to get to the express travel before they’re all taken.”



  “Yes ma’am,” the two said simultaneously as they began to follow the Grass-type outside.



  …



  They arrived a half hour before noon riding on the back of an Arcanine the whole way there. Straps and belts held the three small Pokémon in place as the mighty Fire-type gracefully leapt over the hills and charged through the valleys. Grass and trees rushed by in a vibrant blur, and all they could accurately see were the distant lakes and mountains between gaps in the quickly passing landscape.



  And the lush greenery kept up with them all the way to the town of Churchwell Village. Long ago it would have been a simple, charming Shire-esque place with a tightly-knit community and an atmosphere so relaxing that one could just drift away on any hillside and watch the clouds shift and change against the beautifully blue sky. Though cycles have passed, and the small village has grown into a much larger city. Brick pathways wove between stone buildings that housed the same friendly, well-bonded community. Pokémon would wave hello to one another as they left to fish in the nearby rivers.



  It was near the Southern gate of Churchwell Village that the Arcanine finally stopped, turning his head to his three passengers. “Welcome to your destination,” he greeted them. Those had been his first words since he started his journey; that generic phrase he was required to say to all of his customers once he arrived.



  “Thank you,” Rose kindly replied, undoing the leather straps and hopping down. The other two repeated her words and followed her lead to the dirt.



  “Good luck to you guys,” the Arcanine wished them and then began down the brick path, fading into the background.



  “Where’s the guy supposed to be?” Riley asked, standing on the tips of his toes as if that would help him find the client.



  “It says to look for them in a tavern, right around where we are now,” Rose answered. “Quote, ‘some cheap place called 
  
    The Failing Liver
  
  . Just because I like the name.’ So keep an eye out.”



  “Sounds like a nice establishment,” Pyro said quizzaciously.



  “It’s not even noon yet. Don’t worry about it,” Rose eased.



  “Found it,” Riley blurted, pointing further down the brick path. Following the aim of his finger brought them to a simple building with stone walls connected by logs at the corners. A sign perpendicular to the front door read 
  
    The Fa li g Liv r
  
   in fading red paint.



  “Huh,” Rose mumbled. “Well, let’s not keep them waiting any longer.”



  After a short walk, they opened the old oak door and walked to the tavern. Unsurprisingly, it was almost entirely empty this time of day. No one attended the bar with a handbell holding down a scrap of paper that read “ring for service”. No waiters brought food or drink from the back room that was presumed to be the kitchen. No cleaners tended to the sticky stains on the floor or to the mixed odor of mildew and bleach that filled the room. Its only current inhabitant sat in a booth on the wall opposing the bar. A Sandslash sat facing the door with a half-eaten sandwich before him. He noticed the three enter, and his gaze immediately fell to the adventurer’s bags they carried with them.



  “You the explorers?” the Ground-type asked.



  “Yessir,” Rose answered. “Team Hellraisers, at your service.”



  “Kids, huh?” Sandslash chuckled. “Guess I can’t complain, really. Thanks for coming all the way out here.”



  “Don’t worry about it,” Pyro waved it away. “We can’t ignore someone because they’re too far away, can we?”



  “Suppose not,” Sandslash shrugged. “But still, it’ll nearly be sundown by the time you hit Knowall. And an Express travel back from there will be another hour or two. We won’t keep you here longer than we need to, will we?”



  “We?” Rose asked, looking around as if someone was hiding underneath the tables.



  “Me and Bouffy. He’s resting out back.” The Ground-type nodded towards the back. “We were part of a larger caravan near the north end of the Sawtooth Mountains. The girl in charge told us to head this way and pick something important up, and then head to Churchwell and wait for Guild assistance. She and the rest of them continued along the mountains. Probably hit Wrytsburg yesterday and’re on their way now.”



  “Then let’s not waste time, shall we?” Rose suggested.



  “No problem here,” Sandslash replied, picking up the remains of his sandwich. “Like I said, just head around back.”



  Riley was the first one to slip out, immediately followed by his recently acquired teammates out behind the tavern. All that awaited them there was a fenced in area about the same size as the main room in the Guild hall. Only a few tufts of grass managed to thrive in the toiled dirt, churned up like it had been used to host some violent sport. Three sets of wheel tracks lead to three wagons hitched together with steel pegs. They were on the smaller side, maybe about 8x8x6 with a short balcony on the front and back ends. Sliding doors would come out of the walls to close them off in case of weather.



  “Work time?” a groan sounded. Next to a half-empty water trough, there laid an old, worn Bouffalant. His afro had begun to gray, and a chipped horn propped up his head as his tired gaze set upon the young explorers. “Oh well…” He sighed faintly before rolling onto his stomach and slowly standing himself up.



  “You’re the driver, I presume?” Rose asked the Normal-type.



  “Guess you could say that,” Bouffalant shrugged, stretching his legs. “Just make sure to keep this… what can barely be called a ‘caravan’ intact.”



  “Our intention was nothing otherwise,” she assured.



  “That’s good to hear, but I didn’t ask what your intentions were,” the Normal-type countered with a dazed annoyance. “I’m sure your Guildmaster told you something along the lines of ‘
  
    words by themselves mean nothing
  
  ‘, did he not?”



  “We’ve never had anyone that 
  
    needed 
  
  to be taught that,” Pyro butted in. “Anyone ready enough to be an Explorer would know that.”



  Bouffalant rolled his eyes and muttered something just under his breath before meandering over to the lead cart to hook himself in. “We have a passenger in the second cart who’s requested not to be disturbed. There’s room in the back cart, if you wanna make yourselves cozy.”



  “Thanks,” Rose said, uttering the word as if it were a hex. She made her way over to the third cart, her teammates following closely behind. The door was open, and the wagon was filled about halfway with barrels and crates. A finely crafted wardrobe sat in the corner with a thick layer of white padding around it.



  “So, what’s the plan?” asked an eager Riley, carelessly tossing his bag through the doorway. It hit the wall with a soft thud and splayed out on top of one of the barrels.



  “There isn’t one,” the Charmander answered. “The route’s already mapped. All we do is get rid of any wild Pokémon who get in our path. And possibly bandits, if it comes to that.”



  “Bandits?” Riley repeated. An excited smile began to sprout.



  “Don’t count on it,” the Roselia warned him. “There isn’t much worth robbing here, from what it said on the job request.”



  “But that also makes us an easy target, too,” the Riolu objected.



  “So let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Rose said through clenched teeth. “Because as ‘
  
    exciting
  
  ‘ as it would be, usually they’d bring the whole thieves’ den along. Counting Sandslash, they’d outnumber us 5 to 1 at least. We’d have to play extremely defensively to even 
  
    try
  
   and make sure they don’t take anything.”



  “That’s all a part of the fu-”



  “How about we continue this conversation tomorrow, when you’ve actually completed your first mission?” she sternly ‘suggested’, turning away and pulling herself up to the wagon’s floor. Pyro gave a semi-sympathetic shrug to the Fighting-type and followed after her.



  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” called Sandslash. “Had to pay the bill. Took me a minute to find the old lady that runs the place… oh, hey Bouffy. They brought you your food, right?”



  “Yyyyup,” Bouffalant groggily answered. “Got enough in me to make it the whole way there.”



  “Good to hear,” Sandslash beamed. “Everything closed and ready to go?”



  “Except for the back one. Kids settled down in the caboose.”



  Sandslash peered back to see Riley sitting on the roof, supporting himself on his elbows as his feet dangled over the edge. The Ground-type chuckled to himself, and then proceeded to jump up to the front of the leading cart, where a small bench awaited him. “We’ll be late as it is,” he digressed. “Better get going.”



  “Loud n’ clear,” Bouffalant muttered. He took a single step forward, pulling the reins taut as they fought to keep him in place. The old Normal-type grunted under his breath with his second step. The carts all began to crawl forward as Bouffalant stole a third. Then a fourth. Fifth, sixth, seventh, with each successive progression came a decreasing resistance from his cargo.. The caravan moved from a crawl to a stroll as his pace quickened. Before he knew it, he passed between the buildings and made it onto the main road leading out of Churchwell Village, and no more than a minute later they had left the limits, and safety, of town.



  …



  Churchwell Village was far behind them as Bouffalant had now broken into a controlled sprint. They couldn’t spare any of the daylight they had left, for Knowall town was miles away, and the blazing star in the sky was falling like the last grain of sand in an hourglass. The small train of carts rattled and bounced as they rushed down the dirt path, rolling over rounded stones and through small ruts. Bouffalant hid his heavy breaths as he charged onward with the ferocity of a rhino rampaging through the battlefield. A wavering red flag taunted him at every winding turn, leaning the wagons to one side as he struggled to keep his momentum.



  A mere ten feet behind was his superior, Sandslash. His claws dug into his seat as he clung on for dear life. And next to him, patrolling the front stood the Roselia. The red flower she held against the wooden wall kept her, for the most part, in place.



  “Gotta admit,” she said, somewhere just below a yell. “Didn’t expect the old guy to run this fast.”



  “Yeah, I know,” Sandslash shouted back. “Luckily we aren’t carrying anything too delicate.”



  “I’m not too sure about that,” she sighed, leaning off the side of the wagon to see the Riolu sitting casually on the roof of the second wagon. His feet still dangled off the side, passively kicking back and forth. He impatiently switched his gaze from side to side, scanning the bushes and the trees for any possible inhabitants. But aside from the occasional Rattata or Zigzagoon scavenging for some fruit, there was nothing for him to do but sit there and turn his head as if he were watching a game of tennis.



  “What’s his deal, anyways?” the Ground-type asked, overhearing his whine over the rattling caravan.



  “It’s his first mission,” she answered. “He wanted something more ‘
  
    exciting
  
  ‘, but…”



  “You don’t want to babysit him, right?” Sandslash guessed.



  “Yeah, that,” she concurred.



  “Yeah, constantly having to manage a rookie can be annoying. Trust me, I’ve had to do that for cycles now,” he offered. “But we’re only just about a tenth of the way there. There’ll be something for him to do before long, no doubt about it.”



  “I hope so,” she mumbled, rolling her eyes.



  “At least you’re not his only guardian,” Sandslash consoled, referring to the Charmander inside the back cart, doing who knows what behind the closed door. “Even one more hand can help out immensely.”



  “‘Guardian’,” she quoted, chuckling faintly. “He’d throw quite a fit if he heard you say that.”



  With an irritated groan, the Riolu laid down on his back and splayed out on the sunbaked roof. He took a deep, deep breath, rendering his clenched fists loose as he began to bask in the warmth. 
  
    Jesus Christ, this is getting boring
  
  , he thought. 
  
    She could’ve at least picked something more thrilling than this, couldn’t she? Like… maybe hunting a bounty of some sort. Yeah… yeah, that’d be something fun
  
  . The Fighting-type closed his eyes as he began to formulate the scene in his head. 
  
    It could be a… a big, tough guy. Like an Aggron, or a Tyranitar. Too many crimes to list on one poster. Ranked three spots above us… We take it anyways. Track him down i
  
  -



  The wheel rushed over another stone, jolting the wagon up and violently stirring Riley from his thoughts as the back of his head whiplashed into the roof. He groaned again as he brought his right paw to soothe himself. “That Bouffalant,” he muttered under his breath. “Gonna crack my head open before we get there… probably what’s keeping the wild Pokémon away, too…” He opened his eyes slowly, adapting to the harsh sunlight once again. And as his eyelids withdrew, Riley couldn’t help but notice a silhouette against the vast blue sky. A small Flying-type, from the looks of it. Murky black, and with an odd brush-like tuft sticking out of the back. He tilted his head and focused his gaze in closer.



  Uncertain, he opened his mouth and shouted to the others, “Hey, guys!”



  “What is it?” the Grass-type called.



  “There’s something flying over us!” Riley continued. “I think it’s a Murkrow, but I’m not entirely sure!”



  “Murkrow…?” She muttered, aiming her gaze up in search of the silhouette. “They’re not unheard of here. Keep an eye on it, but don’t freak out.”



  “Yes ma’am,” he said with feigned enthusiasm. “Because that’s what I came out here to do. Birdwatching.” Riley bitterly shook his head. “Of all the jobs we almost got, I can’t believe I got 
  
    this
  
   lucky.”



  He closed his eyes with an irritated sigh, placing his paws behind his head and bathing in the sunlight. But before he could begin to internally monologue some more about his impatient boredom, a loud 
  
    thump
  
   reached his ears. Riley frantically raised his head up and opened his eyes to see another Pokémon on the roof of the first cart: a Murkrow. Eager, he scrambled to his feet and stared at the Flying-type with what could only be called 
  
    hunger
  
  .



  “Hey, guys!” he called again, masking his smile.



  “What is it now?!” shouted back an irritated Rose.



  “We’ve got company!”


  



6. Her Mission


    
    
  Sneasel and Breloom began making their way back to the orphanage soon after getting the next mission. It was just a little after sunrise, and life was only beginning to emerge from the grueling depths of sleep. The world was quiet, and so were they. It had been almost an entire hour until Sneasel finally said something.



  “Before you even ask: no,” Sneasel sternly told Breloom.



  “I didn’t even say anything!” Breloom exclaimed.



  “You didn’t have to. I know that gleam in your eyes. You want to come with me on the raid, right?” Sneasel posed.



  Breloom paused for a moment before daring to ask, “Isn’t it part of my training to receive experience in all kinds of missions?”



  “No, it’s part of your training to survive until adulthood,” Sneasel responded.



  “Come on, do you really think it’ll be 
  
    that 
  
  dangerous?”



  “A hundred things could go wrong on a mission like this. We have next to no information on this caravan. It could be packed to the brim with explosives, or sheltering vicious criminals,” Sneasel explained. “It’s far too dangerous for a kid.”



  “I’m not a kid! You’ve sent me on far more dangerous missions than this!”



  “I said no! Enough with this, before I get angry,” Sneasel told him.



  Breloom fell silent. The two of them walked in silence once more as they came close to Hazel Town.



  “Then, I’ll just tell Joker you’re going on a raid. I’m sure he’d love to join,” Breloom said quietly. Joker was the type of guy who couldn’t be quiet to save his life. On a stealth mission such as this, he was the last one Sneasel wanted tagging along.



  She glared at the grass-type. “You little shit, are you threatening me?”



  “No, of course not. I’m just saying, if I’m not coming along, you’re gonna need someone else to help in my place,” Breloom smirked down at the shorter Pokémon.



  “Have you always been this cunning?” Sneasel asked. “Very well! I’ll let you tag along. But it isn’t my fault if you get killed.”



  “Really? Yes!” Breloom jumped with victory.



  …



  “… So, I have decided to bring just the two of you with me on this raid,” Sneasel stated. In front of her was Breloom, who was brimming with excitement, and Murkrow, who seemed worried. The three were standing outside the orphanage.



  “Just the three of us?” he asked.



  “Is that a problem?” Sneasel responded.



  “Well, no, but doesn’t this seem a bit dangerous for Breloom?” Murkrow continued.



  “He’s at least strong enough that he evolved, I think he can hold his own against caravan travelers,” Sneasel stated.



  “But what if they’ve got guards?” Murkrow asked.



  “Then I leave him to you.” Sneasel patted Murkrow’s back. “Let’s go. The caravan will be passing through Churchwell soon.”



  “Roger!” the two responded at once.



  …



  It was a short journey back to Churchwell, mainly because the trio ran the whole way. Once they arrived, they easily spotted their target parked behind a tavern. The three hid behind a neighboring building to get a look at their enemies.



  “See, look. Those are Guild Pokémon,” Murkrow nodded to three Pokémon standing beside the cart: Riolu, Charmander, and Roselia. Later, they would be informed that the trio’s names are Riley, Pyro, and Rose. “Geez, their parents must hate them,” Sneasel would mutter upon learning this.



  “Looks like they’re from Gallade’s place,” Sneasel added.



  “Well, they don’t look too tough. Plus, we can assume since they hired Guild members, the caravan doesn’t have any defenses on its own,” Sneasel responded, “meaning if we take out those three, we win.”



  “It should be fairly easy. We can go now,” Breloom moved towards the caravan, but Sneasel blocked him.



  “Not yet. We don’t want any of Churchwell’s citizens jumping in,” Sneasel told him. “Murkrow will keep an eye on them from the sky, but don’t circle around.”



  “Of course I won’t circle them. What, do you think I’m stupid?” Murkrow scoffed.



  “Breloom and I will follow the caravan from a distance, and when Murkrow gives the signal, we’ll attack,” Sneasel continued.



  “Sounds good,” Breloom agreed.



  “Suppose they attack first?” Murkrow asked.



  “Then we’ll have no choice but to retaliate. Once they know we’re here, their guard will be up. We’ve only got one shot.”



  “Sneas, they’re moving,” Breloom told them.



  “Alright. Let’s follow.” Sneasel led the group at a cautious distance from the caravan, with Murkrow following from the sky.



  …



  Sneasel had thought it’d be difficult to stay so far behind the caravan, but she soon found it was even 
  
    more
  
   difficult to keep up with it. The old Bouffalant stampeded down the winding path as if his life were on the line. And at that speed with what was at least a few tons of cargo behind him, it now might have been.



  Breloom ran with all his might on the right side of the caravan, far enough away to not draw attention. Sneasel mirrored him on the left side. And Murkrow was floating above with a sort of nonchalance to him, often getting ahead of the Bouffalant that was pulling it.



  It took a short while to get away from everyone. Even outside of the main town of Churchwell Village, some Pokémon had settled down in homes along the dirt path. Most of them were small family-run farms. But once the last one had fallen behind a distant hill, it was time. Murkrow deftly dove down, landing on the roof of the first cart with a 
  
    thump
  
  .



  Riley frantically raised his head up and opened his eyes to see another Pokémon on the roof of the first cart. Eager, he scrambled to his feet and stared at the Flying-type with what could only be called 
  
    hunger
  
  .



  “Hey, guys!” he called, masking his smile.



  “What is it now?!” shouted back an irritated Rose.



  “We’ve got company!”



  “What?!” she nearly shrieked. “Arceus…! Sandslash, stay here. We should be able to handle this.” The Ground-type nodded nervously as Rose climbed to the roof.



  Murkrow shot a Mean Look at Rose. She froze for a moment, out of either fear or confusion, or maybe some of both. Riley lunged toward the bird with blinding white Quick Attack while he was looking away. His shoulder rammed into the Flying-type’s side, doing barely more than pushing the intruder back an inch. Immediately after, Rose formed and flung a Shadow Ball from her left flower, crashing it into Murkrow’s back. The combined attacks barely managed to phase him as he unfolded his wing and smacked an Assurance into Riley. The Fighting-type flew back with a muffled groan, landing splayed out on the wood.



  “Riley!” Rose screamed.



  “I’m fine, don’t worry,” he coughed, standing himself back up. “It’s just one attack. I can handle it.” Riley wiped the dirt off of him, readying his stance as he stared at the Murkrow. “Awfully quiet, ain’t he?”



  “Could be Wild,” she posed. “Wild Pokémon don’t talk.”



  Having heard the commotion, the Charmander in the back flung open the door, leaving behind a variety of papers spilled out on the floor. But just as he saw the top of Riley’s head over the roof, a Sneasel sat perched in the corner of his vision.



  “Another one?” Pyro growled. Flames built up in his throat as the Sneasel began to approach. He arched his neck and spat an Ember forth. The Ice-type’s claw shimmered with a Metal Claw as she smacked it away. Then she leapt forward, assaulting the Charmander with a barrage of Fury Swipes.



  Armoring through it, Pyro’s mouth erupted in flames as he bit down with a Fire Fang on the Sneasel’s shoulder. The invader yelped in pain, bringing her claw down on his head to loosen his grip and jump back. She clutched her shoulder, glaring at the Charmander with her fangs bared.



  Murkrow darted towards Rose with a Wing Attack, only to miss as she rolled out of the way. She aimed her red flower at the Flying-type and conjured a Venoshock underneath him, and it erupted onto him. Frantically he shook himself to get the burning poison off of him. Before the bird could get half of it off he was hit in the back with a Force Palm. Riley dashed up behind him and a plume of aura nearly pushed the Murkrow over on his back. Nearly, but not quite.



  Riley shifted his gaze to his palm, inspecting it curiously with a naive grin on his face. “Force Palm? That makes t-” The Murkrow’s Feint Attack cut him off as it jabbed him in the gut. Spittle sprayed out of his mouth as the wind got knocked out of him. Before he could follow it up with a Wing Attack, another Shadow Ball crashed into his back.



  With a ravenous war cry, Sneasel leapt forward once again with a series of Feint Attacks. Every time Pyro raised his arm to block one, the other would infiltrate his guard. He took step by step back in an attempt to absorb some of the impact. But that only worked for so long, now that his left foot was mere inches from the edge. A few more hits and he’d fall to the roadside, leaving Sneasel to attack the others.



  Gritting his teeth, he powered through the attacks, grabbing her wrists and spitting out a blue Dragon Rage at her. The impact knocked her out of his grip, sending her sprawling out on the small platform. Pyro ran in to keep up the attack, but Sneasel, quick as ever, brought her foot back and kicked it into the Charmander’s chest. As he fell over she scrambled to her feet, leaping for the third time and straddling the Fire-type with a Metal Claw hanging above him. Grinning, she brought it down into Pyro’s underbelly and tore at the flesh. He tried his best to hold in the cries, biting down on his own lip to mask his weakness.



  Before she could attack again, the back door to the second wagon swung open. Iin came Sandslash to the rescue, who bashed her chin with the side of  his claws. A surprised Sneasel flew backwards, only managing to stay onboard by digging her claws into the wagon wall.



  “Thank you,” Pyro panted, standing himself up.



  “Don’t mention it,” Sandslash panted back. “I just didn’t wanna leave you alone back here.”



  Murkrow jumped away from the two of them warily, masking his fatigue. He puffed up his feathers to appear bigger, then dashed forward and hit Rose with Wing Attack. She staggered back, nearly falling off the edge of the roof. But, as the Flying-type was turning around to target Riley once again, she extended her blue flower towards the intruder. The thorny tendrils of a Giga Drain shot out and enveloped Murkrow, digging in and sapping the life out of him. Rose pulled herself forward, rejuvenated, and the vines all rapidly lost their strength and faded away, blown by the wind like cut grass.



  The Flying-type swore under his breath, alternating his gaze between his two opponents. Who knew how much longer he could last like this? He could call Sneasel or Breloom for help, but that would risk exposing them. Maybe, he would… his gaze briefly shot up at the sky. Clear as could be… and he had just enough energy to get himself out of there. Perhaps he would have gone, if he had not picked up on a peculiar rumbling from below.



  He, along with the Guild Pokémon, turned towards the second cart of the caravan to see a surge of water propelling out through the side window in an Aqua Jet. The attack quickly dispersed, bursting apart in a spray of water. “Okay, what the 
  
    hell 
  
  is going on up here that you need to be so damn loud?” shouted the Pokémon emerging from the attack.



  On the roof of the second wagon now stood an irritated and tired Floatzel. His fur was stained with colorful dyes. He had a red tear under one eye and a blue star under the other. His hind paws were black, as if he were wearing shoes, and his front paws were white like gloves. A yellow stripe wound its way down from the tips of his tails and joined together at the base.



  “J-Joker?!” Murkrow gaped.



  “Wait… he just said something,” Riley pointed out. “I thought Wild Pokémon don’t talk.”



  “Because he 
  
    isn’t
  
  ,” Rose sighed in annoyance. “Looks like you got your wish. Bandits.” The Riolu had to resist the urge to cheer.



  “Ah, shit. Cover’s blown,” Murkrow muttered to himself.



  “Murky! What are you doing here?” Joker smiled, his irritation at being woken instantly dissipating.



  “What does it look like I’m doing?” Murkrow spat.



  Riley clenched his fist, staring up at the Water-type with that same 
  
    hunger
  
  . “I guess this makes you another enemy?” he asked, taking a step forward with a Force Palm at the ready.



  “I guess so,” Joker sighed. “Allow me to help!”



  Riley charged forward, teeth clenched and palm cocked back. The Floatzel rolled around to his back as the Riolu shot his attack forward, and dug his teeth into Riley’s tail. Drawing out an Ice Fang, Joker’s fangs secured their position in his flesh as a layer of frost grew over the blue fur. The Fighting-type yelped faintly, wondering why anyone would aim for the tail of all places. But before he could stomp down on his snout, Joker conjured another Aqua Jet. Armoured in a shell of water, the Floatzel lunged forward, sweeping a frightened Riley off his feet. It only lasted for a short burst before Joker sprang out of the spray and released the tail from his fangs. Like a ragdoll, the Fighting-type bounced off the roof and rolled over the side of the wagon.



  “Ril-” Rose’s cry was quickly cut off by Murkrow’s swooping Wing Attack, brushing the top of her head as she dove out of the way. A quickly-shot Water Gun hit her in the back, but unsurprisingly did nearly nothing.



  The Charmander, near the back of the caravan, jumped back as Sneasel’s Metal Claw swung down, allowing Sandslash to lunge forward with a Crush Claw. The attack collided with the Ice-type, crashing into her and forcing her to the wall. Pyro readied another Ember, loading the flames in his throat as he normally did, until he was hit in the back of the head with a Wing Attack. The fire flew out of his mouth in a cloud of a thousand sparks as he staggered forward. Out of the corner of his eye, the black figure of Murkrow dropped down and landed upon the platform.



  “What the hell’re you doing here?” Sneasel demanded.



  “The front’s handled, and Sandslash was missing. Figured he was back here, so I came to lend a hand,” Murkrow explained.



  “‘Handled’?” Sneasel repeated.



  “I knocked one of ‘em off, and… 
  
    help
  
   showed up to buy time from the other,” Murkrow answered.



  “Wait, what?” asked a recovering Pyro. “Who was it?” The tip of a blue flame flickered out of the corner of his maw.



  “Don’t see why I should tell 
  
    you
  
  ,” Murkrow scoffed.



  “Because if you don’t, I will personally 
  
    cook 
  
  you alive and toss you to the Wilds,” Pyro growled. The fire on the end of his tail flared with rage.



  Murkrow took a step back with his brow raised. “The… the Riolu,” he stammered.



  “Riley…!” Pyro whispered. He clenched his trembling fists as the flames in his mouth intensified, spilling out like juices from tender meat. “
  
    I’ll broil you both!
  
  ” The Fire-type lunged forward, shooting out a Dragon Rage at Murkrow. The Flying-type cried out as the blue flames coated him, knocking him into the interior of the middle wagon. As he splayed out on the floor, an enraged Charmander sprinted after him with a Fire Fang at the ready.



  Smirking grimly, Sneasel dashed towards the Sandslash with a Feint Attack. The back of her claws bashed into the Ground-type’s side, taking away his balance and forcing him into the cart. “Duck!” she screamed to Murkrow, standing in the doorway. The Flying-type dove behind a crate as the two other Pokémon turned to the Ice-type. After a deep breath, she exhaled sharply and conjured an Icy Wind to storm through the cart. Barrels and boxes shook violently as frost coated the surfaces of it. The Charmander and Sandslash were tossed out in the gale, rolling through the front door. Shards of ice and snow blew out with them, spraying outwards as the attack came in contact with the back of the first wagon.



  The pieces glimmered in the sunlight, catching Rose’s eye as she stood across from the Floatzel apparently dubbed Joker. 
  
    Looks like they’re having it rough
  
  , she thought to herself, listening to the stampede of the cargo. She thought about going to help them, but… with a hint of guilt, her gaze shifted to where Riley had been hurled off. Would he be okay without them? He had taken a bit of a hit back there, and falling off at this speed… if he had hit 
  
    anything…
  



  “Where’re you looking?” Joker called, waking Rose from her trance. The Water-type twirled around, flicking his twin tails at her and conjuring a volley of stars in their arc. The Swifts zipped towards her, homing in and connecting like dozens of stones. She yelped in pain and raised her frail arms to guard her, her eyes closed to protect her from the burst each one would make upon impact, like a golden firework.



  But for now, her fears were unneeded, for clung to the underbelly of the third wagon was the Riolu. His fur was matted with dirt, and his eyes were clamped shut to keep the dust cloud out. Two arms wrapped around the rattling framework with the tenacity of a starving animal to a piece of meat. “God… god 
  
    damn
  
   it,” he panted through his gritted teeth. “I’m 
  
    not
  
   gonna wake up in that stupid infirmary a third time!”



  Through the sliver of vision his eyes permitted him, he could 
  
    just
  
   see a figure standing on the small platform between the two wagons. From what he could tell, it appeared to be a Breloom, hammering his tail down on the latch connecting the wagons. Riley grinned savagely with excitement, nimbly working his way across the framework like a cat. He pulled himself, masking his movements in the 
  
    clang, clang, clang
  
   of Breloom’s heavy attacks. His blood was up, his adrenaline was high, and he wanted his chance to fight.



  The jackal pounced on his back, wrapping his legs around the Grass-type’s throat and unleashing a flurry of punches into the back of his head. They were weak, comparatively, but plentiful. The disorientated Grass-type stumbled back with his eyes clenched shut. Annoyed, he jumped back, bashing the Fighting-type against the wall. Riley coughed, spittle spraying out of his mouth. His limbs went limp, and he slid down the wall as he tried to regain his breath.



  “Damn furball,” Breloom grumbled, soothing his throat as he stalked back to the latch. “Just a few more hits…” The club-like end of his tail smashed into the latch, and the metal rattled as pieces broke loose. Another swing, and it was now just a jagged pin connecting the two carts. And with a third, it wasn’t even that. Shrapnel tumbled in the dirt as they broke off, and gradually the leading carts began pulling away from the rear.



  Sneasel ducked out of the way of an impending Sand Tomb as Murkrow dove at Sandslash with another Wing Attack. Her gaze shifted to the metallic 
  
    snap
  
   of the latch, and she grinned a victorious grin upon seeing that Breloom had been successful. But that quickly melted into shock and a hint of fear as she saw, standing behind him, the Riolu. A vortex of aura built up around his right arm. It churned and it swirled, it pulsed and it flexed, crawling, swarming, around and around as it made its way towards the palm.



  Instinctively, Sneasel dashed forward, leaping the increasing distance between them and kicking Breloom out of the way of the attack. The charged Force Palm blasted into her chest, aura bursting outwards like the petals of some astral flower. She couldn’t even make a noise before rocketing backwards, bursting through the wall. For a moment, her mind went blank. Her vision grew blurry, and she could taste the blood pooling in her mouth.



  The Riolu looked down to his paw, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Jesus Christ…” he whispered. “That… that was 
  
    amazing
  
  .”



  “Sneasel!” Breloom shouted, scrambling to his feet. His gaze focused on the Ice-type, laying in broken scraps of wood and what appeared to be flour. Her movements were slow and twitchy, moving on what seemed to be sheer will. He growled out of frustration and turned to the bewildered Riolu. “You son of a 
  
    bitch
  
  , I’ll…!”



  “Don’t you 
  
    dare!
  
  ” Sneasel bellowed, raising her head to glare daggers at Breloom. The Grass-type froze. “The furball’s 
  
    mine
  
   now, got it?! Go catch up with the others.”



  “But he-… understood.” Reluctantly, Breloom jumped off the slowing cart and sped towards the other two. Sneasel forced herself to her feet, cracking her neck and her knuckles as her fierce stare aimed directly at the Riolu’s neck.



  “Gotta admit, I didn’t think the runt of the group would have that in him,” she bitterly told him. “You proud of that fluke?”



  “Little bit, yeah,” Riley grinned.



  “Good… treasure the feeling it gave you.” The Ice-type smirked, getting into a runner’s stance. “Because that’s the only hit you’ll get!”



  “Damn it, wait!” Rose shouted from the front, her panicked stare set upon the lagging wagon detached from the first two. “Hey, Bouffalant! Slow down! They broke off a cart!”



  “Workin’ on it,” the Normal-type said back in his usual, tired tone. “If I stopped right now, the reins would snap, and everything would roll all over the place. We don’t want that… Just give me a few minutes or so.”



  “Come 
  
    on!
  
  ” Joker shouted, conjuring another Swift with a graceful twirl. “I 
  
    just
  
   told you to stay focused!” The volley of stars again homed in on the Grass-type, digging into her leaf-like skin and bursting apart in a glimmer of light. Rose let out a brief cry of pain.



  A concerned Pyro gazed up with wide eyes towards her, only to be hit by Murkrow’s Feint Attack, sending him sprawling onto the floor and nearly falling off the small platform. Sandslash brought up his claw behind the Flying-type to swing another Crush Claw, but Breloom jumped up behind him and slammed a Headbutt into him, knocking the Ground-type into the interior of the wagon.



  “Nice job back there,” Murkrow greeted.



  “Yeah… I just hope Snea-”



  “Don’t,” Murkrow interrupted. “She’ll be fine. The Riolu’s just a rookie..”



  “I kn-” He could barely even start before being cut off by Sandslash unleashing a Sand Tomb, trapping the Breloom in a vortex of sand. Murkrow was about to attack, but a recovering Pyro spat out another Dragon Rage, coating the black bird in blue flames.



  Joker dashed forward in an Aqua Jet, sinking an Ice Fang into the side of a flinching Rose. As frost grew over her, she inexplicably powered through and pressed her red floral hand into the shell of water and shot out the thorny tendrils of a Giga Drain. The Floatzel cried in pain, feeling his energy sapping out of him as the wounds on Rose’s body miraculously healed. That is, save for the bite mark in her side as Joker shook his head with his Ice Fang inside her. It was as if he were going to tear part of her off.



  Thinking quickly, she tore away the Giga Drain, pointing her flower underneath the Water-type. A Venoshock erupted beneath him, pluming outwards and piercing through his shell of water. The burning poison mixed with his Aqua Jet, shrouding him in a searing, murky brown. Without opening his mouth, in fear of letting the toxin in, he jolted back and burst apart his Aqua Jet, panting heavily as he tried to regain himself.



  Rose stared back at him, holding a hand over the bleeding wound on her side. Her whole body began to feel numb. Every movement she made required her to puppet herself along. 
  
    Just who are they?
  
   she found herself thinking. 
  
    They’re not just ordinary bandits… Their strategy is bolder than most- more tactful than most…
  



  She twisted her blue floral hand, attempting to conjure a Shadow Ball. But the darkness wouldn’t form. Where that churning orb of the eldritch eggplant shadow should have been now stood just the current of swiftly-moving air. “C’mon,” she muttered, teeth clenched. Even with her trembling hand straining to form her attack, there was still nothing there. And it was only seconds after that when her hand stopped altogether, limply hanging by her side. She could barely move it anymore. She could barely even stand altogether.



  “Damn it…!” she weakly shouted, stamping her foot on the roof. The Ice Fang had torn out more than her Giga Drain could recover. The only move she had a chance of being able to summon would be Stun Spore, and without being able to move her flowers, she would only be able to hit with it if Joker walked through it politely, like testing a spritz of perfume. She couldn’t win anymore. She couldn’t even fight anymore.



  Joker stood across from her patiently. His head was cocked to the side, and his short arms hung at his sides. “Just, stop already,” he asked of her. “I’d feel like I’m bullying if I attack you now.”



  “N-no!” she yelled, desperate. “I’m… I’m not quitting!”



  Silence. Joker’s somber gaze met Rose’s false intensity. He sighed heavily. “So be it,” he shrugged. It was almost instantaneous. A Water Gun shot out of his jaws, hitting the Roselia in her chest. She laid out on the roof, whispering something unintelligible with that last gasp of breath before falling unconscious. Joker shook his head and strolled away.



  Closing his eyes, Breloom braved through the Sand Tomb and stormed the Sandslash with a Force Palm in his chin. The Ground-type crashed through a crate of spools of silk. As the Grass-type opened his eyes again, he swung his tail towards Sandslash and brought forth a golden cloud of Stun Spores. His movements became sluggish and strained. His body burned as it tried to tell him to stop, to stay still and lay there. With an annoyed growl, he jumped up and swiped with a Fury Cutter across Breloom’s chest, causing him to stagger back. He followed it up with another, slashing again. His claws cut through his skin, scraping up against the ribs. But as he brought his claw up a third time, he felt a sudden jolt of that burning sensation run through his body, locking up his joints like a rusted doll.



  Murkrow flew in towards the Ground-type, driving his beak into Sandslash’s gut. The Paralyzed Pokémon flew backwards, sprawling out on the floor. Breloom hopped in again, aiming his tail at Sandslash as a series of small vines shot out and wrapped around him. The small thorns of the Mega Drain dug into his skin, sapping away his remaining strength. “You… 
  
    bastards…!
  
  ” he croaked, raising his quivering hand towards his attackers. His blurry vision faded away to black as his limp body laid out on the floor, unconscious.



  The Charmander leapt up from behind, sinking a Fire Fang into Breloom’s shoulder. His jaws tore through the muscles. Teeth scraped against bone as flames seared the meat upon contact. Breloom cried out in pain, flailing about in an attempt to free himself from the hungry grip of the Fire-type. He slammed Pyro into the walls and crates, but each impact only seemed to tighten the grip on that vice of a jaw. It was all he could do anymore, after all.



  Murkrow swooped in, dragging his talons along his back and cutting through the scales. But even still, those fangs anchored the Charmander to Breloom’s back. He screamed and cried out, slamming his claws down on the Fire-type’s maw. It did no good. Each subsequent hit grew weaker than the last. He was losing blood fast, and it didn’t take long for his legs to give out beneath him. His cries silenced as he collapsed onto the floor, mere feet away from Sandslash.



  Pyro pulled himself up, tearing off a chunk of seared meat in the process. He chewed it slowly as the embers coating his teeth died off. Juices pooled in his mouth, both raw and cooked.



  There was only a faint moment between Murkrow and the Charmander where their eyes met again. Those once soft blue gems now burned like his Dragon Rages in that simple, primal way. Murkrow couldn’t help but to momentarily wonder if he really was from the Guild.



  As another Ember began to pool in the Charmander’s throat, Murkrow saw his opportunity. And he had to take it while it remained. The Flying-type pushed off the floor, gliding and twisting through the air as an Ember grazed the brim of his hat. He dove into the Fire-type, stretching out his wing for a Wing Attack.



  Pyro leaned out of the way, unfolding his arms and wrapping them around the bird’s body. The flame-coated jaws of another Fire Fang sunk into Murkrow’s side, locking him in place. But he braved through the pain on sheer will alone. Murkrow’s beak coated itself in an eldritch energy, turning itself into a malevolent purple as he pecked the side of Pyro’s head with an odd, wet 
  
    smack
  
  . The twin Dragon Rages burnt down to an almost pitiful glow, like lit cigarettes. The Fire Fang faded away, and the teeth slid out of the wounds they created. With one last, scornful growl, Pyro fell onto the floor, leaving an injured Murkrow panting on the floor.



  And so, the only Guild member that remained stood on the slowing, rattling wagon almost a mile behind the remains of the caravan. Riley stared down Sneasel as he stood in the stance of a child impersonating Dragon Ball.



  “Bandits, huh?” he said. “I was hoping I’d run into you… unlikely though it was.”



  “How so?” Sneasel asked, restraining herself from lunging forward. She raked her claws together in some foreign war dance.



  “Rose said that we’re a small target,” Riley explained. “That there isn’t anything too valuable here to attract bandits. Nearly gave up hope of finding a group like you.”



  “A small target won’t be protected as well, now will it?” she countered.



  “That’s what 
  
    I
  
   told her,” Riley concurred. A moment of silence passed between them before someone spoke up.



  “You look young,” Sneasel told him. “Part of me looks at you and your naivete, and wants to offer you mercy. To tell you to just back off and I won’t have to hurt you. But, that Force Palm earlier… you understand that I can’t just let you go after that, right?”



  “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Riley smirked, fists clenched. He jolted off of the floor with a Quick Attack, kicking against the wall to launch himself towards the Ice-type. A punch swung right by her head as she leaned to the side, uppercutting a Metal Claw into his stomach. The air left his lungs in one forceful cough as his weight draped him over Sneasel’s arm.



  She hurled the Fighting-type against the wall, following it up with an Icy Wind. The frosted gale pinned him to the wall as ice crept over him, covering his fur in a crisp coat. Relentless, Sneasel dashed in with her claws out and a Metal Claw prepared. Riley braced himself instinctively, raising a frosted arm to block as the attack dropped down. And it was then when he saw an opening, not even a moment long. Acting quickly, he pushed off the wall with yet another Quick Attack, driving a fist right into Sneasel’s chest. She staggered back, only barely managing to withhold her balance. 
  
    Counter
  
  , she thought to herself. 
  
    Great
  
  .



  It was then that the whole wagon suddenly jumped up a foot in the air, throwing the two inhabitants up as well. Boxes flew about. They crashed into one another and into the walls. Barrels rolled towards the front door as outside, trees started rapidly passing them by.



  “Shit,” Sneasel murmured, slowly standing up on her new gravitational axis. “Rolled off the path… Should prob-” The Riolu cut her off with a dropkick to her back, knocking her off her feet. She flew out of the doorway, only saved by her quick reflexes and her sharp claws that dug into the wooden doorframe. Sneasel turned over, glaring up at the Fighting-type with her fangs bared.



  With a growl she rushed to her feet, dashing for the Riolu in a blur. A barrage of Fury Swipes raked across his skin, cutting shallowly through. Tufts of blue fur matted down with thin layers of blood. The moment her final slash finished, Riley braved through the pain and lunged forward with another punch driving into her cheek. She armored through it, retaining her poise as she jabbed him in the chest with a Feint Attack. The Riolu splayed out on the floor, coughing and gasping for air. A panting Sneasel trudged forward with her arms by her side. She loomed over Riley like a gladiator over a defeated opponent.



  “Looks like we’re done here,” she said, spitting out the blood in her mouth.



  “L-like hell we are!” he stammered, shakily sitting himself up on trembling arms.



  “Yes we are,” she responded, forcefully pushing his head to the floor and grinding her foot. “You did better than I thought you would, admittedly, if that means anything.” Sneasel walked away, towards a small chest the size of a breadbox. Elegant patterns engraved and stained traced along the faces of the box. Opening it only a faint sliver, she could see what must have been hundreds of golden, illuminating Joy Seeds. “Bingo,” she grinned, closing it shut and tucking the box underneath her arm. “Sayonara, kid,” she waved, making her way towards the back door.



  “Get… g-get back here!” Riley screamed. “I’m not done with you!”



  “You’re about to be,” she smiled, pointing down the path that the wagon was stampeding down. And right ahead of them, only a rapidly closing fifty feet away, was a tall pine tree, mighty and unmoving. Sneasel leapt out of the doorway, landing on the thick grass as the wagon smashed into the trunk of the pine. A reverberating 
  
    crash
  
   echoed through the forests as the wood cracked. The right wheels broke off and rolled away, crippling the cart and forcing it to lean to one side. Weak, agonizing moans faintly came from inside.



  Sneasel shook her head and began to lumber her way up the hill. A jolt of pain shot through her with every step. She bit down hard on her lip in an attempt to distract herself to keep going forward. 
  
    Damn it
  
  , she thought. 
  
    A rookie like that nearly knocked my teeth out. I can’t be getting soft, can I?
  
   Sneasel spat out another small mouthful of blood, limping up the hill with her mission just completed.


  



7. Another Assignment


    
    It was a long ride to Knowall Town that evening. A bruised Sandslash sat at the front, behind Bouffalant as he sprinted down the path. His breaths had grown heavy and his movements were sluggish and sloppy. Every muscle screamed for him to stop for even a moment, but his goal lay in front of him just a few miles down the path.

Against the twilight, the shape of simple, rustic houses and shops awaited them on the path. Many of them were made of smooth stones from a riverbank with some mortar filling the gaps between them, or logs tucked snugly together and interlocking with one another.

As they grew near, Bouffalant slowed down to a brisk jog. The two wagons shook behind him as they were dragged along. On the front of the first sat a bruised and beaten Sandslash with one eye swollen over. A chipped claw held the cut end of an Oran Berry against it, numbing the pain and containing the swelling just enough to grant him a sliver of vision. And next to him again was the Roselia, leaning against the rattling wall. Scars had grown to cover the wounds in her side, and many of the red petals on her right floral hand were missing. Her arms were folded and her bitter gaze absently stared ahead into nothing.

In the small amount of space remaining in the second wagon, on a large box filled with spools of silk sat the Charmander. His pupils were dilated and his eyes fearful. Hands trembled as they scrubbed Pecha Berries against a row of sharp teeth to wash the taste of the meat out of his mouth with their sweet juice. He hadn’t broken from his trance since they took off again, muttering something about the scratches on his back when asked what was wrong.

And finally, Riley sat against the back door of the second wagon. Tufts of fur were matted down with dirt and faint amounts of blood. His right arm rested on his knee, just allowing his glare to reach the broken latch. Fists switched between a loose and a tight clench as thoughts of the Sneasel entered his mind. He was  that  close to taking her down. One more good hit and it would’ve been over just like that. But right before he could get up and give her one… The Riolu growled, smacking his open palm against the wooden platform.

“If I ever see her again…” he muttered to himself, trailing off at the end. He didn’t know exactly what he would do, but it would sure as hell be something, God damn it. Maybe Riley would have thought of something if he hadn’t been distracted by the homes that passed them by. Stone-and-mortar walls covered with a straw roof, and wisps of smoke snaking out from the chimneys gave them all an odd country charm. Through the windows, he could see Pokémon going about the dying hours of the day. In one, a Cinccino cradled an egg in his soft tails by the warmth of a crackling fire. Another showed a Furret carefully watching some sort of pastry baking in a primitive oven. He didn’t know what it was, but something about the simplistic atmosphere about the town soothed Riley. His fists unfurled and laid softly on the floor.

A minute later, Bouffalant turned to the right down the wide roads and stopped in front of another tavern. This one was branded the simple name of  Sleeping Stallion . As the wheels gently slowed down, the angry shouts of a Florges reached his ears. Riley crawled over and peered around the wall.

“What is this?” she shouted, sternly staring up at Sandslash as she pointing to the space where a third wagon should have been.

“A broken latch,” Sandslash replied.

“What,  really?  ” Florges said quizzaciously. “Wow, I- I hadn’t even  noticed! “

“We were attacked by bandits,” Rose interjected, falling back into her regal poise.

“Bandits, were they?” she scoffed. “So what use were you if you couldn’t fend them off?” Riley had to bite his lip to avoid barking at her.

“Hey, go easy on them,” Sandslash pleaded with her.

“Oh, so are  you  going to take responsibility for an entire wagon of goods being stolen?” she threatened.

“We got ‘em,” Bouffalant rushed out, panting heavily. Every bit of strength he still held was being fueled into his legs just to keep him standing. “The stuff… stopped to… put in what we could.”

“What?” Florges asked.

“The Pokémon just stole a chest of Joy Seeds,” Rose explained. “The wagon they broke off rolled off path and into a tree. Some of the wheels broke off. But we were able to move most of what it had into the paths between the rows of cargo.”

“Well…” Florges put a frail white hand to her chin. “Another wagon will cost me, but the recovered goods will easily pay for a dozen… It could have been worse, I suppose.” She extended her other hand forward, revealing a small pile of coins wrapped up in a desert-sunrise pink fabric. A strand of twine bound the corners together.

“Thank you,” the Grass-type bowed, taking the reward into her hand.

“It’s just the promised reward,” Florges dismissed. “You cost me a wagon, so there won’t be anything extra. But I still got what I need, right?”

“Yes, Miss Florges,” Sandslash meekly answered. “It’s still right back here.” He pointed his broken claw, still stabbed into half an Oran Berry, towards the door into the front cart.

“Perfect,” she giggled, rubbing her hands together. “You did good enough. So just take the reward.” Rose nodded and tucked away the small package into the small bag by her side. “The Express Travel is just down the street from here, if you’re heading back to Astraean.”

“That’s good to know,” she replied, hopping off the platform. “We’ll be late as it is. Hey, Riley! You catch that?!”

“Huh? Oh, yeah,” he shouted back.

“I’m gonna go find us a ride. You drag Pyro out of there.”

“Got it,” the Fighting-type said. And a mere few seconds later, there he stood in front of the cracked-open doorway. The glow of the Charmander’s tail flickered, and the shadows it birthed danced in the twilight. Riley nudged the door open, head tilted as he peered inside. Pecha Berries worn down to the stems laid all around Pyro. His legs limply hung over the side of the box and his claws were interlocked with one another.

“Hey, are you… you doing alright?” Riley asked him.

“Fine,” he answered weakly. “I’m fine.”

“Look. I’m not a great…” He waved his paw around in small circles as he fumbled around in some astral scrabble bag in an attempt to find the right word. “Therapist, or whatever… but, I’m here if you need to talk about anything.”

“I appreciate it.” Pyro gazed up with his soft blue eyes. They were warm, but oddly fearful. The pupils were just small dots in a vast but calm sea. “But I’ll be fine. This… isn’t the first time it’s happened.”

“I… okay.” The Fighting-type decided to drop the matter. “Rose went to get us a ride home. She’ll be back in a minute.”

“Hey, you two,” Sandslash shouted from outside. The two turned towards him. “Thanks for the help today, but we need to unload for tomorrow.” Behind him a Machamp and a Vigoroth walked out from the tavern door and opened the side of the wagon. Machamp jumped up on the side of it and rhythmically began taking heavy boxes between his muscled arms and tossing them down to the Vigoroth, who in turn caught them and placed them beside her.

“Oh, sorry.” Pyro stood up and walked past Riley. “I hope you don’t get in too much trouble for losing the back wagon.”

“Don’t you worry. I still got a good bonus coming my way regardless,” Sandslash whispered, trying to speak under the grunts of the workers beside him.

“Good to hear, I guess.” Pyro scratched the back of his head.

“See you guys around,” Sandslash waved, opening the side of the first wagon and getting to work.

“You gonna be alright?” Riley asked, gesturing to the dozens of bruises all over him.

“You kidding? I’m just fine,” the Ground-type dismissed. “So long as all my bones are still there, I can keep going. Not that I have a choice, anyways.”

“Heh. See you around.” Riley waved back as he hopped down after the Charmander. They made their way around the stack of boxes that the two worker Pokémon were carrying one-by-one across the street and into a large brick building. Presumably some sort of warehouse. Florges sat inside the  Sleeping Stallion  across from a Skuntank, with a filled mug next to each of them and a small stack of papers in the middle.

A moment later, Rose came back on a hardened saddle securely bound to the back of a Rapidash. Her hooves hit the dirt road with a series of soft  thuds  as she trotted over to them, looking down with a tamed warmth about her.

“Job ran late, did it?” Rapidash asked.

“Yeah, guess so,” Pyro answered.

“Just give me an hour,” she promised as she lowered herself to the ground. “I’ll have you three back in town before you know it.”

…

She wasn’t lying. They were back in Astraean before the twilight died off for the night, dropped off at the base of the carved hill where the wooden cabin was perched upon. A long, barren path wove up the side of it, loosely bordered by knee-high grass. Rapidash nodded a goodbye and walked further into town as she hid her breaths. Her fiery mane cast a small light in the approaching night. The three gave a brief look back before slowly making their way up the path.

“Huh,” Rose exhaled, looking up at the cabin. On the porch there were the soft glows of Dusknoir’s golden lines that wrapped around his arms and along his stomach, and the two eye-like spots on his chest. “I knew we were late, but the night guard beat us here…?”

“Then I guess we missed dinner,” Pyro shrugged. “Riley, you good with grabbing some stuff from the mess hall?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Riley shrugged. “Do I just go up and take some, or…?”

“One of the cooks should still be in there. Just ask him for three servings and wait for them to heat it up. Should only be a minute or two,” he explained.

“Servings of what?”

“I don’t know. Whatever they have left.”

“Got it.”

As the three approached the porch, Dusknoir’s single red eye gazed down at them as it rolled around in his head. It burned and breathed like a dying ember, which contrasted greatly with the broad, jagged smile across his rotund stomach. “Good evening, you two. New one. Your mission really dragged on, didn’t it?”

“A little bit,” Rose answered. “We got held up by some bandits.”

“And how did he hold up?” His large hand gestured to the Riolu. Riley couldn’t help but find it odd that this Dusknoir knew who he was, or at least something along those lines. Surely, newbies in a Guild can’t be all that rare, can they?

“He…” Rose stopped for a moment and turned her head to look at him carefully. His fur was still unclean. Spots were still matted down with small splashes of blood, both his own and not. A glimmer of a proud smile flashed on her face before she went back to face Dusknoir again. “He did better than I thought he would,” she told him.

“Put in a few good hits,” Pyro threw in.

“But I still lost,” Riley bitterly muttered. He clenched his fists as visions of that Sneasel popped into his head.

“Oh, just  relax ,” Rose demanded. “You’re not gonna win every single one.”

“Yeah, but… I was  this  close!” He held his fingers against each other, pressing firmly and defeating the point of the phrase.

“Then just get out there next time and get it done,” the Grass-type said. “Do I need to start reading off motivational quotes?”

“No,” Riley sighed.

“Good,” she huffed.

“Am I interrupting something…?” Dusknoir asked awkwardly.

“Pretty sure we’re done here,” Pyro shrugged.

“Ah, good. Dawn will come quicker than you’d think, so you should get some rest for tomorrow,” the Ghost-type warned.

“Working on it.” Rose rolled her eyes and continued forward. Dusknoir politely opened the door and let the Grass-type through, followed by the Charmander almost immediately behind her. And as Riley finished the line off, Dusknoir gave him two quick, comforting pats on the head. He shirked them off and hurried inside to the ladder in the corner of the cabin.

Things were still on the lower level of the Guild. No one so much as stirred under the soft light emanating from the smooth, fantastical stones that dug into the ceiling. A series of snores from all over the spectrum filled the silence. Rose pointed into the mess hall with her blue floral hand and told Riley to go inside. He nodded out of obligation and did as he was told.

Most of the stone lights were turned off, and the mess hall was dimly illuminated by the few that remained on in the kitchen. Shadows of the three cooks sat around a small table as one of them dealt out a deck of cards. Peering over the buffet-like counter, Riley saw them for the first time: a Simisage, Simipour and Simisear. Their aprons draped over the back of their chairs, white fabric covered in a thousand faded stains like a Picasso painting run through the wash.

“I’ll raise ya fifty,” Simisear challenged. He put his hand in the middle and dropped five coins into a mound of Poké.

“Sixty,” Simisage challenged back, tossing carelessly six coins into the center.

Simipour paused for a moment and ground his teeth together before slamming his hand into the table. “Fold,” he grumbled.

Simisear, hiding a faint smile, tossed in another ten Poké coin. He stared at Simisage. Simisage stared back. And in the blink of an eye, they revealed their hands like cowboys drawing their colts. They carefully studied each other’s cards silently, letting the tension build between them. And then, as a smile sprouted across the Grass-type’s face, the Fire-type growled as he dropped the cards on the table.

“ Dammit! ” he cried, bits of flame spewing from his mouth.

“ Thank  you very much,” Simisage grinned. He extended his arm out and pulled the pot towards him.

“Hello?” Riley called from the mess hall. Three sets of eyes fell upon him, boring into him their demands for an explanation to his presence. “We got here late and missed dinner, so… I was told that you’d give us something to eat?”

“Yeah, I got ya’. Ain’t like I’m in the damn  game  no more,” Simisear muttered bitterly. Simisage snickered as the Fire-type stood up and made his way towards a large cauldron. “You’re with Hellraisers, right? Three bowls?”

“Yeah, three.”  He has us memorised? Riley observed.

“Got it.” With one hand, Simisear grabbed a bowl the size of a halved coconut, and with the other he dipped a long-handled ladle deep into the cauldron. He put two ladlefuls into the bowl and placed it in a small wireframe holder beneath a small pile of sap-covered wood scraps. And with a snap of his fingers, they ignited. He did this twice more, and then leaned against the kitchen counter as the soup began to heat. “So, yer the new kid?” he asked.

“That’s me.” Riley nodded in confirmation as he mirrored Simisear and leaned against one of the mess hall tables.

“Just went on yer first mission, eh?” Simisear laughed quietly.

“Yeah,” Riley exhaled. “It went… Not great.”

“Failed, did ya?”

“Well, not exactly, b-”

“Oh, so you got the reward?” Simisear’s eyes lit up and he leaned forward. “Then… would you mind lending me a hundred Poké or so? I promise you’ll get it back.”

“Don’t do it, kid,” Simipour shouted from the table. “It’ll all get burnt up in one hand.”

“Oh,  piss  off,” Simisear growled.

Riley shrugged. “Rose has it.”

“Ah, damn…” Simisear shook his head and leaned back once again. He took a small spoon into his hand and stirred the three bowls. “Ya might wanna clean yerself up when ya get the chance. The blood n’ mud don’t fit in well around here.”

“If I wasted any more time I wouldn’t be back until midnight,” Riley defended.

“If you can’t get help from one of the Guildmembers, there’s a small river just east here. We have an image to maintain.” Simisage offered before turning back to his game. “Raise you twenty.”

“Thirty,” Simipour countered, tossing three coins into the center.

Simisear removed the small spoon from one of the bowls and then placed it into his mouth. He quizzically raised a brow before casually shrugging and tossing it into the sink. “Warm enough,” the Fire-type said, bending down to blow out the flames. He then, one by one, carefully took them into his hands and placed them on the buffet-style serving counter. “Don’t spill any. It’s kitchen policy not to waste any food.” Riley nodded a thanks and meticulously began to take the three. Two were cradled between his right arm and his chest while a third was held in his left paw.

As he left the mess hall, he couldn’t help but to notice a thin sliver of light cast across the main room. What seemed like sunlight split the dimly lit room in half. The Riolu’s curious gaze looked to its source: the door to Gallade’s office, just barely ajar. And standing behind it in the shadows, Kirlia stood locked in place. Their eyes met.

Riley was about to say something, but before he could do anything more than begin to twitch his lips, Kirlia pointed his slender arm directly at the Fighting-type. And just like that, he was frozen in the clutch of his Psychic. With a stern, threatening gaze, Kirlia put a single finger against pursed lips. A few seconds later, Kirlia lowered his arm, and Riley stood just as still as he did.

“I know, you’re right,” sighed the voice of Gallade. “These aren’t soldiers, they’re kids… but…”

“Don’t say it,” the rugged voice of Rhyperior warned. “Don’t you say it. I don’t wanna hear it.”

“And neither do they. But give it enough time, and they won’t have a choice anymore,” Gallade countered.

“Speculation isn’t enough reason to take the leap out into the middle of the damn desert,” Rhyperior spat.

“History repeats itself. If we don’t go soon, we’ll be giving up our last hope.” They could hear the tension in Gallade’s firm voice. “Scizor needs us, alright? He needs  us .”

“And who are we gonna send, huh?” Rhyperior challenged. “We gonna walk all the way up there? Form a small army?”

“No, of course not… just some mild support. Get some of our veterans, maybe,” Gallade pondered.

“So you admit that the kids won’t be able to fight this, yet you’re still going to do something that will involve the entire damn Guild?! ” The Rock-type’s voice roared like thunder.

“Listen to m-… Damn it, you left the door open.” As he heard the  creak  of Gallade’s chair, Kirlia reacted quickly. He placed his hands together and performed a Teleport, warping right behind Riley. Then he put a hand on Riley’s shoulder and used a second Teleport. Gallade pushed open the door just a bit more, letting his gaze sweep across the now empty room. With a faint smile, he dragged it closed, and the two outside were no longer able to hear their conversation continue.

“The hell was that about?” asked a puzzled Riley.

Kirlia paused for a moment before hesitantly giving him an answer. “Keep quiet about it, but they got a mission request from Scizor,” he whispered.

“Who?”

“Remember the whole thing that Gallade said this morning? About Lake Purity, and Implentur?”

“Yeah, I think so.” He couldn’t forget a name like that.

“Scizor’s… I guess you’d say he’s taking charge of the rebellion there,” Kirlia summarized.

“And, he’s asking for our help?” Riley’s eyes lit up. He nearly spilled the soup onto the floor.

“What, are you planning on breaking the rules?” Kirlia raised a single hand, forming a faint glow around it.

If his arms weren’t full he would have folded them across his chest. Instead Riley cocked a brow and shifted his weight onto his right leg. “Isn’t that what you were planning on doing? Or was there some  other  reason you stood outside his door like that?”

Kirlia’s hand trembled. He muttered obscenities and the glow intensified, but a second later, he sighed with defeat and lowered his hand. “You really  are  smarter than you look,” he admitted, somewhat reluctantly but somewhat threateningly. Both hostile and proud in one breath. “What’re you gonna do about it?”

“Tag along,” Riley shrugged. A spoonful of soup spilled onto the floor in his carelessness.

“And suppose I say no?”

“Then I’ll tell them where you went.”

For an instant, the glow was back, pulsing from Kirlia’s clenched fist. For a fraction of a second Riley could feel gravity increase, like he was standing at the bottom of a lake, yet just as quickly as it sprang up the feeling vanished. Kirlia’s lips pulled back in a humorless smile. “I never thought you’d have the guts to blackmail me… Very well. So long as you stay quiet about it, you may tag along.” Riley began to cry out in excitement, but Kirlia spoke again to silence him. “On Friday nights a caravan heads up from here to Wrytsberg as part of a larger shipping industry. And lucky us: it’s Friday. They’re loading up right now in a warehouse next to a chain-inn just down the street from the Express Travel. Be there before midnight.”

An eager Riley was only able to frantically nod in response.

“Good… I hope you know what you’re getting into here.” And with nothing else, Kirlia took his hand off of Riley’s shoulder and enveloped himself in another Teleport, vanishing from sight. The flicker of his reappearance shone from the end of the third tunnel. With a grin the Riolu hurried carefully to his room, where his two teammates were holding a casual conversation. Rose noticed him enter out of the corner of her eye.

“Oh, you’re back,” she observed. “You get held up on the way?”

“Little bit, yeah.” Riley placed the two bowls in front of his teammates and then raised the third in front of his face. “Ran into Kirlia on the way back.” He took a small sip of the salted potato soup.

“ Kirlia? ” Rose sneered. The word burned her tongue as she spat it out.

“Yeah. And actually, we got a mission from him,” Riley continued. “Remember the thing Gallade was talking about this morning?”

“No,” she interjected.

“Well, he gave a speech ab-”

“I know what you meant.” Rose sighed in annoyance. “We’re not going to a damn warzone. We’d  die  out there.”

“Bu-”

“There are no  buts  here,” Pyro warned. His usual kind warmth felt cold and unwelcoming. “Have you ever looked behind the halved-hill of the Guild? Seen how barren it is? Devoid of plant life? Sheer cliffs? Tall, warped stone pillars? They call that the Scablands.  That’s  the scale we’re looking at here. The effects of this are going to be scarred into the face of the planet.”

“…Really?” asked a bewildered Riley. The view from the Guildmaster’s office, right behind the Guild itself… what the hell had happened?

“I’ll let you pick something off the board tomorrow,” Rose offered, “but damn it, I’m not letting you rush into your own death while I’m here.”

Riley huffed and plopped down on his pile of hay. “You said that earlier,” he mumbled into his soup. A few pieces of meat and vegetables slid down his tongue, giving him an odd mix of smoky and sweet flavor. He got the impression that it was reused from another meal.

“Then don’t make me have to repeat myself,” she scoffed. The Grass-type shook her head and raised her bowl, muttering “Arceus, I sound like his  mother ,” before taking a big swig.

The Charmander reached over for the gameboard and awkwardly gestured it towards the two. A few seconds went by, and the tension had worn down to a manageable level. He and the Roselia sat across from each other and set up the pieces. A short while later, the game ended, and the three went off to bed without incident.

…

He knew not when it was, but it had most likely been over an hour since Riley laid down in his pile of hay that was his bed. His restless eyes wandered about the room as he listened to the collective snores of the surrounding Pokémon. Dim plates in the ceiling gave off a weak glow that scarcely illuminated the hall, let alone their own room.

And it was sometime around then when Riley finally heard it: a heavy exhale out of the Roselia’s lips, followed by a deep inhale. He slowly and cautiously pushed himself  slightly  up, and craned his neck to peer out at her. Rose had her eyes closed, and her form was motionless except for the gentle rise and fall of her chest. Carefully, he turned his gaze over to the Charmander curled up on the stone floor. His maw was buried between his arms, and his tail burned weakly a few inches from his face. Again, eyes closed, and chest rising and falling.

“Hey,” he called just above a whisper. Seconds passed with no answer. They didn’t so much as stir. Riley propped himself up and alternated his gaze between them. He silently reached for his bag, moving it slowly so its contents wouldn’t smack together, and then tiptoed out of the room.

With this new, lighter body, he was much faster than he was instinctively used to without creating as much of a ruckus. What would have been heavy footprints were soft and muffled taps that the ear could barely register. But even still, he felt his heart stop with every door he passed by in his escape. Each one held the possibility of someone groggily standing up to use the restroom, or get something to drink. Maybe someone was still awake in there. Game of cards, reading a book, any number of things he had not yet come to know. In a frantic, light-footed dash, he burst out of the hallway and came to a grinding halt in the main room, nearly tumbling over.

Riley caught his breath as quietly as he could manage as he anxiously looked behind him. Yet again, there was nothing. He laughed at himself and draped his bag over his shoulder. “Alright,” he pushed himself. “Time to get out of here.” He hurried over to the ladder and began to rapidly climb up it.

Once his head peaked out into the top floor of the Guild, he was instantly reminded of his final two obstacles: Dusknoir, who watched the outside, and Blaziken, asleep in her bed. No blanket covered her sleeping form, and a pillow propped her head up just so that if she woke up, she could stare down her nose to catch the Riolu sneaking a glance. And who knows what she’d do…

Out the window, he could see the top of Dusknoir’s antennae sticking up from the lower right corner. The front door was open ajar and let in a brisk breeze. And based on the angle the antennae was facing, Dusknoir appeared to be turned away from it. Though slim, this was the only moment he had.

Riley leapt off the ladder and quietly made his way over to the door, carefully looking through the open sliver. Indeed, the Ghost-type was turned the other way, staring up at the moon as he floated in place. An odd melancholic aura hung about him. The Riolu took a minute to think this out. The path directly from the cabin into town wouldn’t work, for it would be much too easy for Dusknoir to notice him. And the idea of incapacitating wasn’t even worth a second thought. So, he would have to go around.

With a deep but silent exhale, Riley crept out of the narrow crack between the door and the doorway. And to his luck, this small body didn’t make any noticeable noise. He froze on the porch, and stared into Dusknoir’s back. Nothing. The mouth on his rotund stomach was open through a faint sliver, and his deep, almost haunting voice hummed a beautifully haunting lullaby. To whom or for what, he didn’t know. But it granted him an escape.

His feet pressed against the porch, leaping back with a Quick Attack. And the moment they made contact with the ground, he regained his balance and ran two steps to his right, hiding behind the wall. He held his breath. Nothing still. Just like that, he was in the clear.

About a hundred feet past the cabin, the hill was suddenly cut off. Literally. The jagged face of a sheer cliff lead down to a barren flatland of stone and dirt. Twisted pillars of rock stuck out of the ground like ballista shots from some great siege. The Scablands. Riley thought back to what Pyro said earlier. “ That’s the scale we’re looking at here. The effects of this are going to be scarred into the face of the planet  .” The whole thing looked to be another world, like someone had whittled away at the first layer of reality to bring forth the face of a new plane.  This…  His lips curled into another grin.  This is so gonna be worth it . Eagerly, he fumbled into his bag and pulled out an Iron Thorn, no more than six inches long.

Without hesitation, he ran forward and dove off the side of the cliff. Air rushed past him like a mighty gale pushing against the Riolu, as if trying to bring the stupid child back up. But the ol’ reaper Gravity kept him in her cold clutches, dragging him further and further down. And Riley had no objections to this. It was only through sheer will that he didn’t begin to cheer and holler in his excitement. He could just imagine himself as a hero dropping down from above, his red scarf trailing behind him in the wind. And when he would land with a thunderous quake, he would emerge from a cloud of dust without so much as a limp.

He broke out of his fantasy about a hundred feet above the ground, and he fiercely dug the Iron Thorn into the cliff wall. It jammed in nearly down to the hilt and left a large gash as it slowed the Riolu down, spraying stone shards everywhere. But it only held for a good five seconds before snapping in half, leaving Riley to plummet the remaining fifty feet. He could barely get out half of an obscenity before landing on his stomach. Upon impact, his muzzle opened wide and he coughed out a mist of spittle as his breath left him. But to his surprise, that was all. At most, it would have left a good bruise on him. Not only was he alive, but he was uninjured. Only the wind was knocked out of him. Chuckling at his own recklessness, he slowly stood up with a paw over his stomach and began walking into town.

…

Just down the street from the Express Travel place, there was another  Sleeping Stallion  , just like the one in Knowall Town. Below the sign it had  Inn and Tavern  on a stylized scroll beneath the silhouette of what appeared to be a Rapidash. Presuming this to be the chain-inn, Riley took a deep breath and entered the front door.

The lobby, if you would call it that, was just a tavern, and a surprisingly empty one at that. Behind the counter stood a Carnivine on their night shift, who was spending their time cleaning out some mugs with a wet cloth. A chandelier hung down from the ceiling, casting the light of several dozen candles through the tavern. The only two patrons inside were a Luxio and a Buizel sitting in the back. Simultaneously, their gazes set upon Riley the moment he walked in.

“Uh, hey.” Riley waved to them, unsure.

“Kirlia’s upstairs,” Buizel told him, nodding towards the stairway. “Talking out our travel plans.”

“Oh! You’re his teammates?” Riley surmised, confidence restored.

“Yup,” answered Luxio, who sat on his hind legs. “Gotta admit, I didn’t expect you to show up here.”

“There’s no way I’d pass this up,” Riley proclaimed, somewhat defensively.

“No, I- it wasn’t meant like that,” the Electric-type attempted to apologize. “I don’t have a problem with you being here, but… well, when Kirlia told me that a rookie was gonna be tagging along, I didn’t believe him.”

“Like I said, I’m not passing this up,” the Fighting-type replied, arms crossed.

Buizel laughed at a joke only he got. “I like this kid,” he stated. “Let’s hope his spunk doesn’t get him killed.” Riley rolled his eyes in annoyance. How many times had he heard that by now?

“Then he better take these,” Luxio added. He dug his face into his bag and pulled out a tiny scrap of cloth wrapped and tying itself closed, and then placed it carefully on the table. Anticipating Riley’s quizzical reaction, Luxio began to explain. “They’re Reviver Seeds,” he said. “Bite into one when you take too much of a beating. The juices inside will revitalize you and give you the energy to keep going. But, they’re not magical cure-alls. All you’ll do is numb the pain and get a second wind. Got it?”

“Yeah,” said a befuddled Riley. He tilted his head as he walked towards the cloth wrapping, feeling three or four seeds underneath the fabric. “Thanks for these. They sound amazing.”

“Figured you’d need them more than I would,” Luxio shrugged.

“The hell happened to you?” Buizel asked, gesturing to the multiple patches of dirtied fur.

“Hm? Oh, I didn’t clean up after I came back,” Riley answered. The Water-type sighed. He picked up a washcloth and placed it on his mouth, letting forth a small gush of a Water Gun. Then, wringing out some of the excess water, he tossed it to the Riolu.

“Clean yourself up,” Buizel ordered. “Make yourself look nice and pretty.” Unsure of what to say, Riley scrubbed out the dried blood and dirt, and then tossed it back to the Water-type. Buisel moved his head out of the way and let it  splat  against the floor behind him. Riley nodded a thank you, and Buizel waved his paw to dismiss the matter.

It was right about then when Kirlia emerged from the top floor, descending the stairs. “Well, you’re here. I’d put my bets on you getting caught by Dusknoir.”

“Snuck out the back,” Riley admitted.

“We don’t… you  dropped off the cliff in the back?!” Luxio exclaimed. Buizel erupted into a fit of laughter.

“He would’ve caught me if I didn’t,” he attempted to justify.

Kirlia opened his mouth to say something, but he wasn’t sure what to say, so he shook his head in defeat. “Not gonna question it. You’re here. You can’t tattle. Good enough for me.” He turned towards his partners. “You give him the seeds?”

“Yup,” Buizel answered simply.

“Good. Chatot is just finishing up some paperwork. Give her five minutes.” Kirlia cracked his neck and sat down between his teammates. His red eyes met Riley’s, and he gestured for him to sit across from him. Riley did so. “So, tell me. Why did you decide to tag along?”

“Why did  you  decide to go in the first place?” Riley raised a brow as he leaned back in a chair too big for him.

“Someone had to do it,” Kirlia shrugged. “And I’m strong enough to survive out there, at least. But  you … Well, answer the question.”

“Because, it… it seemed exciting.” His eyes met the floor, and a dumb smile began to sprout across his face. “I know I’m not the strongest, putting it lightly, but… This is such a huge scale, y’know? I want to see what’s out there.”

Kirlia closed his eyes and smugly laughed. “You’re still so young at heart… be careful what you wish for.”

“What, and you’re just doing this because ‘ someone had to ‘?” Riley scoffed, offended.

For an instant, those red eyes flared at Riley, igniting in some hellish flame fueled by a burst of hatred and contempt. The Riolu was taken aback, not just from the ferocity of his stare, but from how swiftly he snapped out of it. Kirlia had been replaced by an identical duplicate, eyes closed and arms up in a smug and friendly shrug, caught in his white lie.

“I suppose it won’t hurt to be honest,” Kirlia said, somewhat coy. “It’s a similar reason as yours, I guess. The ‘ scale ‘, as you put it, is greater than what you’d find from any mission on the boards. And I wanna see how I stand up against it. Luckily, these two agreed.”

“Not like we had a choice,” Buizel yawned.

“But, I want to make myself clear,” Kirlia continued. Riley sat as properly in his chair as he could and looked back to the Psychic-type. “You’re responsible for yourself here. The seeds will save your ass if you need it. I’m not slowing down to save you… but, if by some miracle you  do  make it back alive, you are to say  nothing  of this, got it? If anyone finds out because of you…” His eyes opened, and his chin rested upon his folded hands propped up by his elbows on the table. And the intensity in his voice grew tenfold. It almost sounded as if he began salivating. “I will pull you inside-out through your throat.”

The Riolu froze for a minute. His eyes had grown wider than what had been thought physically possible as they stared back into the vibrant red, unwavering eyes of the Pokémon across from him. They didn’t burn like the hellfire infernos from a moment ago, but… it was still the same fire. Focused and dim, like the lit end of twin cigarettes. “… Understood,” Riley managed to say, after several tense seconds.

“Sorry for the wait,” called a Chatot from the stairway. The four looked up to see the dainty Flying-type lazily gliding down the stairs. “Had to get a few technicalities out of the way, now that I’m towing passengers.”

“Thank you for the effort.” Kirlia stood up out of his chair and bowed to his escort gracefully.

“Don’t mention it,” she waved away. “Four from the back, there’s room for you guys in there. You might have to move a box or two.”

“What, no passenger’s cart?” Luxio wondered aloud.

“Afraid not. I just hire a few Pokémon in town to help unload. There isn’t really a need yet for a passenger’s cart,” Chatot explained. “Now, I hate to do this to you, but I have a schedule to keep. So do you mind if we get going?”

“Not at all,” Kirlia smiled. “You have a schedule to keep. We understand.”

“Hold up a damn second!” bellowed a voice from the entrance. Everyone (including the bartender Carnivine who had been trying not to eavesdrop) turned towards the open doorway, and there waiting for them was the seething silhouette of a Roselia, illuminated by the flame of a Charmander’s tail.

“Oh, hell,” Riley groaned, burying his face in his palm.

“That’s right, you son of a  bitch!  ” The Grass-type stormed in. Her floral hands tightly wrung into themselves and formed a cone. ”’  Oh, hell . I almost walked into certain death.’”

“I’m tired of hearing that  crap ,” Riley snapped. He glared at Rose with his fangs bared. “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.”

“Is everything alright?” asked Luxio, out of formality if anything else.

“Oh, no. Everything’s  juuuust  fine,” she exclaimed quizzaciously. “You three can go on to the damned warzone if you want. But I’m n-”

“You don’t have to pretend like I’m your responsibility!” Riley barked. “You barely even  know  me!”

An appalled Roselia withdrew with a gasp. Pyro rushed to her aid and took a single aggressive step in front of her. “You don’t even know  yourself! ” spat the Fire-type, spewing a cloud of sparks.

“I hate to cut this short,” Kirlia interjected, “but we have to leave now. Right, Chatot?”

“Err… y-y-yeah,” the Flying-type said awkwardly.

“Then we’ll be on our way,” Pyro growled. He reached out his claw and grabbed Riley by the wrist. The Fighting-type yanked his arm out of his grasp and held it defensively to his chest.

“I’m going with them,” Riley snarled.

“Eough!” Kirlia growled. He raised his hand out towards the three members of Team Hellraisers and clutched them in a Psychic. The three spun towards him frozen in their hostile poses like toy figurines, their still eyes set on Kirlia’s. The Psychic-type’s eyes glowed with a purple hue as he overcame them with a Hypnosis. Simultaneously, three sets of eyelids became heavy, and unable to fight it, they dropped down and locked them in their hibernation. He lowered his arm, and the three small Pokémon crumpled to the floor like dolls.

“Damn it, Kirlia!” Luxio yelled. He scrambled out of his chair and stood over the three fallen Pokémon.

“Their bickering was annoying,” Kirlia justified. “We didn’t have time for them to scream back and forth… Just grab them and take them to the back.”

“Wait, what?” exclaimed Buizel, tuning back in.

“They’d rat us out if we left them behind.” Kirlia’s gaze stabbed into the two new arrivals. “Chatot, mind taking two more?” Out of his Explorer’s bag levitated fifteen shining gold coins, glimmering in the torchlight.

“I don’t see why not,” she shrugged, hiding a guilty smile. The coins all clanged together as they snapped into a neat and orderly column like obedient soldiers, and then sat on the table. Shaking his head in shame, Luxio picked up the Charmander gently by his shoulder and draped him over his back.

“And you,” Kirlia said with a surprising calmness about him. His gaze set upon the Carnivine who meekly kept his head down. “Keep quiet about this, okay?” Behind his collected facade, his voice carried just a hint of an unimaginable threat. Carnivine weakly nodded. Kirlia flashed a simper and picked up the Riolu in yet another Psychic as he walked out the doors of the  Sleeping Stallion .

  



8. A New Scale


    
    
  
  Darkness. A sea of ceaseless black surrounded the entity known as Riley, churning and swarming like a viscous torrent. He was bound and frozen by it all as it pressed down on him with the force of the entire world. Through the swirling ocean of black he could not see himself. Through the immense pressure of the swarm he could not feel himself. He felt as if he were trapped in the center of a black hole.



  A moment passed, and through the gargled rumbles of the darkness Riley could hear… beeping. Rhythmic, short chirps came in from the left, unending. He tried to turn towards it, but his body was still unresponsive… No. No, that wasn’t quite it. It was more as if he had no body at all, and just a packed ball of his senses.



  Another muffled sound pierced through: a brief 
  
    thud
  
   of a door closing, and the latching of the knob snapping closed. Footsteps; slow, somber, nearing. They stopped after what felt like minutes somewhere in front of him. And then… an irregular rising and falling pitch that made a variety of different sounds. A voice. Though he didn’t recognize it, something about it made Riley feel uncomfortable. Unsafe.



  “Can’t believe it,” said the voice. It was deep but held back- a man putting on a facade. And though he didn’t know what it was, Riley was scared of what was behind it. It was an instinctive fear, in the same way a child is afraid of what resides in the corners masked by shadows.



  “They said it was a miracle,” said another, this one feminine. The feelings Riley got from her wasn’t nearly as strong, but there were two of them that made their presence known: relief, and awkwardness.



  “Oh, 
  
    yeah
  
  . Praise God that he’s still alive and sustained with cash running through his veins!” the man scowled.



  “Hank, don’t talk like that!” the woman snapped.



  “What, do 
  
    you
  
   have an idea to keep him kicking?” the man apparently dubbed Hank barked. “Gonna start whoring yourself out?”



  “We could-… What’s that smell?” she asked. “Christ, are you 
  
    drunk?!
  
  “



  “So what if I am?”



  “You can’t just- just-” She paused to collect herself and took a deep breath. “Four days,” she started. “For four days, he’s been laying here waiting, an-”



  “And whose fault is that?!” Hank snarled.



  “You don’t mean that,” she claimed boldly.



  The two entities continued to bicker for a long while, delving into a variety of subjects. Minutes passed of accusations, growing louder and louder as Riley could only be there, trapped within his own thoughts. So many questions, and only speculation for answers. And many times, especially when their argument broke into shouting, the rumbling blackness would intensify, writhing around him and drowning out several phrases. But eventually, there was a second, louder 
  
    thud
  
  , and another entity entered.



  “Will you two be 
  
    quiet?!
  
  ” the third one demanded sternly. Another man, but not as deep as the one dubbed Hank. “Not everyone needs to hear your dispute. Please, be considerate tow-… is that a flask?”



  Two quick footsteps as the first man turned around. He said nothing.



  “Sir, alcohol isn’t allowed in here. I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the second pushed.



  “Who’s gonna make me?” Hank challenged.



  “If you don’t vacate the premises, then security will,” the second answered. There was a long, tense moment of silence between them. Then came a grumble, followed by heavy footsteps leading further and further away.



  “I’m so sorry about that,” the woman said.



  “Are you not going with him?” the other asked.



  “I will in a minute, but…” She paused. Riley heard a few quick sobs before she spoke again, her voice trembling. “I just need to know i-” The deafening wrathful writhing of the darkness overcame his senses and drowned out her voice. It was like being attacked by static. “-be okay,” she finished. Back to a comparatively calm flow, like a babbling brook.



  “He’s stable, at least,” the man consoled. “But that’s about all I can say. He isn’t tipping in either direction. We’ll have to keep him here for a while longer.”



  “But…! Doctor Grant, you don’t understand. We won’t be ab-” The static swarmed again. This time it was even louder- overwhelming, even. Even his own thoughts were drowned out. Pressure had become so intense that he knew he no longer had a body, for if he did it would have been crushed by now. And it didn’t calm down this time. Louder and louder, harder and harder, faster and faster, constricting around him like a serpent. The two entities conversing, the one dubbed Hank that had presumably left, the metronomic chirping to his left, the entire world beyond him (if that is in fact what it was) may as well have vanished. It was just him and the swarm of whatever the hell it was. And what felt like an eternity later, there wasn’t even that much. A faint light shone during the middle of it. Miniscule, almost unnoticeable. Like a distant, distant star. But almost the instant that it appeared, the darkness suddenly snapped.



  …



  There aren’t many times when one will jump out of sleep outside of infancy. Nightmares are few and far between for most, and even then not every single one is terrifying enough to get a physical reaction of the body. But this was, despite its lack of any actual terror, one of the few.



  Riley jolted out of his slumber with a panicked gasp. Or rather, half a gasp. As he swung his upper-body up, his head banged against a crate that hung over the smaller crate that supported it. His forehead smacked into the bottom edge of it, and with an almost cartoonish 
  
    oof
  
   he limply fell back onto the floor.



  Groaning, he opened his eyes slowly. He was in the back of a wagon, nearly identical to the ones he had seen yesterday, though these were a bit longer. Laying across from him were his two teammates. Pyro was splayed out on the floor with his right arm pinned underneath him as if lazily thrown in, while Rose had been placed against the wall. 
  
    The hell…?
  
   he thought to himself, raising a paw to his forehead. 
  
    Where are-
  
   Before he could even make the request, the events of last night came back to him. What Gallade had said, Kirlia’s offer, sneaking out over the cliff, Rose and Pyro freaking out over it and trying to drag him back, Kirlia dealing with the problem in his own way…



  
    Oh, yeah,
  
   he thought. His gaze narrowed as he sat himself up (avoiding the edge of the crate). Now calmed comparatively, in the bit of his gut Riley felt a dense clump of guilt. Maybe he had gone too far last night, but that didn’t give them the right to pretend to be his guardians. Equally as heavy as the guilt was an ember of anger in his chest. As he shook his head he silently stood up and walked towards the back door, overcome with the need for some fresh air.



  Through a thin crack in the door, Riley snuck out and lulled it back closed like a father trying not to wake his child. And with a Quick Attack he jumped up to the roof, and then just sort of stood there for a minute. The cool air rushed briskly past and around him. Wind pulled at his scarf and let it billow and wave behind him. He took a sharp inhale of the crisp morning air. 
  
    One… two… three…
  
   A warm breath rushed out of his barely opened opened his eyes.



  A mere few days ago, he was birthed into the world bordered by a sea of waving grass and a wall of pointed mountains on the other like the bottom jaw of a colossal beast. And now, behind him were rolling hills of green and trees, from thick forests to sparse specks, and as the hills all began to slope up there were just single pines jutting out of the dirt. Ahead of him, however, were those same mountains. They blocked out the sky with their might. Snow capped the summits and trails snaked upwards and vanished amongst the impossibly grand geography. And while the monumental natural spires lined down from horizon to horizon, the two directly ahead of him were something different altogether. Between these two, there was a variety of buildings based on artificially carved terraces into the sides of the mountain. Even from what must have been dozens of miles away, there were massive silhouettes of windmills with the sun at their backs. The blades spun proportionately slow, but… from the sheer 
  
    size
  
   of them they must have been going fast enough to cleave into the stone colossi. Whatever this place was, it seemed so out of place compared to everything else he had seen thus far. Part of him thought he had gone into another world altogether.



  Riley stood in place for what felt like minutes with his jaw hanging open. He could only make dry, faint gasps as his eyes studied the architecture from afar. In the dawn he could see a thousand lights in the terraces climbing further and further up the mountains. They didn’t flicker and dance like torches normally would. These were still. Constant. Efficient. But, before he could make out anything more, Riley heard the faint sound of the door latching shut below. He counted six light footsteps, followed by a brief sigh.



  “Why are you doing this?” Rose asked. Riley didn’t even need to turn around to know who it was.



  “You’re awake,” Riley observed. Rose said nothing; just stood there with her arms folded as she waited for an answer. A heavy sigh escaped his lips as he tried to properly phrase his thoughts. “Can you see what’s ahead of us?” he asked.



  Raising a brow, the Grass-type climbed up a heavy-duty ladder just to the left of the door. Her head peeked over the roof, and she stopped when her eyes met with the impossibly grand architecture between the mountains. “What, you mean Wrytsberg?” she asked.



  “See? To you, this is just one word. You’ve seen it already. It’s nothing out of the ordinary,” the Riolu claimed. He paused for a moment. “But, look at all these for a moment. Someone out there built these. I’m sorry for what I said last night. Really, I am. It’s just, there’s all this stuff out here I haven’t seen. Someone was able to shape these mountains to support a city. Someone was able to scar the land behind the Guild. There’s so much here…” Though she couldn’t see them, the Riolu’s red eyes gleamed.



  “And you would have seen it soon enough, if you waited at most a week.” Rose rolled her eyes. Riley clenched a fist as that ember of anger flared up in his chest again. He stamped a foot on the ground and just began to pivot around, but Rose continued. “But… we 
  
    are
  
   already almost there. So if it’ll shut you up about wanting to go out there… I 
  
    guess
  
   I’ll let you have your fun.”



  The Riolu froze upon these words. In the back of his mind, there was a skeptical portion of him remaining who compared this statement from the ones from last night. She was enraged that Riley had ran away in the middle of the night, screaming loud enough to wake up the whole town. But before this small part could begin to ponder why she made this change, the rest of him took over. He spun around and met her gaze. Rose had her brow furrowed just so as she finished climbing up the ladder, and her teeth pressed together behind her lips.



  “Really?” Riley exclaimed in his bewilderment.



  “Just don’t make me regret this,” she sighed.



  In a rush of excitement, a grinning Riley lunged forward and brought his arms around the tiny Grass-type. “Oh, thank y- OW!” Immediately he pulled back and clutched his forearm within his paw. With a gasp Rose retracted her small body away from the Riolu and brought her arms together to her chest.



  “Christ, I- I’m so sorry!” she blurted out. “I- it’s- P-Poison Point,” she stammered.



  “It… I-it’s fine,” Riley said through gritted teeth. His arm had begun to grow cold.



  “I didn’t…” She shook her head and reached into her bag, removing a Pecha Berry from it and handing it towards the Fighting-type. Riley reached out for it and placed it between his teeth. They bit down and released a small rush of the antitoxic juice through his mouth. In a matter of seconds, the poison had gone away, like it had never happened.



  “Does this usually happen?” he asked as he shook his arm to ensure that it was in fact in working order. It was.



  “…Yeah,” she meekly answered. “Most of the time…” She put a floral hand between them and again shook her head. “Look, can we just drop this?”



  “Sure, no problem.”



  “Thanks.”



  A moment passed between them. Everything remained at an uncomfortable quiet. Riley turned back to the path ahead of them and gazed upon the massive city and all its grandeur. His mouth silently formed the word Rose had so casually tossed out just earlier: 
  
    Wrytsberg
  
  . Another pause. “Really though,” Riley continued. “Thanks for this. It… it means a lot.”



  “Yeah, well…” Rose shifted her weight to her left leg and threw up her floral hands. “You’re taking the blame for this when we get back.”



  “Only fair,” Riley supposed. “You gonna tell Pyro, or should I?”



  “He’ll take it better from me,” the Grass-type answered.



  “Good luck,” Riley waved. “I’m gonna go try and find Kirlia.”



  “Hit him for me when you find him,” she bitterly told him. Riley just nodded as she made her way down the ladder.



  He took a breath and began making his way forward, pressing through the wind. Each time he reached a gap he would spring off the ground with a Quick Attack, clearing it with relative ease and landing with a bit more speed than what he started with. By his sixth jump Riley was sprinting, and he didn’t even need the conjuration of a Quick Attack to reach the next roof. At the leading wagon, he landed on the top and came to a grinding halt, staggering a few steps forward and catching himself on his front paws.



  “Up already?” called a voice. Riley turned around to find, no one. With a brow raised he turned around again, and still he couldn’t see anyone there. The voice chuckled. “Down here,” he called. Riley took a few steps back towards the gap he just leapt over, and leaning against the wall sat Buizel. His eyes were barely open, and a tired smile spread across his face.



  “Yup,” Riley answered simply.



  “Ran all the way up here.” Buizel chuckled again. “Really didn’t wanna hash it out with them, eh?”



  “No, no. I talked to Rose about it. She’s calmed down,” Riley explained. “Right now she’s talking to Pyro.”



  For a moment, Buizel’s smile faltered. His eyelids withdrew and scrunched up beneath his brow, and his twin tails 
  
    thump-thumped
  
   on the wood beneath him. “Oh, geez,” he groaned.



  “What?” asked the curious Riolu. He took a step forward. “What is it?”



  “I… don’t think I’m supposed to tell you,” the Water-type said hesitantly. The Riolu’s gaze echoed his previous words. “When it’s over, you can ask them,” he suggested.



  “C’mon, please?” Riley whined.



  “Not gonna work on me,” Buizel said sternly. “They’re your own teammates. The least you can do is ask them yourself, if you really wanna know.” The Fighting-type folded his arms and huffed. Buizel rolled his eyes and changed the subject. “Kirlia’s at the front, if you wanna talk to him.”



  “Thanks,” Riley half-grumbled-half-waved. He walked away from the Water-type and over to the other end of the wagon. There, on the platform in front of the door, and behind a squad of four Pokémon pulling the chain along (two Tauros behind a Rapidash and a Zebstrika), stood the Psychic-type. His legs were fully stretched out and pressed together, and his arms hung by his side. Riley hopped down to the platform only a few feet away from Kirlia, who didn’t so much as flinch.



  “Need anything?” he asked. His gaze was locked onto the massive city they were approaching.



  “Rose told me to hit you for her,” Riley stated. Kirlia didn’t move. Seconds crawled by. 
  
    One… Two… Three… Four…
  
   Taking a step forward, the Riolu lightly swung a loosely clenched fist into Kirlia’s shoulder. This managed to get his attention, at least, as he turned his head and stared at the alien fist-like creature, watching with shock and disbelief as it began to swing down from his thin shoulder to the Riolu’s hip. “So, now that that’s out of the way… I guess, thanks.”



  “For what?” Kirlia asked, squinting.



  “It was a dick move, but putting us under Hypnosis kinda… cooled our heads.” Riley paused and rubbed the nape of his neck. “Things calmed down after that, and they… probably won’t disown me. You’re to blame for that, aren’t you?”



  “Don’t be stupid,” Kirlia scoffed, flicking his gaze back ahead. “It was just Hypnosis. All it does is put someone to sleep.”



  Riley cocked his head to the side. “But, the dreams-”



  “I can’t instill thoughts into their heads. Don’t thank me. I just didn’t want to deal with your bickering. It’s sleep. Nothing more, nothing less.”



  “Well…” Riley paused briefly. In the back of his mind, he had assumed that his suffocating dream had been caused by Kirlia’s powers, somehow. That binding blackness was like nothing his own mind had conjured before, so… Well, it doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever explanation he could have made up, Kirlia rejected any involvement. Riley put on a friendly smile and continued on. “Thanks anyways. If you just let things play out last night, I… I might not be on this caravan right now.”



  “And what a shame 
  
    that
  
   would be,” Kirlia exhaled. Riley brought his fist back to give in jest another light punch, but… he froze. His gaze caught on a mess of red hanging right around Kirlia’s right hand. There, the Psychic-type held a dagger. Not an Iron Thorn, but a full, sharp dagger. Dried blood veiled the steel, and the simple hilt was choked in Kirlia’s fingers. A few specks and scribbles stained his wrist.



  “What the hell?” Riley exclaimed. Kirlia’s gaze shifted back, catching the Riolu staring at the weapon. He swallowed and pressed forward. “Why do you have a dagger?”



  “Training,” Kirlia answered.



  “Training?”



  “One day, I’ll evolve. And when I do, I’ll become a swordsmon,” Kirlia explained. “So I’m training myself. I need to be ready for my Dawn Stone.”



  “Oh.” It made sense, even if it was a bit jarring, but… Riley’s stare focused in on the shade of red coating the edges. “And, the blood?” he asked.



  “A few Wildies came and attacked us in the middle of the night,” Kirlia shrugged. “And I just did what daggers are made to do.”



  “Guess I should’ve known,” Riley mumbled. He shifted his weight to his right.



  “If that’s all you need, you can go lay down somewhere,” Kirlia told him. “It’ll be a few hours until we get there.”



  “Actually, there 
  
    is
  
   one thing,” Riley interjected. Kirlia turned back towards the Fighting-type and, motionless, wordless, allowed him to continue. “I just wanna know why you brought me along.”



  “You would’ve snitched if I didn’t,” the Psychic-type told him.



  “I thought we already established I’m not that stupid,” Riley smirked. “You could’ve beaten me within an inch of my life without even straining yourself as a warning. Could’ve even killed me with that.” He pointed to the dagger. Kirlia’s grip around it noticeably tightened. “Even if you didn’t want to leave evidence, you have Hypnosis. You could’ve left me behind and tossed me back in my room. Why didn’t you?”



  At first, nothing. Kirlia’s face remained in its stone-stern state, permanently locked there by some hex. But a few seconds passed, and a crack formed in his mask. He smiled: thin at first, just a slight rise on the right side of his face, and then it snapped into a grin with a chortle bursting out of his mouth. The Psychic-type shook his head.



  “I’ll never underestimate you again,” Kirlia admitted. “Alright. I’ll tell you.” Riley stepped forward and perked his ears. “It’s because…” He moved his empty hand to his chin and fumbled around for the right phrase. “I guess, I’d say it’s because you’re intriguing to me.”



  “Wha…?” Riley tilted his head.



  “I did what you told me to yesterday,” Kirlia went on. “I went to Gallade’s office and asked how you got 
  
    that
  
  .” He pointed to the scarf around Riley’s neck, who looked down at it momentarily and put his paw against it. Still smooth, still warm. “I didn’t get anything concrete, but… I don’t think I’ve seen him look like that in a while. He… he 
  
    smiled
  
  . Not his usual smile. Usually, it’s diplomatic. Comforting but professional. But then, it was…” Kirlia’s own smile faltered. His eyes stared intently at nothing. He whispered the final word: “
  
    proud
  
  .”



  Silence fell. Riley knew not what to say. Proud? Why proud? By yesterday morning, all he had done was wake up a few times in the infirmary and take a kick from that Nidorino. Admittedly, he couldn’t yet claim to have earned that pride. Was it really pride that Kirlia saw? Because other than that, all he had really done was… be a human. Huh. After these past few days, Riley had almost forgotten. But still he didn’t know why that would bring up pride.



  Kirlia shook his head and returned from his hypnotic state. His gaze was more focused, and his smile had a rivalrous aura about it. “I guess I just want to see what he sees,” Kirlia claimed. “So, don’t disappoint me.”



  “Didn’t plan on it,” Riley answered, trying to sound as cool as possible. Kirlia merely nodded and stared ahead. Again, silence fell.



  …



  The sun beat down overhead that day on the fields of sand. Searing winds blew away thick clouds of dust from the remains of a once grand city half-buried. Former homes and shops and towers were now ruins of their former selves, skeletal remains of warriors and kings. Pieces of broken lives (plates, picture frames, furniture, cooking ware) stuck out of the ground like weapons in a vast, now barren battlefield.



  It was not time that ruined this city, however. In fact its cause still remains inside the limits, amongst the charred pieces of broken buildings. Through stained, dusted streets there rang a roaring chorus of cries and steel melding together. Ruins and sand sponged up the blood with the thirst of those who once inhabited the sun-scorched lands.



  It was on a fallen wall coated in a thin layer of dust that there stood an Aggron, far from the cries and clatter that surrounded him. Even for his species he was a behemoth, towering well over twelve feet and weighing at least a ton. His colossal tail swayed back and forth through the blazing gales, stirring the winds further with the sheer force of it. From underneath the brim of the steel plates protecting his eyes from the harsh sunlight, his bright blue eyes scanned the barren areas around him. Though almost unnoticeable to a casual observer, something stirred beneath the sands. The ground was shifting just so slightly as whatever its cause was circled around the Aggron as if it were its prey.



  With the force and volume of a crack of thunder burst the predator from below the surface, spraying a shroud of sand and broken stone outwards. Aggron raised his arms to protect his eyes as out darted a mighty Steelix. The end of her tail, veiled in a coat of a hundred jagged Stone Edges, swung out of the ground and towards the opposing Steel-type. The titanic Aggron lunged into the attack, embracing the points of the makeshift morning star with his great arms. His heavy feet and tail dug into the stone and the sand beneath as he was pushed further and further back. Grunts escaped his clenched jaw, so tight that not even the cloud he kicked up could get through.



  Before he even neared a stop, in came the great head of the Steelix. She bashed into the side of him like a warhammer. A raspy cough forced itself out of Aggron as the Stone Edges began burying themselves into his stone skin. Then like some giant’s chain the Steelix continued to coil herself around the behemoth of an opponent, binding him within the masses of metal. He couldn’t see the pleased smile on her face as she pulled tighter and tighter, jagged stones digging themselves deeper and deeper. A dry croak escaped his mouth as Aggron struggled against her. Steel scraped against steel as his twin horns scratched into her side, and his heavy tail repeatedly 
  
    thumped
  
   against the ground as he raised it.



  “Finally caught you,” she beamed. Her voice roared like a speeding train. “They’re gonna be so relieved when I bring you in.”



  Aggron said nothing. His tail snaked its way between Steelix’s coiling body and began attempting to pry her off, grunting like a struggling bear stuck in the teeth of a trap.



  “Now now, there’s no need for that,” she playfully told him. “Just, come with me, and we’ll make this easier on you.” She lowered her head into the sands and tried to move forward, but she only made it a few feet before coming to a sudden stop, as if pulled by a leash. Confused, she turned back. The Aggron had his tail buried completely into the sand to anchor him in place. “What the… Not giving up, are you?” she sighed. “Fine then. Let’s g-”



  The Aggron broke one arm free from the giant’s chain, bringing it out in the crack between the coils. He had what he needed, and deep down Steelix knew. A heavy breath escaped his open jaw. And after a sharp inhale, the one hulking arm swung down into one of the lower chunks of metal on Steelix’s body. The force of an Earthquake concentrated into one fist shattered the segment, breaking off the last six feet of her tail. A cry of pain slipped out as a squirming Steelix retracted the rest of her away.



  Panicking, she brought what was now the end of her tail to her face and stared at it analytically. Without its former length and design, it wouldn’t be a fraction of what it once was. She would become a warrior equipped with the broken sword. “You… you 
  
    bastard!
  
  ” she shouted. “It’s gonna take me 
  
    months
  
   to grow that back!”



  Aggron pulled the detached tail and the Stone Edges out of his gut, letting it crash onto the ground below. The few that broke off were merely left there for the time being. In the behemoth’s hand he held the piece of the giant’s chain he had broken off, letting the morning star fall to the sand beneath him. Somewhere upwind, a small explosion went off. And only a few seconds later the searing winds blew in the dust and debris, blanketing the two Steel-types inside.



  With her teeth clenched even more than usual, Steelix stared ahead at the figure of the Aggron through the shroud. Each passing moment it grew thicker and thicker, and it didn’t take long until each had lost sight of the other. Steelix suppressed her frantic breathing and tried to listen. The cries of battle around her had become numbed to her, leaving in her ears only a faint ringing and the 
  
    thump-thump
  
   of her beating heart as her body struggled to stabilize with the loss of her tail. But she knew that if she showed weakness for even a moment, she wouldn’t be able to grasp victory. And slithering away underground… while appealing, her superiors wouldn’t have her back unless she returned with a head, regardless of whether or not it’s attached to a body.



  Silently she dug the new end of her tail into the ground, biting down as the sensitive nerves pushed against the sand. Then she paused. Neither could she see the behemoth through the sand, but she couldn’t feel the one-ton creature moving around. 
  
    Waiting for me to make the first move, huh?
  
   she thought bitterly. 
  
    Lucky you. Today I’m feeling generous
  
  . Steelix buried her head into the sands and began slithering further into them, the rest of her body following after. Only, she was suddenly pulled taut by warm hands as the very end of her was just about to join the rest of her under the surface.



  
    What the hell?!
  
   she thought to herself. 
  
    How did he sneak up on me?!
  
   The Aggron yanked Steelix out of the ground near-effortlessly and swung her into a deteriorated wall like she were the titan’s flail. He then dug his foot into the ground and, with a quiet grunt, swung her the other way and smashed her into a fallen pillar. A plume of dust and debris burst outward as Steelix crashed into the ground in a daze.



  The Aggron’s jaw dropped down as a jet of steam rushed out, billowing and expanding upwards as it was pulled by the wind. His hands, now burning hot, gripped Steelix’s end and pulled her, length by length, towards him. With each tug, Steelix squirmed more and more. The broken end of her tail bashed against his back, but he still didn’t budge. With each successive hit her movements became more frantic and her breaths became panicked wheezes. In desperation, she dug her head into the sands and tried in vain to get away.



  With one final pull, the Aggron held Steelix by her neck. Frightened red eyes met the phosphorescent glow of the Aggron’s blue ones through the now dissipating shroud of sand. She sobbed and whimpered as the behemoth exhaled another jet of steam from his jagged jaws. He still said nothing. She couldn’t form the words in her throat. But she was ashamed of herself, knowing that the final thing out of her mouth would be pathetic sniveling.



  The Aggron raised an open hand in the air as the other held the flailing Steelix like a vice. She looked up at it as if it were the judgment of God Himself- the grand gavel whose impact would seal her fate of death. And with a final grunt, the Aggron dropped his hand down flat on the top of Steelix’s head. The full brunt of the Earthquake ravaged through her body, straightening out. Cracks formed all over her head as a blank look glazed over her. Then the cracks formed in the segment behind her head. Then the next one. And the next one. Her entire body was covered in them, and pieces fell off one by one. The Aggron relinquished his grip on her, and her heavy body crashed onto the ground. The sheer force of will that held the pieces together then vanished, and in front and around him there were hundreds- no, thousands of steel shards.



  “Good, youer finished,” a voice told the Aggron. The remaining Steel-type turned towards it calmly to see a tall Scizor walking towards him. He was a gaunt figure with narrower, more pointed pincers than most. Red dripped off the end of them, quenching the thirst of the sands beneath him. “Nice timing on my part.”



  The Aggron nodded.



  “They’re retreatin’ fer now,” Scizor told him. “We’re gonna build up th’ front here, now. Ya’ good ta help?” The Bug-type spoke the language in a tongue not meant to form it, carrying with it the homeland from which he left behind.



  Again, the Aggron nodded.



  “Nice. We’re shelterin’ ta’ th’ west of here,” Scizor explained. “We found an ol’ church, from the looks o’ it. Most of th’ walls’re still there. Head on there and let Gothitelle patch up youer gut. Then get some heavy lifting done.”



  With a third and final nod, a rush of steam burst out of his mouth. But rather than a jet, this was more of a defeated plume, like something inside him had shut down. The behemoth’s body pressed upon the sands with the full force of his weight as he began to take in slow, heavy breaths.



  “Autotomize, huh?” Scizor surmised. “Take youer time. It’s just a few blocks away.” The Bug-type turned around and walked away to the west. And the near moment he rounded a corner, another Pokémon appeared. She was a Grovyle, slim and faintly withered from the desert heat. Seemingly she had appeared out of nowhere before his eyes, kneeling before him with her head facing the ground.



  “The grounds have been searched,” Grovyle delivered. “Any who were hiding in wait have been dealt with.”



  “Excellent.” Scizor put on a warm smile. “Do we have anyone monitoring th’ retreating army?”



  “Durant is following behind them, and we have guards posted in the upper floor of the church to protect the new fort,” the Grass-type answered.



  “Good. Go send word ta base camp and tell them ta-”



  “Already done. Swellow just left a while ago,” she interrupted. “The enemy were few in number when they retreated, too. Given the amount of time it will take for reinforcements to arrive, we have three or four days to reinforce ourselves here.”



  “Nicely done,” Scizor beamed. “Hopefully we’ll get our own soon. Now… at ease. Stand up.” Without a word Grovyle did as she was ordered. “Arceus, ya’ look like shit. Water up when ya’ get back ta camp.”



  “Gee, thanks,” she muttered.



  “I need y- no. 
  
    We
  
   need ya’ ta be in perfect shape now,” Scizor lectured. “Even the smallest differences in youer speed could mean giving them youer head.”



  “Yes, sir,” she sighed. “I’ll go find Slowking right away.”



  The church was almost entirely untouched during the battle, miraculously enough. From the outside, the only thing noticeable was a single broken pane of stained golden glass. Pokémon were hustling in and out of the grand entrance. Some brought in usable materials salvaged from the battlefield, and others still hurried to bring in injured held on a stretcher behind them.



  The Bug-type stood across the street from his new fort for a moment and took a deep breath of the scalding winds. A heavy stench of decomposing victory began to waft around him. 
  
    Such a beautiful place like this
  
  , he thought, 
  
    doesn’t deserve all this… Whoever this church was built for, please forgive us for trespassing. I’ll do what I can in the mean time to make sure you’re repaired. Just, give us a few days. That’s all we need
  
  . He nodded to himself and made his way inside.



  The pews had themselves propped up against the interior’s walls, granting its inhabitants a large open room to operate in. The left half had a messy row of bloodied stretchers that lead up to a wooden table with a white sheet draped over it. Currently, an unconscious Zangoose laid back on the table with his head propped up by a large clump of cotton held in a plastic cover. Over the Normal-type loomed a Gothitelle quickly but precisely bringing a needle through a large gash in Zangoose’s leg. Behind her stood a silent Crawdaunt holding the spool from which the thread came from.



  “How’s it going?” Scizor asked.



  Gothitelle glanced up at him for only a moment before returning her attention to her patient. “Could be worse,” she answered. “Ten confirmed KIA. Thrice as many injured.”



  “Ten,” Scizor grumbled. “Damn… We need ta find somewhere to give them a proper burial.”



  “With no disrespect to the dead, we need to help the living first,” Gothitelle told him. “Crutches. Casts. We’ll need a few things like that around here, if anyone can salvage anything.” She stopped her hands and eyed the sealed gash carefully. Her eyes met Crawdaunt’s, who reached over and snipped the thread. Gently but professionally Gothitelle lifted up the numbed Zangoose with a Psychic and proceeded to telekinetically wrap a roll of bandages around it. She dutifully nodded, placing the Normal-type carefully in one of the pews. Then she bundled up the sheets and tossed them into a metal basin, which Crawdaunt then sprayed with a jet of boiling water from the pit of his claws.



  “Casts?” Scizor repeated. “Crutches can be easy to make, but how th’ hell are we gonna find what we need ta make a cast?”



  “Not casts, sorry,” Gothitelle said. She laid out a new sheet and gestured for her next patient. She was a pale Raichu with her tail held in her front paws. “Oh, my. This one might be a bit… Not casts, but more like splints,” she hurriedly explained. “Straight pieces of metal or wood. Some sort of cloth. Thick paper. Flags. Whatever you can find. Think we can get that?”



  “Sounds doable,” Scizor nodded.



  “Thanks. Sorry, dear. Let’s get that fixed up.” With that, the tailless Raichu jumped her quivering body onto the table, and Gothitelle began to carefully clean the tender wound.



  Behind the podium where the priest would speak, there was a door leading to a small room. There was an altar in the middle of it with a fine layer of polish that gave, through the glistening tinted light from the stained-glass window, it the same shine that whoever it was dedicated to gave to he who maintained it. So many symbols lined the edge of the altar that he must have recognized from somewhere, but never bothered before to memorize them. Dismissing the matter, he turned towards another door, neighboring the one he came from, to reveal a narrow stairway.



  Following it up brought the Bug-type to the top floor. Flat. Colorless. Tons of windows. Six able Pokémon acting as watchmen, giving Scizor a salute as he came by. Not too much was noteworthy outside of strategic importance. Once the smith returned… 
  
    if
  
  , he thought morbidly… he might be able to fix this up a bit more. But that shall be a worry for another day.



  But the stairs still continued. They spun into the ceiling, spiraling further and further up until eventually they opened into a belfry. From the battle, the front of it had been broken, leaving pieces of the finely crafted architecture scattered on the floor. The grand bell hung loosely from a deteriorating rope, swaying back and forth in gentle arcs.



  “I see you’ve made your way up here,” came a voice. Scizor turned towards it to see, standing on the edge of the roof with his hands tucked behind his back, Slowking wearing his usual warm smile. Scizor returned one equally as warm.



  “That goes ta ya’, too,” he replied.



  “Old habits, I guess,” Slowking shrugged. He shifted his gaze over to the blazing sun beginning to climb low in the sky. “And what of you, Sir Scizor? Preparing to fortify?”



  “Got a few ideas, but I’m waiting for Aegislash ta return before I make anything final,” Scizor answered. “There were a few good places Ah saw still standing in town. At the very least Ah want tunnels runnin’ between them… Ya see anything about that?”



  “I’m afraid not,” Slowking sighed. “I can’t see that far ahead right now.”



  “Don’t worry about it. We can manage without it for now,” Scizor waved away.



  “But, at least I can see 
  
    something
  
  ,” Slowking told him playfully. The Bug-type cocked his head. “They’re on their way.”



  “Don’t play th’ pronoun game with me,” Scizor warned.



  “Alright, alright. I’m talking about Gallade’s Guild.” Scizor’s eyes grew wide as he froze in place underneath the great brass church bell. “Their figures are a bit… 
  
    murky
  
  , but whoever they are they’re on their way. Left from Wrytsberg this morning.”



  “He’s helping…” Scizor whispered. A coy smile sprouted on his face as if he were a child again seeing the wonders of the world for the first time. “He’s actually helping us… Youer sure about this, right?”



  “Entirely,” the Water-type answered.



  “This’s 
  
    great!
  
  ” Scizor beamed, giggling like a schoolgirl. The wings on his back buzzed in his excitement. “Do ya’ know what this 
  
    means?!
  
  “



  “That we aren’t alone anymore,” Slowking replied.



  “Pre
  
    cisely
  
  . Ah knew it would have been a long shot ta get help, but… actually getting it?” He silenced himself, forcing his wings to halt, and began to look around. For miles in all directions, as he looked around at the mass grave, the memorial to what must have been tens of thousands of lives that could not be returned to, Scizor saw parts. Walls that easily could be re-erected and reinforced to improve their new fort, adding new rooms and connecting them to some of the mostly standing buildings. 
  
    They were in shambles when they retreated… Three or four days, huh? It’ll be tight, but we could manage.
  
   The Bug-type nodded dutifully. “Once youer done here, get back ta the ground floor. We’re gonna start building once we salvage enough materials.”



  “Just another half hour,” Slowking replied. His eyes were locked with the sun above him as if hypnotised. “I need to finish my meditation.”



  “It doesn’t start until this evening,” Scizor told him. “Gathering everything takes a while. Ya’ve Heal Pulse, right? Once ya’ finish, ya’ can help out Gothitelle.”



  “Yessir,” Slowking responded, losing himself in his trans. Though Scizor couldn’t see it, he was familiar with the glazed-over expression the Water-type would wear when he became like this. 
  
    Sun-drunk
  
  , many had come to call it.



  “Now, ta do my part,” Scizor said to himself. “Gotta get things going for tomorrow’s guests.” With the faintest of grins, his wings began to buzz once again, and at blinding speed he leapt off the roof of the church.


  



9. The Desert Knight


    
    A field of golden sands lay at their sides as the party rushed through it, cutting through dunes like a knife. Blistering winds pushed an unfurled sail as a modified sailboat effortlessly cruised through. Riley had himself perched on the front, striking a heroic pose as he balanced on the bow as if to become the ship’s figurehead. Behind him, a lethargic Luxio splayed out under the sunlight with his belly out, and a few feet away Buizel sat against the mast as he basked in the shade. The two back corners were occupied by a sulking Pyro, whose gaze was distant and his maw shut so tight that it may as well have been glued, and a weary Rose, sitting in the shade of the sail with a wet rag draped over her head. Kirlia, dutifully off as always, stood on top of the mast with his legs pressed together, and his arms folded as his stare focused dead ahead.

The captain of this small sandskipper was an old Skarmory. A thick iron hyde covered in the scars of a thousand battles coated the Steel-type, standing behind the sail with his wings outstretched. The moment the craft would begin to slow down, they would rush forward in a powerful flap, stirring up a Whirlwind to push the sails and regain their speed.

“So,” Buizel said, catching Skarmory’s attention. “Any reason you like sailing all the way out here?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” the old Skarmory answered.

“The fishing seems poor,” Buizel shrugged. Riley let out a short laugh, breaking from his pose. “Sands don’t move as much as the ocean. There ain’t anyone else out here, either. Doesn’t it get… I dunno, boring?”

“Little bit,” the Steel-type shrugged. He flapped his sharp wings forward and pushed the sails with another Whirlwind.

“Is… that it?” Buizel asked.

“You came to the wrong guy in search of wisdom,” Skarmory told him. “What you see is what you get.”

“Oh.” Buizel paused and passively looked back to the horizon. “Just… trying to start a conversation.”

“Some other time,” Skarmory said. He pushed off the ground with his large talons and pulled on one of the ropes with his beak. The sail contracted against the mast, folding in on itself. Without the billowing wind to guide it, the craft drifted to a stop. The change in speed caught Riley off guard as he tumbled a few feet down into the desert. Rose lifted the now warmed damp cloth off her face and began to look around. “Time to go.”

“What, here?” the Roselia asked. For miles around, all they could see were the rolling dunes and a few rocky outcrops. “I thought you’d bring us all the way to them.”

“Yeah, well, this is about as far as I can take you,” Skarmory shrugged. “I shouldn’t exactly know where they’re camped at, y’know? Go any further, and I wouldn’t be returning anytime soon… Last chance for you to turn back.”

“We’re fine,” Kirlia answered. He jumped up with his thin legs and pressed his hands together, surrounding himself in a faint glow before activating a Teleport. The Psychic-type reappeared hundreds of yards further in the air and began to look around the horizon. And sure enough, following the bow of the craft pointed to a decrepit city. “It’s straight ahead of us,” Kirlia called to them.

“Where?” asked Riley, removing his head from the sands and looking straight ahead at a blank horizon.

“At least a few hours away.” Despite now plummeting back to earth, Kirlia spoke in his regular rhythm and tone. “Thanks for the ride, captain.”

Skarmory silently glared at the back of the Psychic-type. His razor feathers on his wing shook just so faintly. “Don’t thank me,” he said, almost scowling. “I was never here. Got it?”

“Yeah,” Rose groaned. Reluctantly she stood up from the back of the craft and jumped overboard into the desert. Hot sands began burning the tiny feet of the Grass-type. Buizel walked up besides her and grabbed the cloth off her head, dousing it with a Water Gun and placing the now wet rag back on top of her head. It squelched as it draped over her again. “Thanks,” she exhaled.

“Mmhm.”

Kirlia landed on the ground with a soft, almost underwhelming noise like a beanbag dropped on the floor as the sands shifted around his feet. Not even flinching, not missing a beat, he just walked forward as if his fall was just one long step. Luxio stretched out briefly before rolling on his side and standing up on all fours. He cracked his neck and leapt over the side as his muscles began to wake up. The pads of his paws acted as a calloused layer to keep the heat off. His gaze fell on the weary Roselia behind him, taking deep breaths of searing air into her small body.

“Need help?” he offered. Rose raised a brow underneath her soaked cowl. Luxio clarified, “You don’t look like you’re ready for this. If you need, I can carry you.”

“No, no,” she panted. “I’ll…”

“I’d take him up on it, if I were you,” Buizel suggested. “Kirlia won’t slow down for you if you need a minute to rest. You’ll either be literally dragged along, or left behind to shrivel up out here.” Casually, he followed after the Psychic-type.

Luxio, now laying down on the ground like the Sphynx, looked back at Rose. The Roselia grumbled for a moment, two of those indecipherable words being thank you, and then climbed up to the cat’s back and laid there. She shifted the rag to cover her face, further filtering her noises. The Electric-type stood up and followed after them.

And last but not least, the Charmander skulked out the craft’s stern and meandered behind the rest of the group. Riley, having been hidden by the side of the boat, stood up and walked beside his teammate.

“Hey,” waved Riley with a passive smile.

Pyro refused eye contact. An aggravated stare aimed at the ground beneath him, as if when he looked up he would find himself in another realm.

“You okay?” Riley asked with his head tilted.

Still he didn’t speak. It could have been because of the desert sun and how it works on Fire-types, but the flame on the end of the Charmander’s tail burned brighter than usual.

“Look, if… if you need anything, I’m right here,” Riley consoled. Silence filled the void of crunching sands beneath the many feet of the small party.

“I know,” Pyro mumbled. Riley could almost hear the dry snap of the glue that held his maw shut. The tilt of the Riolu’s head grew more drastic, wordlessly asking him to clarify what he meant. Pyro let out an exasperated sigh. “It wouldn’t work if I just told you it was nothing, would it?” Riley shook his head. “Of course.” He smiled quizzically. His voice stayed quiet. “You always get what you want, don’t you? Even when you ask for all of us to die out here…”

“God damn it,” Riley groaned, staying quiet to not bring up attention from the rest. “I’ve heard this enough already. ‘It’s dangerous‘. I’ve got it.”

“I know you have.” The Fire-type cynically laughed to himself for a moment. “I’m not gonna stop you anymore. For whatever reason, Rose…” His claws noticeably clenched up. His pace slowed. “Not only did she let you go, but she’s taking us with you… Following someone we don’t even know into a warzone…”

“Hey, I-”

“Don’t worry. So long as nothing happens, I’ll drop it. Maybe one day we can look back on this and laugh, y’know?” he said. For a moment, Riley caught a bit of… something in the salamander’s voice. It wasn’t the tone or the words themselves, or the tongue that formed them, but… whatever it was, it made him imagine that sort of drunken camaraderie that you only ever see on TV, where two beam at one another with cheeks flushed and clang mugs together, accidentally spilling a good portion of their drinks. But the very moment the Charmander opened his mouth again, that vision was gone.

“But, if something does happen out here…” Pyro raised his gaze to meet Riley’s. There they were again: twin Dragon Rages, swirling and churning like a swarm of insects picking the meat off their prey. “I don’t think I need to say what’ll happen.” The Riolu couldn’t have stopped if he tried to, now. Autopilot moved one leg in front of the other as the frozen expression one would have right before fear settles in had been molded onto his face.

“Got it…” he managed to say back after seconds passed.

“Good.” Pyro looked towards the front of the group once again.

…

Even after the battle had ended the city was filled with the clashing of steel and the rumbling of collapsing stone. The old church had been vandalized to a point where it was no longer recognizable as a church anymore. It was shelled in the body of all its former neighbors, made of a dozen different types and sizes of bricks and bound to it with iron nails bashed in with a hammer. The behemoth of an Aggron held up large pieces of stone and gave them to a small group around the second story, where a Feraligatr then slathered it with something akin to cement and carefully put it on the wall outside, forming a platform on the edge of the wall. Squads of the salvagers came in and out of the general area, carrying just more than their bodies could handle. Some rolled in great barrels taken from an emergency food storage, granting them water, or flour, or sugar, or grain, dried meats and fruits, ails, cans- enough to hold the entire town over for a few weeks now went to a small group of just a few hundred.

Scizor stood on top of the roof alone. He paced back and forth in a focused state, mentally sketching the blueprints. Adding in towers and pathways, tunnels and traps, connecting his main fort to others, his list would never end, but he would only be able to read out two or three more days worth. This would be fairly temporary, so the defenses didn’t need to be expertly crafted. At best he’d be able to manage some crude towers and tunnels after the church was fortified enough.

His usual dutiful expression faltered as it stared into the horizon, past where the opponents had retreated into. They were just out there, past those dunes of sand, hiding, waiting, recovering. The night before, against the sky he was sure that he saw the glow of a flame. It’s certain that they’re spying on them, noting the weaknesses in their defenses. Building right in front of the enemy left no room for surprises, so all they could do was build it well.

“Sir,” a voice came from behind him. Instantly he recognized it as Grovyle’s, undoubtedly knelt with her head facing the floor as usual. “Our guests have arrived.”

“Really?” Scizor asked, almost shouting. Grovyle nodded.

“They’re walking in from the southwest,” she told him, somewhat dismally. “I thought… you would want to be the first to greet them.”

“Thanks for tellin’ me,” he beamed. Putting away his plans for now, he buzzed his wings and sprung off of the roof.

Ruined streets in that part of town all blended together into one decrepit field bordered by a few miraculously untouched remnants of the city. The party of six had to traverse over it all with varying degrees of difficulty, and unsurprisingly Kirlia’s team had the easiest time with it. Kirlia’s thin body was shockingly agile and able to leap over whatever he needed to in one fluid motion. Luxio’s a cat, and not much more needs to be said about how effortly he pounced over everything. Buizel would just climb over everything he needed to with ease like a lemur. Riley watched them carefully and tried to copy their movements, and with moderate success he was usually able to spring over anything that stuck in their path. The last two, however, didn’t bother with their parkour, and just walked around anything that wasn’t too in their way. Any columns that now lay horizontally on the sands, Pyro would just climb up with his claws and then offer the small Roselia a hand.

Each one of them felt, in their own way, tense upon arrival. From excitement to fear, muffled anger to sickly thrill, the air was so thick with it that they had to carve through it like jungle brush.

It was in the middle of one of his jumps that Kirlia froze in the air. Luxio stopped as he landed and turned back with a tilted head to his captain. The rest did the same, and five sets of eyes became oddly fixated on the Psychic-type, and that where his gaze lay. For standing upon a broken pillar, squatted down and staring back in bewilderment, was Scizor.

His amber eyes scanned the children over and over again, as if he would see through their masks and reveal that they weren’t actually children. But each inspection only reconfirmed the realization he was so desperately trying to avoid. And the Explorer’s emblem on their bag was colored with Gallade’s Guild’s green and white and brandishing a pair of brilliant wings… This couldn’t be. Scizor refused to believe it.

“I presume you’re the Scizor we’ve heard about,” Kirlia stated. “It’s an honor to meet you.” He gently floated back down to the floor and bowed to the Bug-type. The rest followed in suit.

“Is this it?” Scizor asked, suppressing himself. The Riolu grit his teeth and took a sharp inhale, but the Psychic-type glared at him with that I-will-pull-you-inside-out glare from the night they had left. Riley bit down on his jaw and forced himself to silence.

“Yes, we are,” Kirlia answered as he receded into his usual persona. “The calvary has arrived.”

Scizor shook his head in an overwhelming shock. He placed his pincer to his mouth and began to mumble, “No, no… He wouldn’t do this… It isn’t right.”

“What, send us to do the job?” Kirlia scoffed. “With all due respect, sir, don’t belittle our Guild. Gallade wouldn’t just send ‘children‘ to their deaths. We’re not here just to be diplomats and show support.”

“Not like I could send ya’ back, anyways,” Scizor sighed. He buzzed his wings and sprung off the pillar, leaping in front of the group. “Stand up. Ah’m a leader, not a lord.” They did just that, and stood there silently under Scizor’s sharp gaze. “You…” he said to Kirlia. “Youer ol’ Gallade’s kid, ain’t ya’?”

“That I am,” Kirlia answered.

“He’d send his kid ta’ a warzone?”

“You could consider it a sign of faith, if it’d make you feel better.”

“Surprisingly, it doesn’t.” Scizor rolled his eyes. “And what of the rest? Ya can all speak, can’t ya’?” The Roselia and the Riolu looked between each other hesitantly until one of them decided to speak up.

“It’s an honor to meet you… s-sir,” Riley rushed out with the first thing he could think of.

“Is it really?” Scizor asked. “What, did youer Guildmaster present me as some kind of hero?”

Panicking, Riley reached into the memory of the conversation he had overheard the night he left. “He did for your cause,” he blurted. “‘The crown must die’, or something like that.” And yet he sends children, Scizor bitterly thought.

“Captain!” called a voice. The seven turned towards it to see, lumbering down the street, a Blastoise. Blood streamed out of the corners of his mouth, and part of his shell had been chipped off.

“Oh, shit,” Scizor muttered. Again his wings began to buzz, and he pounced towards his comrade with wide eyes. The children looked amongst themselves before jogging over to them.

“Thank Arceus I found you,” Blastoise panted.

“Take it easy; sit down,” Scizor told him. He stood underneath the Water-type’s arm and held him up like a crutch. “What happened to ya’?”

“Durant was digging escape tunnels, and he stumbled upon some kind of corridor,” Blastoise explained. “He thought he found some kind of storage, so he went and got me and Rhydon. But there was someone down there…” Scizor laid him down against a fallen pillar, and while doing so his pincer brushed against a dozen small holes in the back of his shell. “A Cacturne came out of nowhere. It all happened so fast. I barely got out of there- I don’t even know what happened to Rhydon.”

“Someone stayed behind…” Scizor muttered. He glanced over to the Guild members, and his amber eyes glistened with a new idea. “Where’s the tunnel ya’ crawled out of?”

“We entered over-” A cough burst out of his throat and splattered blood over the Bug-type’s face. “A few hundred yards that way. Right underneath a torn painting of some forest.” He nodded to his right.

“Don’t ya’ worry,” Scizor consoled. “Ya’ll be alright. We’ll get someone over here with Heal Pulse. That should be enough to get you over to Gothitelle.”

“But, Rhydon-”

“I told ya’ not ta’ worry,” Scizor smiled. “Lucky for us, we got six new recruits.” The agonized Blastoise moved his trembling head to face the group that had just ran into view.

“N-no,” Blastoise stammered. “The corridor’s too narrow for six.”

Scizor paused for a moment before turning towards the Guild Pokémon. “Luckily, these guys’re small enough. They could fit maybe two of them at once.”

Immediately Riley stepped forward acting without thought and raised his hand. “I’ll go,” he offered with a grin.

Rose, nearly horrified, stepped forward and reached out to him as if to pull him away from danger. “No, Ri-”

“Something wrong?” Scizor asked sternly.

“Not at all,” Kirlia covered. “Then I’ll join you down there.” A strict, sinister gaze fell on Riolu with the pressure of a mountain on top of him.

“Good. You two, you heard Blastoise. Few hundred yards that way,” Scizor told them. “The rest of you, we’re based at a small church right now. Ya’ can’t miss it. It’s where all th’ noise is comin’ from. I’d show you myself, but, I need ta’ rush over and get someone to help Blastoise.”

“Sure thing,” Luxio answered for them.

“See ya’ in a few.” Scizor waved his pincer at them before again buzzing his wings and launching himself off the sands. Just before he raced off, they could just manage to see a cracked grin. Blastoise by now had fallen unconscious under mat of damp, scarlet sands.

“I saw this coming, and I’m still surprised,” Kirlia sighed.

“What?” Riley asked.

“If anything, I guess this would be a good gauge for him,” Buizel offered. “Blastoise only mentioned one. If he couldn’t even manage that, then… well, y’know.”

“Let’s just get going,” Luxio suggested. “Scizor needs us, for whatever reason. We already gave bad first impressions. The least we can do is be timely.”

“I suppose,” Buizel shrugged. “You two ready?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Rose answered softly. Her eyes fell onto Riley for a brief moment, but for what must have been less than a second they had revealed within the small Grass-type… futility. Anger was there, sure, but it had been destroyed in a storm of depression, as if it had been a natural disaster that wronged her. But then she blinked, and all that went away when she glanced up with a hint of resentment at the Psychic-type. “Don’t let him get too hurt down there,” she asked.

Kirlia merely looked back at her without reacting in the slightest. She may as well have pleaded with a wall for help. Shaking her head, she pressed forward. Luxio and Buizel took the lead and went in the direction Scizor had ran off in. Pyro came soon after, giving Riley one of those don’t-you-fuck-it-up stares that one would get from their older brother.

And again, it was the two of them alone, with their teammates walking off into the distance. Kirlia clenched his fist and retracted his dagger out of his bag with it in his right hand. The blood had been cleaned off of the steel.

“Hope you’re ready for this,” Kirlia said. “If you’re lucky the Cacturne will only be overwhelmingly better than you.”

“I was born ready,” Riley smirked.

“If you say so, then who am I to stop you? You saw where Blastoise pointed to, then go ahead.” Kirlia gestured in the direction that the tunnels allegedly were.

“Don’t have to tell me twice.”

…

The darkness of the pathways fled from the light emanating from a rune-tattooed crystal held in Kirlia’s Psychic. Riley’s heart pulsed in his chest as each step forward brought him closer and closer to the tunnel that this one had dug into. Dirt lead into bricks like some untouched crypt- some tomb that hadn’t felt new air in a thousand cycles. Even more worrying was the Rhydon that Blastoise had mentioned. The Rock-type must have ran down the tunnel as fast as his body could carry him, until the guardian had caught up to him. At least twenty holes had been punched into the back of his limp body. All they could do was give him a moment of silence and walk on by.

“Brace yourself,” Kirlia warned Riley. He took a sharp inhale and then barked out in a clear but threatening voice, “Hey!” The echoing Hey! Hey…! Hey… ey… was his only answer. So he shouted again, “You already know we’re here. We already know you’re here. Let’s skip the foreplay and get right to it.”

“Turn back,” bellowed an old, hoarse voice. “We don’t have to do this. Please.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” Riley replied. “You’re our job now.”

“Is that so,” the voice, presumably Cacturne, sighed. “Then I’m right here. Come and get me, child.”

Kirlia absently tossed the eldritch crystal through the hall, the rays of which danced about like a disco ball and it clinked against the tunnel floor. It spun and then came to a stop in the midst of the T-intersection.

“Go get ‘im,” Kirlia commanded.

“Wait, you aren’t helping me out?” Riley asked.

“I probably should,” Kirlia admitted. “But, you were the one who so volunteered for this. So let’s see what you can do.”

“Oh. Well… thank you.”

“Little bit of advice for you though,” he whispered. “Naturally, his species is kinda slow. And he can’t take much of a hit, either. But, what he can do is spray you over the walls.”

“Dodge ‘im,” Riley summarized. “Got it.” Without a single extra word or thought, the small Fighting-type sprung off the ground with a Quick Attack and slid to a stop next to the luminous crystal.

Cacturne was undoubtedly an eerie creature. Sickly yellow eyes glowed like harvest moons underneath the brim of his natural helm. What was supposed to be the scarecrow’s twisted smile was more normalized to a less terrifying grin. It more resembled the visor of a knight’s helm. His right arm was a bit longer and leaner than his left, as if it had been stitched on to an otherwise tall, muscled body.

“Just yourself?” the Grass-type asked him.

“Yup,” Riley answered. He reached into his bag and pulled out one of the Reviver Seeds. His teammates flashed in his head with their guilt-inducing glares piercing through him. Just in case, he thought to himself, slipping the seed under his tongue. Riley took a deep breath and cracked his neck.

“Do you have a name, boy?” Cacturne asked him.

“I’m pretty sure it’s Riley,” he answered, sliding off his bag and tossing it gently to the side.

“‘Pretty sure’,” Cacturne repeated. “Very well, alleged Riley. If you’re so insistent on stepping forward, then I can not let you pass. One or one hundred, no one will.” He bashed his left arm into the wall besides him and broke through the stone. And as he pulled it back towards him, on his forearm morphed a thick and thorny shield at least three feet in diameter. Out of the tip of his gangly right arm, there shot out almost twenty long needles the size of daggers, all bunched together and pointing the same way.

A spear and shield, Kirlia observed, leaning against the wall besides the illuminating crystal. Interesting… Well, amnesiac? Let’s see how you do.

The Riolu burst forward with a Quick Attack, leaving a trail of white behind him as he clenched his fist. Leaping into the air he swung it forward with a mere punch at the Cacturne. The Grass-type raised his Spiky Shield to meet it and thrusted the hundred thorns into the attack. Riley’s punch had bounced off, and his small body splayed out on the thorns like he had been caught in a bushel of blackberries. Then Cacturne swung his shield at the wall, nearly crushing Riley between them. But almost instinctively Riley gripped the brim of the shield and yanked himself out. Upon landing on the ground, there was an opening for him to attack. Before he even saw it Riley leapt forward with his palm cocked back, and just as he was in front of the Grass-type he swung a Force Palm into Cacturne’s gut. The harvest moon eyes grew full as he took two steps back. But as Riley went in for another, Cacturne recovered enough and kicked him away. The Riolu bounced off the floor like a doll as he flew back.

“You…” Cacturne paused. “That should’ve hurt more than that. What is one so weak doing here?” 

Kirlia, from the back, foresaw the shouting match that was about to start and decided to prevent it. He cut off the boy’s snarl by cocking his head to the side and asking uncertainly, “Do I know you?”

Both Riley and Cacturne glanced back for a “It depends. Do you?” Cacturne returned.

“I remember hearing a few tales of a desert knight,” Kirlia said. He and the Cacturne locked eyes. “It’s been a while, so the details are foggy… But he was a Cacturne, like you, who fought with a spear and shield. That’s you, isn’t it?”

“No,” Cacturne answered, barely even waiting for Kirlia to finish. “I’m afraid I’m no knight.”

“Does it matter who he is?” Riley scoffed.

“I suppose not,” Kirlia shrugged. “If he doesn’t want a marked grave, then who are we to insist otherwise?”

Beaming, Riley again lunged forward. With his shield still up Cacturne thrusted the daggers on his Needle Arm forward to his attacker. Riley jumped out of the way and onto the wall, but Cacturne was even faster. He swiped his spear at him and pinned a stunned Riolu against the wall. As he squirmed for freedom the shield bashed into him, pressing him with a thousand thorns into the wall. Hundreds of tiny cuts formed all over his body as he gasped with pain. A moment passed, and the Cacturne withdrew his attacks. A limp, coughing Riolu fell onto the floor as the Grass-type took two steps back.

Riley bared his fangs as he began to stand up, banging his fists together in two quick motions like a bell to signal himself the beginning of a second round. As the child darted forward, Cacturne took two quick steps towards him and lunged his Needle Arm into the ground right in front of the opponent. Riley jumped to the side of it, only to be met with another thorny shield bash. Instinctively he rolled just underneath it and shot a Force Palm into the Grass-type. Cacturne swung his leg forward to kick him away like a puppy, but the kid sprung out of the way with a Quick Attack. Cacturne’s harvest moon eyes grew wide as he spun around in anger, until the heel of the Riolu’s back paw crashed into his jaw with a High Jump Kick.

“Enough!” bellowed Cacturne, regaining his balance. He retracted nearly all of the needles on his right arm, leaving him just one long barb on the end. The Grass-type stepped forward and kicked the Riolu against the wall. Then the single needle thrusted forward and stabbed Riley through the shoulder. How effortlessly it went right through his flesh and dug into the brick behind him.

“Haven’t you had your fill?!” Cacturne screamed.

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Kirlia offered. “He’s a bit weird.” The two set their gazes on the Riolu. The small Fighting-type squirmed and snarled like a trapped animal as he weakly swung at it again and again, feebly pushing against what pinned him.

“Is that so,” muttered Cacturne. “Well then, you weird little creature… Have at you.” He pulled the thorn out of the Fighting-type and swung it at his side, conjuring all of its brethren to join it once again. The brunt of his spiked shield bashed into the Riolu, stunning him long enough for him to bring back his needle spear. The points all punched into the wall as Riley gripped on for dear life to the brim of the shield that Cacturne retracted towards him. With an irritated grunt, the Grass-type refused to deal with a monkey and smashed the front of his shield into another wall. A coughing, gasping, bloodied Riley fell limply onto the floor.

“Are you not going to help your friend here?” Cacturne asked to Kirlia.

“I probably should,” Kirlia mulled. “But he’d probably get pissy if I took this away from him… Hey, Riley. You need any help?”

“N-no,” the Riolu hissed.

“You sure? His shield seems to be a bit of a pain in your ass right now,” Kirlia toyed. Riley merely whined in response. The older of the two laughed to himself. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “You can still take him on yourself, but I can at least open him up a bit for you. Sound fair?”

“I guess,” Riley groaned. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he wouldn’t be able to get past that shield without… whatever Kirlia was about to do.

“Then, here you go,” Kirlia grinned. The dagger in his hand began to levitate in the gentle glow of a Psychic and spun around and around, this way and that way like a leaf in the wind. With the whiz of a bullet the blade drilled through the air and down the tunnel. Cacturne acted upon cycles of experience and raised the Spiky Shield, catching the dagger several inches into it. His teeth grit together behind his visor as he winced from the pain.

“Thanks,” grinned the Riolu, forcing himself to his feet with sheer will.

“Was that supposed to hurt?” sneered the Cacturne. Kirlia just shrugged and leaned against the wall again. Shouldn’t’ve expected him to win without some sort of handicap, he thought to himself.

With a clenched fist the Riolu darted forward once again like a masochist bashing his head into a wall again and again. Cacturne raised the spined shield and readied the needled spear. The scarf around Riley’s neck almost burned against his skin like a hot skillet. His fangs bared, he leapt up towards the cactus shield. A pair of red eyes set on the dagger, and before he himself knew what to do his fist shot into the hilt. The dagger punched through the shield like a bullet and dug through the Cacturne’s arm.

The Grass-type cried out in pain as he recoiled. Full harvest moons set their trembling gaze down on his limb to see it split like a block of wood from an ax. A thin, watery red liquid spilt out onto the floor in a steady stream like a faucet. This child, Cacturne thought. There’s no way in hell that he should be able to hit like that. With a reverberating roar, Cacturne thrusted the Needle Arm spear into the end of his left arm. He grit his teeth behind his visor and twisted it. The split shield and forearm fell onto the ground beside him. It only would have slowed him down now, anyways. With a little bit of time he could fix it himself.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Cacturne growled. He lunged forward and swiped his spear at the Riolu. Riley leapt over it and thrusted another Force Palm into his opponent’s chest. Behind Cacturne’s visor, he grinned. The wet stump swept the Fighting-type away, and the Needle Arm cocked itself back. Each point coated itself in a malevolent purple and then lunged forward. Nearly twenty different points stabbed into Riley’s chest with one piercing Payback.

And there he laid, pinned by a cluster of spear points like some ritualistic prison. Riley’s teeth pressed together to form a wall preventing the escape of a cry. Blood began to seep out of the wounds.

Panting, Cacturne raised the body up on his spear. Feeble, hoarse wheezes crawled out of his throat as he weakly raised his fists to hit him. “You could’ve walked away,” Cacturne told him. “Both of you could.” He set his eyes on Kirlia, who was still leaning against the wall. He hadn’t reacted in the slightest.

“Knowing his type, I think I can speak for Riley here,” Kirlia said. “‘It’s not over yet, you bastard’, or ‘I’m not done with you’. Something along those lines. Just imagine he’s screaming that at you.”

With a brow raised, Cacturne brought the wounded Riolu closer and inspected him. His fur was dying itself red, and yet a quivering smile has formed on the jackal’s face. Cacturne couldn’t help but to wonder what kind of masochist he was dealing with here. What perplexed him the most, however, was the scarf that draped on his needles. Though burnt against him like a dragon’s breath, it didn’t hurt. It was just… a sensation: not good, not bad, just existing. But it wasn’t until a moment later that he saw what the scarf had distracted from him. Out of the corner of the quivering smile, he could just see the shell of a Reviver Seed.

Just as the Grass-type began to withdraw himself, Riolu shot a Counter into Cacturne’s chin. A mist of milky spittle sprayed out of his mouth as he sprawled back onto the floor. Needles retracted back into his remaining arm and dropped the Riolu onto the floor. Cacturne wasn’t moving. A smirking Kirlia picked up the luminous crystal in his telekinesis and began to walk towards them.

“Not bad,” Kirlia stated. “I was betting against you, if I’m being honest. Credit’s all yours.”

“F-fuck off,” Riley sneered.

“Shhhh. Don’t stress yourself,” Kirlia told him. “It doesn’t change the fact that you’ve more holes in you than a determined whore. It’s not a cure all- just a painkiller… I’d tell you to stand, but I’m not sure if you’d hold together… Hey, look at me.” He locked eyes with the Riolu and performed another Hypnosis. And just like that, he was out. A roll of bandages levitated out of his bag and began to spin around the Riolu and hold him taut. “Someone should be along with Heal Pulse soon enough,” he said to himself. Once he finished, he then picked up the Riolu and gently placed him near the entrance to the tunnel.

“Now it’s just the two of us,” Kirlia said, looming over the collapsed Cacturne. Cacturne avoided eye contact. The Psychic-type let out a short sigh and sat against the wall. Telekinetically the dagger floated out of from between the split arm and brought it, spun dry, to his side. “Is there a reason you lied to me, Sif?”

The Cacturne took a deep breath. It felt hot against his chilled skin. “So, you have my name,” Sif admitted. His voice was hollow and dry now. “And here I thought I was dead to the world.”

“I remember hearing of you from my dad,” Kirlia said. “Nothing too much, but enough for me to get a picture of you in my head. Your spearhead though… it’s different than what they described. It’s supposed to be a partizan, is it not?”

“The body…” Sif started. He looked somberly to his right arm. “It… Sometimes it has trouble getting rid of its former habits.”

“Explain,” Kirlia demanded.

“You could say that I was disarmed of my partizan,” Sif chuckled. A puzzled Kirlia tilted his head before he noticed a long scar going around his right shoulder. He cracked a grin and laughed quietly.

“Arceus, I hate puns.” He shook his head in shame at himself. “You still haven’t gotten used to this… barbed spear, I’ll call it, haven’t you? The Sif I’ve heard of wouldn’t have lost a fight to a kid with rabies.”

“I had been retired from battle for a long time now,” the Cacturne sighed. “But this… I’ve no excuse.”

“What, you’re saying he legit beat you?” the Psychic-type asked playfully.

“There’s no such thing as a legitimate win out here,” Sif told him. “A soldier can clasp onto his honor like a starving child onto a loaf of bread, but it does not mean he will survive. There is no cheating in a fight.”

“I guess that’s true,” Kirlia shrugged.

“What about you two?” Sif asked. “What brings children all the way out here?”

“The Guild,” Kirlia answered simply. “We were hired to come and help.”

“And they took you in?” Sif pressed quizzically.

“Well, they had two of us go down here as a test of sorts. But, y’know. Pretty sure we got a solid C.” Silence fell between them for a moment, until Kirlia’s gaze fell on the area past where Cacturne had guarded. There was just a thick vault door behind him, barely touched by the lights of the crystal. “What’s in there?” he asked.

“What, the door?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh…” Sif paused. “Just a safehouse. Nearly out of food and water.”

“So you were hiding from Scizor’s army?” Kirlia inquired.

“Yup,” Sif answered.

“Really? Then why didn’t you join the rest of them in retreat?” The two locked eyes. Maybe it was something about the lighting, but for such a small, feminine figure like his, looking into those two red eyes was staring into the reflection of a wolf’s eyes hiding in the bush. He cracked a grin as the facade began to fade away. The moons’ glow faded as the sun began to rise and overpower them. “Someone in there, isn’t there?” he said playfully.

“No!” the Cacturne blurted. Kirlia kept his smile as he tilted his head. “N-no, I… it’s… look, can you do me a favor?” he asked. And all Kirlia did was tilt his head the other way. “There… there’s a tunnel hidden in there. Small. Even you could barely crawl through it. If they end up finding it… please, offer to go through it. And whatever you find… say it lead nowhere.”

“You got me curious,” Kirlia toyed. “Just what’s in there?”

“Hopefully it’ll be no one,” Sif said. “But, it’s a child, barely old enough to run. He’s a… the son of my friend- a little Ralts.”

“A child… I suppose you won’t tell me why he’s hidden, will you?” Kirlia sighed. “Oh well. But, this Ralts… If they do discover a tunnel, Scizor’s group will naturally wonder about it. You’ve been guarding that room, so they’ll know that something’s up. And from what I’ve heard about war, Pokémon resort to torture to get their answers. You think that you can stay quiet about it?”

Sif hesitated. He opened his mouth to speak, but Kirlia immediately cut him off.

“That’s a no,” the Psychic-type said sternly. “Pain makes you reach for the way out. Whoever this Ralts is, he’ll be found soon enough. Unless, that is-”

Kirlia took the dagger into his hand and plunged it into Sif’s forehead. A quick spray of the watery red liquid burst out, and a dry gasp trailed out his throat as the two moons lost their sickly glow. They were just two sulfuric-yellow rocks within endless black voids. Kirlia’s playful smile had vanished the moment steel touched Sif’s skin. He didn’t stab him over and over as he roared with laughter. He didn’t lick up the watery blood. Nothing of the sort. In fact, he didn’t really do anything out of the ordinary, save for being ordinary. No regret, no sickness- no big deal.

“Favor completed,” he said to the corpse of Sif. He eyed the door carefully for a moment with the faintest furl of a smile. “So, I guess the kid owes me now…” Kirlia turned away and picked up the crystal, and then began walking to where he had left Riley.

  



10. Council


    
    It was just before dawn before a bandaged Riley woke up in what he could only assume was the infirmary. He and a dozen others laid underneath thin, stained blankets upon equally thin, equally stained. And every one of him seemed as foreign to this vast scalding desert as he was. Big and small, simple and exotic, it was almost baffling just how many Pokémon had gone to these damned wastelands to fight. Venusaur, Seviper, Heracross, Hitmonlee… So many that he hadn’t seen before. And there must have been a hundred more outside, doing whatever for the good of their cause.


  Without a word Riley stood up and lightly treaded towards a doorway as he carefully wove around the injured. He ducked underneath a cloth sheet that covered the exit, and just like that he was outside. The glow of the sun just beyond the horizon had begun to stretch across the sands, bringing with it a few extra degrees of infamous desert heat.



  “Glad ta’ see youer up,” Scizor called. Riley turned to see the Bug-type standing on top of a small turret installed upon the church. “Feelin’ any better?”



  “Hm?” Riley looked down at his abdomen, and then noticed the slightly bloodied bandages around his stomach. “Oh, yeah. I think I am. At least it doesn’t hurt.” He hit his open paw against them twice. Though he tried not to show it, there was a slight sharp pain inside.



  “That’s good.” Scizor jumped down onto the desert floor a few feet away from Riley. “When we came and saw ya’ skewered like that, I thought ya’ wouldn’t make it honestly. Ya’ get credit for taking the Cacturne down, but… minus points for carelessness.”



  “‘Least I got the job done,” Riley shrugged.



  “Ah, ta’ be drunk on youth…” Scizor sighed wistfully. “Ta’ think that my vitality has become so vast that death can’t grasp me.”



  “Wait, hold up,” Riley interjected. “Your accent, it-… are you Scottish?”



  “Scottish?” Scizor quizzically repeated. His gaze had become fierce. “Boy, do… do ya’ even know what that means?”



  “Ye-” He stopped suddenly with the realization that not even he knew what he was talking about. 
  
    Scottish…
  
   A word that to him had no meaning, not even a tickle, but still insisted that it defined Scizor’s voice. Crudely charming, roughly welcoming. “I… I dunno,” he mumbled. “I thought I did, but, all I know is that you’re it. Whatever that means.”



  “No,” Scizor answered. “I’m from a peninsula ta’ the Northeast. It’s called the Highlands, if ya’ look at the map. It’s where my accent hails from.”



  “Huh…” the Riolu put a paw to his chin.



  “Youer Riley, right?” Scizor asked, looking genuinely puzzled.



  “Mmhm.”



  “M’kay then… ‘Riley’,” Scizor repeated, taking a few steps back. “I’ll be sure ta’ remember that… Take it easy ‘til the doc says ya’ can work, got it?”



  “What, you got somewhere to be?” the boy asked.



  “Yup. Ya’ can’t really see it from here, but we’re building another tower a little bit aways.” He pointed his pincer past a row of shambled buildings in the direction of the alleged tower. “I was just doin’ some planning when I saw you, so I need to go report ta’ them.”



  “Real quick though- you got anything else for me to do ‘round here?” Riley asked.



  “Like I said, take it easy,” Scizor told him. “If ya’ need somethin’ ta’ do, just… find your teammates. They can show ya’ around the place.”



  “Where are they?”



  “Second floor of the church.” Scizor nodded in the direction of the aforementioned church, neighboring the shack that was the infirmary he emerged from. “They should be in the sleep pile.”



  “Sleep pile…?”



  “Ya’ll see.” Scizor smiled playfully. “I gotta go. Don’t tell anyone about me being from the Highlands, okay? Or the whole… ‘Scottish’ thing. They might think you’re crazy.” And with that, his wings began to buzz, and he gracefully leapt off the sands. It was less than a second before he had vanished behind the buildings.



  “O…kay then.” Riley shrugged and turned around to the church shelled in the bodies of all its neighbors. The stained glass windows all over had been covered by layers of walls made from countless types of stone connected by railroad spikes that had been hammered in. Taking a few steps to his right revealed the behemoth of an Aggron sleeping against the outside wall. His eyes were closed as gentle yet gargled snores drifted out of his nostrils.



  “Woah…” A grinning Riley stepped towards the Aggron. “You’re a big guy, ain’t ya?” He raised his paw forward as if approaching a stray dog.



  “I wouldn’t do that,” a voice murmured. Rose stood on the corner of the platform that surrounded the second floor, like some foot-tall sentinel.



  “What, is he gonna crush me?” Riley asked.



  “He 
  
    could
  
  , but I doubt it,” the Roselia answered. “He was up all night working, though, so he’s proba-”



  The Aggron’s light blue eyes opened with a phosphorescent glow in the dawn. With an irritated groan his weight began to shift around and stir the sands around him. His tail bumped into the church’s shell a few times as the titan pushed himself to his feet.



  “Damn it,” Rose sighed. “Sorry, Cain.”



  The Aggron waved his hand to dismiss the matter and stretched his colossal arms out.



  “‘Cain’?” Riley repeated. “That his name?”



  “Yep,” Rose answered. “Cain, could you help me down, please?” The Aggron dubbed Cain raised his left hand up towards the platform, and the small Grass-type jumped down onto his palm. Gently he lowered it back down, and Rose landed down on the desert floor. “Thank you.” Rose smiled back at him.



  The titan smiled back and waved to her before turning around to walk through the streets. Each step shook the ground as the behemoth went further and further away, leaving a trail behind him with his swaying tail.



  “He’s a nice guy,” Rose stated.



  “Yeah. Not too talkative, though,” Riley observed.



  “I know, right? I thought he might’ve been a mute, but he makes 
  
    some
  
   noises. Grunts and whatnot,” Rose told him. “But getting on topic, Kirlia told me what happened to you.” She aimed the red floral hand at Riley’s bandages. “You know what, I’m done lecturing. Nice job. Don’t do it again. I’ll leave it at that.”



  “Thanks,” Riley replied, surprisingly meaning it beyond the formality.



  “But, I… Didn’t it hurt to get impaled like that?”



  “I dunno. For a minute, I guess,” he answered. “But I bit into a Reviver Seed to keep me going, so I didn’t feel anything.”



  “Your wounds though…” Rose spoke in a soft tone as her expression became more and more sullen. “The seeds only work for about ten or fifteen minutes. If the wound was fatal, th-”



  “You 
  
    just
  
   said you were done lecturing me,” Riley groaned.



  “Fine,” she sighed. “We’re already here anyways. Best to keep the friction to a minimum.”



  “Thanks,” Riley said again.



  “So…” Rose said awkwardly. “Did you end up remembering anything?”



  “Hm?”



  “Your memories,” Rose clarified.



  “Oh. Right. No, nothing yet,” Riley shrugged.



  “Yeah, I thought so.” The Roselia leaned against the wall and looked up to the Riolu tenderly. “What do you think you’ll do when you get them back?” she inquired.



  Riley fell out of his usual playful persona and put a paw to his chin. “It’s hard to say,” he mulled. “I’d like to think that I’d stay with the Guild, but… I don’t know who I left behind, you know? It’s…” He struggled to find the words for a moment before disregarding the thought and moving onto another. “I guess I’ll make the decision when the time comes, but I can’t see myself leaving the Guild. It’s a lot more exciting, y’know?”



  “Yeah, it is,” she said back with just a hint of coldness beneath her still tender expression. “But whatever it was, at least it wasn’t completely dull.” She pointed to the Riolu’s left ear. Riley raised his paw curiously to the top of his head, only to feel tough, bubbled skin on the back of his ear.



  “The hell?” Riley carefully stroked the rough patch of hairless skin, studying its topography.



  “You never noticed before?” Rose asked.



  “I can’t exactly see behind me,” he growled, genuinely a bit angry. Riley hadn’t encountered anything that could’ve burned him yet, and he hadn’t actually existed here for more than a week.



  “Yeah, but… you couldn’t… Nevermind,” she sighed. “I’m sure there’s ten other scars at least under your fur.”



  “Probably,” Riley lied. Instinctively he looked to his right forearm for a moment, and after spending a second thinking of what to say, found something pretty good and used it. “Each of them a story that I can’t even remember.” Sounded even better aloud.



  “I’m sure they’ll come back eventually,” Rose attempted to console.



  Again, Riley shrugged. “Maybe.”



  “Morning,” came the drowsy voice of Pyro from above. The two turned to see the Charmander rubbing the sleep out of his eyes as he stood perched on the edge of the platform. “You two’re up early,” he stated.



  “I could say the same for you,” Rose replied. “Weren’t you up all night with everyone else?”



  “Someone had to.” Pyro stretched his arms out, causing a few soft 
  
    pop
  
  s in his wrists and elbows. “We didn’t exactly look the part they were expecting, so it’s not like I could just sit on my ass all day.” He shot a brief glance at Riley. “And now he’s gonna want me to do just the same. Where did Scizor go, anyways?”



  “He ran off to some tower.” Riley nodded in the general direction of where Scizor had fled to. “Said he wanted to work on it instead of the main building. Let everyone sleep.”



  “A tower, huh?” Pyro repeated. “If I know Kirlia (and I unfortunately do), he’s probably there. Making us look bad.” The salamander proceeded to hook his claws into the wall below him and in a sloppy fashion he scaled down the side and onto the ground. “I’m here already, so I may as well help out. You two want in?”



  “I would if it weren’t for the… you know… ‘lack of 
  
    fingers
  
  ‘ thing,” Rose said, waving the two flowers over her head.



  “Scizor told me to take it easy, on account of these.” Riley gestured to the bandages that bound his chest together.



  “Well,” said Pyro. “I’ll be over there if you need me.” He waved a goodbye and began walking away from the church.



  “Jesus,” Riley muttered to himself. “In only five minutes he’s the third guy to wander off that way.”



  “…Nothing?” Rose asked. A confused Riley set his gaze down on her. “I’m sorry, I don’t want to go back to this topic, but… is your name all you remember? Nothing more?”



  “Uh… w-well…”



  
    Well you see Rose, I’m actually not from this world. I’m a human that has been transported to your universe by unknown means and have infiltrated your society. Gallade even helped me do it. Your leader is helping a literal illegal alien fit in and go unnoticed in some conspiracy that I don’t even fully understand. Now I just want to run around and see what fun your home world could offer me, until I’m eventually outed for being human and take the three of us down together for being alleged accomplices of mine
  
  .



  That wouldn’t go over well, not to mention that it was overly harsh, so Riley rubbed the back of his head as if to shake any loose memories free. None came. “N… Yeah, I got nothing. Sorry.”



  “Huh.” Rose folded her arms. “There isn’t anything we can do about it, I guess.” Riley could only shrug. “If you’ll need something to do in the meantime, soon enough the camp they left behind will be arriving.”



  “Camp?”



  “You know, food. Water. Supplies,” Rose explained. “It was a line for the Pokémon to retreat to in case of emergency. And since the front moved, so shall they.”



  “Isn’t it a bit dangerous to have them so close?” Riley inquired.



  “I asked Scizor the same thing. He just said ‘
  
    Don’t ya’ worry, they’ll be fine.
  
  ‘ Shockingly just telling me not to worry doesn’t help anything, but telling him that didn’t give me a real answer.” Rose rolled her eyes.



  “… ‘Kay then. So, we just wait?”



  “Yep,” she said. “We just got a few more days of sitting on our collective asses before the ‘
  
    exciting
  
  ‘ stuff starts happening.”



  “Damn it,” Riley growled.



  …



  The entirety of the day had been dull and droning, full of glorified housework. Simple work of setting up the camp was saved for the smaller Pokémon. And since Pyro had been needed for some welding over at whatever construct Scizor had been working on (which was now just visible over the tops of the buildings if you stood in just the right place), this left Rose and Riley to just jab poles into the ground and do the boring but assuredly important work. Rebuilding tables and stands that had been deconstructed for travel, carefully placed around walls and masked with cloth that hung from the poles that formed the camp’s skeleton… It all gave him the feeling of boredom one would have whilst tilling the fields from their father’s orders, planting seeds one by one in fields that must have been tens of acres at least. And being surrounded by all the other adults just made it worse. Every time he would begin to whine or complain, all he would get was a sharp, annoyed glare in return. Not that he could blame them, but… it was still frustrating.



  But it was just before the sun had set when he had, save for his partners on this journey, seen the first child in this wasteland. He had been around the near-completed kitchen, lazily placing stone after stone around a fire pit with a few more sticks behind him to set up some sort of rotisserie. He had little more than half of the perimeter finished before Riley felt the unmistakable feeling of eyes on his back. Alarmed, he spun around with one of the stones held in his paw like a caveman awaiting their predator.



  And standing there, just beside a makeshift counter, was a small Vulpix. Milky, mystic eyes met his with a curiosity that was hard to grasp. They reminded him more of mirrors that reflected whatever the observer looked into them with. Her muzzle hung open just so in a mix of disbelief and excitement.



  “You…” she stated. The fox took a few steps closer. “What’re you doing here?”



  “Chores,” he had answered back. “What, am I doing it wrong?”



  “No, that’s- I mean, you’re a kid,” the Vulpix elaborated. “What’s a kid like you doing out here?”



  “I could say the same to you.” With a hint of irritation he dropped the next stone in place and picked up another.



  “
  
    Exactly
  
   my point. Kids aren’t allowed in here,” she continued. The fox began pacing around the Riolu with her nose pointed at him, taking in three quick sniffs of the scent that surrounded him. Uncomfortable, Riley took a step back. His heels were just in front of the semicircle of smooth stones. The Vulpix sat down just a few feet in front of him with her head cocked to the side. “You’re not from around here; that’s for sure. You smell more… grassy, if that makes any sense.”



  “I’m from Astraean,” Riley told her. “It’s pretty grassy around there.”



  “Astraean?” Those twin mirrors glistened with the same excitement Riley had been prone to as of late. “That’s where Galla-” The Fire-type suddenly became petrified as her gaze fell onto the emblem on Riley’s bag: the mighty shield backed by brilliant wings. “Holy… They let kids into Gallade’s Guild?”



  “Yeah, lots of ‘em,” Riley answered. “There’s almost two hundred members, and from what I’ve seen most of them aren’t too much older than me.”



  “But, Scizor keeps telling me that Guilds aren’t a safe place for us,” she said.



  “So… a Guild isn’t safe, but a war zone is?” he asked. “Why 
  
    are
  
   you here in the first place?”



  “Scizor said he needed my help,” she huffed. “Which is a load of crap, ‘cause all I ever do is busywork.”



  “And what, you wanna be on the front lines?” Riley looked down into the twin mirrors only to see a bit of himself looking back at him. She meekly looked away for a moment before kneading her front paws into the sand.



  “I’d at least like to try,” the Vulpix sulked. “I mean, I get it. I’d get myself killed out there, but…”



  “There is no ‘but’,” Riley finished. “You just want to, right?”



  “Yeah… that- that’s it.” For but a moment the Vulpix was stunned. The billowed bunch of tails swept across the ground. “Do… do you have a name?”



  “I go by Riley,” he said.



  “Kit,” she responded, digging a paw out from the ground and raising it towards the Riolu in front of her. Riley extended out his own and proceeded to do some awkward paw-bump. “I shouldn’t even be here right now, so I’m gonna run off now. I’ll talk to you later, ‘kay?” And before Riley could even open his muzzle to reply, the Vulpix dubbed Kit dashed across the sands and rounded a corner.



  The Riolu just tossed up his arms and placed yet another stone in place as he went back into his work. 
  
    Kit
  
  , he thought to himself, mentally tracing over the letters. He put down another stone. She’s a bit weird, and yet, in such a short conversation he couldn’t deny that in his chest he had felt an odd warmth.



  It wasn’t until an hour later that he had finally finished with his work for the day. The Pokémon had all retreated to wherever they claimed their space to be. And shockingly, save for a Swellow perched on top of the belfry, the roof was empty. So this had been where the three under the title 
  
    Team Hellraisers
  
   had chosen to spend the night. As the bell had been taken to do god knows what, the belfry was open enough for a dozen others to fit. But it quickly became clear why. During the days, without anything but sand to absorb the heat it would be intolerable. And when it became night there was no heat to slowly leak out. Blistering winds would with the moon turn into a blizzard.



  Pyro seemed unmoved by the cold night as he curled in on himself as usual, his chin resting gently on his folded arms as he snored gently. Rose had herself tucked nearby the flaming tail of the Charmander, greedily taking the heat it gave. Once she thought she was in a good enough position, she slipped a Sleep Seed under her tongue and slowly drifted off.



  In the corner, about ten feet away from them, a dazed Riley sat in the corner. His breaths formed into clouds of steam in the air that plumed out and wafted in a barely noticeable breeze. Fur helped him somewhat, but it was certain that he would have died out there if he had been stranded. Even half-asleep, he could figure that out. But what perplexed him, draped over his weary body, was the end of the red scarf that draped over his still body, and the radiating heat that it gave off. It comforted him like a mother’s womb. And as weird as it was, he was honestly too tired to care. Figuring that he’d think about it tomorrow, he closed his eyes as he was lulled to sleep.



  And thus no one noticed as the outline of a winged creature hovered over the town before silently speeding off into the distance.



  …



  The Guild was near-silent that night. All the children were asleep in their rooms as they peacefully awaited the dawn as any other day. Save for a little bit of tension from the Guildmaster, it had been an ordinary, beautiful day in Astraean as it always was in the spring.



  In the very back room of the employee hall, there stood a heavy green metal door. Pressing one’s ear against it would reveal a great plethora of hissing and sparking and buzzing from beyond it. But very few actually knew where it came from, for the inhabitant was rarely prompted to come out.



  To the surprise of many, its occupant was a relatively tall, lean Ampharos. Her face, protected only by thick goggles, was caked with dirt and dust that had been burnt on after countless days she loomed over the steel workbench, engraving characters into perfectly spherical orbs. A white-hot needle held on a wire had been clutched into her right hand as she etched them in one by one glyphs of a long-forgotten language. Each one intricately formed into an artform, taking several minutes to perfect just one.



  “Hey!” shouted Simisear from outside. He slammed his fist twice onto the door. The Electric-type recoiled in shock, and the needle jumped out of her hand and carved a line through one of the glyphs.



  “No!” she exclaimed, as if the universe would rewind upon her request. But there the orb still stood, and her carefully made artwork had been tainted. “You… You little…! I spent almost an hour on this!” Ampharos snapped at the door.



  “You can work on it later,” Simisear said through the door. “Gallade’s calling for a meeting.”



  “Meeting?” she repeated. “But, I don’t… damnit!” She swung her arm out and smacked it into the orb, sending it spinning into the wall. A large chunk of it broke off as the rest of it hobbled over and over, around and around in messy circles. “Alright… Alright, I’ll be out in a few.”



  “Just don’t take too long,” Simisear told her.



  “By the way, you owe me for this. Blank orbs are expensive,” she shouted after him. Simisear shook his head and proceeded down the hall, bashing his fist against door after door.



  “C’mon, you heard me! Meeting time! Let’s go!” he bellowed.



  “Arceus, be quiet!” screamed Audino, angrily swinging the door open. “The kids are trying to sleep!”



  “Gallade told me to get everyone up however I can. This seems the easiest way,” Simisear said.



  “Apparently I’m the only one who even cares about them, so whatever then,” she sighed. “A meeting? In the vault, right?”



  “Yyyep. There wasn’t enough room for everyone in the office,” Simisear explained.



  “Uuuurrrrgh,” groaned Rhyperior, slamming the door into the wall so hard that the handle bent. “This better be important.”



  “Oh, come-” Audino groaned, putting her hands to her ears and pulling on them out of frustration. “Just slam it louder, why don’t you? Wake up the whole rest of the town while you’re at it.”



  “Excuse me,” called the cavernous voice of Dusknoir. The Ghost-type floated in place in the center room with his arms folded above his rotund stomach. “Do you mind shutting up? We don’t need anyone else eavesdropping this time.”



  “
  
    Yes
  
  , thank you,” Audino huffed.



  “Wait, eavesdropping?” Simisear tilted his head. “What the hell happened?”



  “I don’t know everything. Hence why Gallade called us to the vault.” Dusknoir nodded towards the thick steel door opposite of the office.



  “The vault?” Audino repeated. “Oh my, this is serious.”



  “Then let’s get moving,” Rhyperior told them. Even when trying to speak quietly his voice seemed to rumble. Without another word the large Rock-type began lumbering forward. Dusknoir drifted over to the vault door and with his broad hands he gripped the heavy dial. It spun precisely and perfectly with seemly little effort on Dusknoir’s part, for he barely even glanced at the lock. Just as it 
  
    clicked
  
   open Rhyperior gripped its handle with his right hand and jerked it open. Behind him came Simisear and Audino, followed by a hustling Ampharos with grime singed to her face and chest. Dusknoir closed it behind him, and the dial wizzed and twisted as it reset itself.



  A dim light came down from thin plates in the ceiling. And basking in the glow was a library of supplies- rows of shelves that reached from the floor to the high ceiling, each filled to the brim with different kinds of foods, drinks, tools, materials, fabrics, gear, maps… if you needed anything, chances were that you could find it beyond that impregnable vault door. At the end of the world this would have been the last hope for life to continue.



  But even in here there was yet another door; nowhere as heavy as the vault, but enough that it would take a dozen hits to break down or so. Soundproof, too. Someone could have been tortured down there and even with an ear pressed to the door no one would ever know. Rhyperior removed a key from his side and jammed it into the lock, twisting it like a knife in flesh and ripping the door open- nearly breaking it off the hinges. Everyone went in, and again Dusknoir took the key and closed the door behind him. It gave way to a long, gently sloping hallway illuminated by the occasional golden plate. A few were flickering, and some weren’t working altogether. These prompted the only few words that had been uttered during those few minutes.



  “Looks like you got some maintenance to do,” Simisear said as he looked back to Ampharos.



  “I’ll get around to it,” she said back. “No one uses this place anyways. I have time.”



  And that was it. The next minute and a half was silent, until the end of the hall gave way to another room. It was just as big as the central room of the Guild, give or take a few feet. A hexagonal table had been erected from the middle of the room, its surface decorated with a large map of the world. Six different patches of land in the middle of a vast ocean had all been intricately drawn on and labeled. Islands, landmarks, dungeons, towns, ruins, everything that had been discovered thus far had been placed on.



  “Took you long enough,” scolded Gallade. The tall Psychic-type sat in a chair opposite the entrance, staring down at a block of wood that his sharp fingers whittled away at. Slivers puddled around his chair. “Maybe you should take an example from the Guildmates. At least they’re punctual.”



  Sitting next to Gallade was the Blaziken, leaning back in the chair with her long legs pushing against the edge of the table. Her eyes were half-open and her talons were folded against her chest. And three seats down from her were the remaining cooks, Simisage and Simipour, leaning over the table with a hand propping their heads up.



  “Whatever,” Rhyperior shrugged. He took his usual chair (big, steel and reinforced) and plopped down on it. Dusknoir floated in next to Blaziken, and Simisear next to Simipour. Audino and Ampharos took the nearest chairs and sat down carelessly in the remaining seats, opposite Gallade. With everyone in place there had been three seats remaining empty.



  “Sorry to call you here this late.” Gallade tucked away the wooden block and folded his hands together. “But I needed to get everyone together.”



  “Is the world gonna be destroyed again or something?” Simisage asked quizzaciously.



  “What? No- well… no,” Gallade answered. “No Legendary has been disturbed, and the balance is as uneven as it always has been.”



  “Then why did you drag us all to the vault?” Ampharos asked, irritated. Around her eyes one could see outlined in soot where her goggles would normally rest.



  “He probably figured you could use some fresh air,” Simipour said with just a hint of unintentional smugness to his tone. “Maybe a bath, too.” Ampharos just rolled her eyes.



  “If you didn’t notice, we’re missing some of our children,” Gallade snapped harshly. “Six of them, actually: Team Camelot and Team Hellraisers.” Immediately everyone but Gallade and a dazed Blaziken set their gazes on Dusknoir.



  “Way to drop the ball,” Simisear scoffed.



  “You had 
  
    one
  
   job,” Audino scolded. “Keep an eye on whoever comes in and out. That’s it.”



  “That’s impossible,” Dusknoir stated sternly. “If anyone had gone down the hill I would have noticed.”



  “Knowing Kirlia, he probably used Teleport to get around you. Pyro and Miss Rose, I couldn’t tell you. But I do know that we found a broken Iron Thorn and a groove in the wall of the cliff. Presumably that was Riley,” Gallade informed.



  “He jumped off the cliff?!” Audino exclaimed with her hands cupped over her mouth. “He’s okay, right?!”



  Simisear just began to laugh and smack his open palm against his knee. Simisage grinned and shook his head. “I knew I’d like that kid,” snickered the Fire-type.



  “I’d think so,” Gallade answered. “He’s not still laying there, and there wasn’t any blood at the bottom. Kirlia couldn’t have warped him, either. There’d be no need to jump if he was there at the time.”



  “And where are they now?” asked Ampharos.



  “This…” Gallade paused and twiddled his thumbs. 
  
    How should I put this…?
  
   He took a deep breath. “I got a tip from the barkeep of the 
  
    Sleeping Stallion
  
   that worked two nights ago. He told me that the six of them were taking a Chatot’s weekly caravan to Wrytsberg, and mentioned that they were discussing… they were discussing the revolt going on in the desert of Implentur.”



  “Oh lord, please, no,” Audino begged to whatever ethereal being may have been listening in. “They’ll be 
  
    killed
  
   out there! We need to go save them- now!”



  “Not so fast,” scolded Dusknoir. “Going up there now would only make things worse. The kingdom of Implentur may assume we’ve chosen a side if we send in so many reinforcements. The entire Guild would be dragged into it. Astraean is just beginning to prosper again. Who are we to take that away from them?”



  “
  
    Thank
  
   you,” Rhyperior exclaimed, pointing a hand at the reaper. “Someone’s finally making sense around here.”



  “What, you’d rather have them die out there?” she lectured. “Come on, you guys! These are 
  
    lives
  
   we’re talking about here!”



  “We know,” interjected Simipour. “That’s why we can’t act on instinct.”



  “The rights of the few, or the needs of the many,” Gallade muttered. “A debate older than time… Shall we be valiant heroes, or dutiful leaders?”



  “Even you?” Audino almost gasped. “In case you’ve forgotten, one of those lives is that of your 
  
    son
  
  .”



  “I 
  
    know
  
   that,” Gallade spat in a sudden burst of rage. His fists clenched together so tight that the tips of his razor fingers dug into his skin. “As much as I…” He put a fist to his mouth and bit down on his thumb. Muffled, he said, “He’s still just one life, in the grand scheme of things.”



  “Audino, please. Calm down,” Simisage suggested. “We haven’t made a concrete decision yet. Obviously, he wouldn’t have dragged us all down here if he had already made up his mind.”



  “Yes, thank you,” Gallade nodded. He took his bleeding thumb out of his mouth and placed both hands flat out on the table, covering up a small chain of islands in the middle of the northern ocean. “There’s a few things I need to tell you all about before we make our decision.”



  “Spill it then,” Simisear demanded.



  “Two days ago, when I updated everyone on the warfront, I received a job request,” Gallade explained. “Apparently, Captain Scizor formally sent in a request for us to ally ourselves with him and send in some reinforcements. Rhyperior and I debated this for a short while, and it ended in a stalemate. It seems some of the kids overheard us, and… you know the rest.”



  “A formal alliance…” Simipour muttered to himself.



  “Sounds like what you’ve been waiting for,” Ampharos stated.



  “It just may be,” Gallade said in a low tone. “But-” He clapped his hands together to gather the attention back on him, “-I like to think of this as a democracy of sorts. You’re all a part of the Guild. What do you think we should do?”



  “I vote no,” Rhyperior said. “They broke the rules. We shouldn’t be expected to save them.”



  “My mind’s made up,” Audino huffed. Gallade shifted his gaze to the cooks, who all eyed each other for a moment.



  “Well… we shouldn’t risk everyone here for lives that very well may already have been lost,” Simipour offered.



  “I’ll go with yes,” Simisear contrasted. “We don’t get many stupid ones like them. I kinda wanna see what they’ll do next.”



  “I…” Simisage paused for a moment. “I’m sorry, but, I like having a job here. It’s a no for me.”



  “Of course you’d say that, bush-hair,” Simisear sneered.



  “At least I don’t-”



  “Gentlemen,” bellowed Dusknoir. “Save your little spat for the Pokér table, okay?”



  “… Flaming faggot,” Simisage mumbled.



  “WHAT WAS TH-”



  In a blinding rush Blaziken leapt up from her chair and raced over to the other Fire-type. Her knee crashed into Simisear’s chest, forcing the words from his throat in a jumbled mess and crashing him into the wall. A mere second later Blaziken was holding him against the stone with the talons on her feet clutching his neck so hard they nearly broke the skin. His confused and panicked gaze met with her predatory glare, and for a moment he thought that he was about to be picked clean.



  “Shut. Up.” Not a request, not a demand, but a divine decree. Simisear, realizing that his words could not make it out of his throat, just nodded. Blaziken dropped him, coughing and holding his sore neck, and strode back to her chair. Simisage grinned down at a scowling Simisear.



  “Thank you,” Dusknoir nodded. “As for me… Against my better judgment, I’ll go with yes. If things go awry we could always just kneel.”



  “Same,” Blaziken shrugged.



  “Oh, uh…” Ampharos stammered. “I… I agree with Simisage. This isn’t an easy job I can get anywhere else.”



  “Of course, the final decision is mine,” Gallade sighed. “Everyone… I’m sorry. Blaziken, I’ll need your help for this.”



  “For what?” she asked.



  “Damn it,” Rhyperior grumbled.



  “I’m gonna need a bit of help up there. Get some rest: We leave at dawn. As for everyone else…” Gallade looked at them all with a bitter smile. “Just… Keep the place running while I’m gone, okay?”



  “Will do,” Audino promised, leaning back in her chair with relief.



  “Sure…” The two cooks looked at one another with sprouting fear inside them. Simisear came up behind them grinning and put his arms around them.



  “Cheer up,” he told them.



  “It’s easy for 
  
    you
  
   to say that. You finally won something in the past six months,” muttered Simipour. Sear dug his fingers into Pour’s shoulder, causing the Water-type to yelp faintly.



  Ampharos lightly sighed and began to stand up. “If you need me, I’ll be back in my room,” she said, and without another word began up the gently sloping hall.



  “Make sure they come home,” Audino pleaded. “However bad they’re hurt, it’ll be no problem.”



  “I already planned on it,” Gallade assured. Audino nodded to him and then pressed on behind Ampharos.



  “Sir, if Blaziken’s gone, who’s going to take the day shift at the lookout?” Dusknoir inquired.



  “I’m sure Rhyperior can take it,” Gallade shrugged. “Isn’t that right?” The large Rock-type kept his glance down at the table with a ferocity so intense that he could drill through the map with it. “See? He’d love to.”



  “O… kay then,” Dusknoir murmured. “Come on, Blaziken… Let’s get you some rest for tomorrow.” The Fire-type shrugged, and the two then left the room together.



  “You three,” Gallade called. The cooks all looked to him. “Settle your matters upstairs, eh? I don’t want the table getting any marks on it.”



  “Yessir,” said Pour.



  “Sure thing,” said Sear.



  “You got it,” said Sage. And just like everyone else, they all stood up and walked down the hall.



  And now it was just the two of them: Gallade and Rhyperior, sitting in an deafening, oppressive silence. The entire world stood between them down there, in a soundproof room that nobody knew about. And once they heard the metal door close at the end of the hall, both of them were acutely aware of that simple little fact.



  “What was the point of this stage play?” Rhyperior insisted. His gaze hadn’t moved off of a small island in the middle of the ocean on the table’s surface. “Why even bother asking everyone?”



  “Is it so odd to want to get my son back-”



  “They’re gone, Gallade. No one else can hear you,” Rhyperior spat.



  “Look, if you think I’m lying, go ahead and think what you want. Form all the conspiracy theories you can,” Gallade barked. “But those kids can not and 
  
    will
  
   not die on me. I won’t let them.”



  “I know you won’t,” Rhyperior sighed. He stood up in one forceful motion, knocking the heavy chair out from under him. “They’re too valuable for you now, aren’t they?” Shaking his head, Rhyperior began lumbering back up the hall, leaving Gallade by himself down there. The ends of his folded fingers stabbed into his skin, letting thin streams of blood trickle down onto the map.


  



11. Knowall Town


    
    
  Sneasel made her way back to the path. It took a great deal amount of effort to continue walking as she held the box under her arm. The entire way to the dirt road, she was thinking about that damned Riolu. She was 
  
    sure
  
   that kid was just some rookie, yet he could still stand equal ground against her. Type advantages couldn’t level the field that much, could they? If he got another hit in like that first one, she… Annoyed, Sneasel shook her head. She broke out of the forest and sat down on the path, panting heavily.



  “Hey, Sneas!” Joker was jetting towards her, with Murkrow flying beside him. Breloom was lagging behind, one hand pressed onto his shoulder.



  “The hell? Why are you here?” Sneasel scowled at Joker.



  “I could ask you the same thing!” Joker skidded to a stop in front of her, “Here I am, hitching a ride to the Knowall Bazaar, and suddenly my wagon is attacked. Then, I go out to help, and find the attackers are my colleagues.”



  “About that,” Murkrow explained, “We were sent by Sableye to steal the caravan’s Joy Seeds. It sure was lucky that you happened to be there, or we might have failed.”



  “Speaking of failing,” Joker turned to look at Breloom, who had just now caught up, “Whose idea was it to send Brelbrel along?”



  “I figured experience in a real battle would knock him down a peg, since he’s been insisting on being allowed on grown-up missions,” Sneasel explained.



  “Well, I’m glad you didn’t die, at least,” Joker grinned and slapped Breloom on the back.



  “Do we happen to have any bandages on us?” Breloom winced from the pain.



  “I didn’t bring any because I didn’t think this job would be that difficult,” Sneasel admitted, “but Knowall Town isn’t that far from here, so we could get some there.”



  “But Knowall Town is where Espeon is located, you know?” Murkrow added.



  “Yeah,” Sneasel sighed, “but with a wound like that, he won’t make it back to Churchwell. We’ll just have to bear it.”



  The group then made their way to Knowall Town, supporting Breloom on the way. The trip wasn’t especially far, but Breloom couldn’t move very quickly and ended up lengthening the travel time. By the time they arrived at Knowall Town, the bazaar was beginning. The main road was crowded with Pokémon looking to find something of interest.



  Breloom had grown pale from blood loss, and the three others surrounded him to protect him from curious onlookers. They slowly made their way to the large building in the center of the town. It was simplistic in style and made of brick, with a large wooden sign on top shaped like a scroll on top of a book.



  Sneasel held the door open for her comrades as they entered.



  “Espeon, are you here?” Murkrow called out.



  Inside the building, the walls were lined with bookshelves, filled with what must have been hundreds of books. Scattered about the room were tables and chairs, as well as sofas, coffee tables, and lounge chairs. In the center of the room was a spiral staircase leading up to a second floor.



  There was a large mahogany desk near the back, facing the door. The desk seemed out of place, as it was much older than anything else around it. The wood was faded and chipped, and one leg had been replaced by a book.



  “Is he out right now?” Sneasel asked.



  “What are you four doing down there, tracking blood into my library?” a voice called from the staircase.



  Sneasel looked up at the Espeon perched on the edge of a step. “We got into some trouble on a mission, and we need medical treatment,” Sneasel explained.



  “Yes, I heard about that. While attempting to regain Joy Seeds that were lost, you ended up in a huge brawl on a moving caravan. Quite daring,” Espeon snickered.



  “Breloom was injured quite badly. Do you have any bandages?” Murkrow asked.



  “Of course I do, who do you think I am?” Espeon scoffed. “Wait there. And please try not to make any more of a mess than you already have.” He sighed, then enveloped himself in a soft purple light and disappeared in a Teleport. Breloom sat on the floor with his back against a bookshelf, breathing heavily.



  “It’s alright now, you’re gonna be fine,” Sneasel assured him, “but you have to stay awake.”



  Breloom nodded weakly.



  “Honestly, how pathetic,” Espeon appeared beside the Grass-type, a red box in his mouth. He opened it up and lifted a rag with Psychic. Espeon used the rag to clean the wound and added a bottle of alcohol to disinfect it. Breloom bit his lip and hissed as the sting of the alcohol set in. “This is why I think a division of children in a crime syndicate is a stupid idea,” Espeon continued as he bandaged Breloom’s shoulder.



  “It’s better than losing trainees during a mission due to the trainer’s negligence, or having to deal with treacheries arisen from trying to recruit adults who know better,” Sneasel defended.



  Espeon muttered something under his breath as he continued to work, then once he was done, he turned to Sneasel. “How do you plan on repaying this kindness I showed you, hm?”



  “Can’t you just let us off this one time, out of the kindness of your heart?” Sneasel asked.



  “Sorry, if I was that generous, I wouldn’t be part of the 
  
    mafia
  
  ,” Espeon scoffed.



  “Thought not. Then I’ll give you some of the Joy Seeds I attained,” Sneasel offered, holding out the box of seeds.



  “Do I look like the kind of guy who eats those things?” Espeon spat.



  “C’mon, Espie,” Joker chimed in with a smile. “We don’t have any money on us, so how else are we supposed to pay you?”



  “First off, don’t call me that. Second, I don’t care if you’re dirt poor. You can work, can’t you?” Espeon asked.



  “What? But we have to get these back to-”



  “Sableye can wait. I need this entire library cleaned from top to bottom,” Espeon interrupted, bringing over cleaning supplies with his Psychic.



  “We have to clean the 
  
    entire 
  
  library?” Murkrow asked.



  “Yup. Since I’m a kind Pokémon, I won’t make Breloom work, but you three had better start now if you want to leave by sunset.”



  The three Pokémon gave a collective moan as they took the cleaning tools and got to work.



  …



  Among the townsmon setting up stands and the ones already set up, there was one area in particular that was especially noisy. This was the Knowall Park, where tents of varying colors and sizes littered the grounds. Pokémon of all types were moving things around and preparing to open for business.



  Stands selling sweets and snacks were laying out their foods, booths of games were setting plush prizes on shelves, and tables of toys and souvenirs were organizing their wares. In the center of the park was a big multicolored tent, and confetti seemed to be dropping from nowhere all across the area.



  As Pokémon walked about the tents, a Buneary rushed through the crowds, hastily searching for someone.



  “S’cuse me!” She approached a cotton candy stand. “You seen Jokah around?”



  “Not since yesterday,” the Ekans who was manning the stand replied.



  Buneary turned and continued on.



  “‘Ey, Dewott!” She stopped a Dewott who was carrying a box full of colorful balls. “Know where Jokah went?”



  “Didn’t he leave yesterday, before we left Hazel Town?” Dewott shrugged.



  With a frustrated groan, Buneary kept searching. Just then, a shadow loomed over her. She spun around to see a Dragonair fly overhead.



  “Airy!” she called.



  “Don’t tell me 
  
    you’re 
  
  using Joker’s ridiculous nicknames, too,” the Dragonair sighed as she landed.



  “Have ya seen ‘im? It seems ‘e hasn’t returned since yestaday,” Buneary informed her.



  “I haven’t, but that’s a huge problem, isn’t it?” Dragonair asked worriedly.



  “What should I do? We can’t perform without ‘im!” Buneary wailed.



  “Calm down. This is Espeon’s town, remember? Maybe he knows what happened to him,” Dragonair suggested.



  “Ah! Good call! Ok, I’ll go ask Espie!” Buneary turned and ran towards the center of town.



  “Ah, Buneary!” she stopped when she heard a voice call her, “Wait up!” A Bunnelby came dashing towards her from the park. “Bunnel, whatsa matter?” Buneary asked.



  “You’re looking for Joker, right? Let me come,” Bunnelby told her.



  “No way! You need to stay and help set up!” Buneary protested.



  “C’mon! Aren’t we supposed to be partners?” Bunnelby asked.



  “Just cuz Jokah told us ta be… Fine. Butcha gotta keep up!” Buneary then took off in a full-blown sprint.



  “Ah! Hey, wait! No fair!” Bunnelby chased after her.



  …



  Sneasel wearily began dusting off the books from the shelves in the fiction section. Somewhere around the letter T, her arms had grown sore, and only a disimpassioned will kept her going. Thankfully, Sora told them rather sternly that the upstairs “doesn’t need you to fuck everything up more than it already is”, but even still, the main room was painful enough.



  As she placed a book titled simply 
  
    Thunder Mountain
  
  , relatively smaller than the rest, back on the shelf, the doors burst open and slammed into the walls. A small stack of books that Murkrow had been alphabetizing spilled over onto the floor.



  “Espie! Bad news!” a Buneary ran in, out of breath, followed by a Bunnelby, even more breathless.



  “This is a library. Shut up or I’ll throw you out,” Espeon barked irritably.



  “Jokah’s gone missin! We think ‘e mighta got inta trouble on ‘is last mission!”



  “Why do you think that? He often disappears for days on end,” Sneasel shrugged.



  “He’s got a performance tonight,” Bunnelby explained, “but as we left Hazel Town, he got a job, so he told us to go ahead. He said he’d be back before the first show but he must have been caught!”



  “Who got caught?” Joker came over from the back of the room.



  There was a moment of silence throughout the entire room.



  “Joker… Why were you on a caravan when you had a show to prepare for?!” Sneasel yelled.



  “I was on my way to the show!” Joker defended.



  “You’d have gotten there way faster if you used your mafia connections, though,” Murkrow pointed out.



  “But a caravan ride seemed more fun,” Joker explained as he rubbed the back of his head.



  “So fun prioritizes over work?!” Sneasel scoffed.



  “Shut 
  
    up
  
  ,” Espeon sternly snapped from the back. “This is a 
  
    library
  
  .”



  “What’s going on?” Breloom had regained enough strength to stand and decided to see what all the yelling was about.



  “Jokah! Y’ave ta hurry n come prepare for the show! Ya still haven’t told us who’s performin’ tanight!” Buneary grabbed Joker’s paw and began dragging him out.



  “But I have to stay here and clean with Sneas and Murky,” Joker grabbed Sneasel’s claws as he was led out.



  “They can come with us, then,” Bunnelby told him as he helped Buneary lead the way.



  “But I have to stay and watch over Breloom,” Sneasel added as she grabbed Breloom’s arm and followed Joker.



  “Brelbrel can come, too, then!” Joker laughed.



  The five of them left the library as a chain, rushing to the park. Murkrow and Espeon watched them leave with a mix of exasperation and irritation.



  Espeon sighed and strolled back to his desk in annoyance. “Well, get back to cleaning, then.”



  “Whaat? I still have to clean?” Murkrow whined.



  “Who else is going to?”



  …



  Joker laughed as he was dragged through the crowd by the two rabbit Pokémon, and in turn dragged Sneasel behind him. The five of them ran all the way to the park. The makeshift paths were crowded with visitors and performers. Pokémon juggled dangerous objects and walked over the crowd on stilts. Grass-types spat plumes of fire into the sky as large Pokémon walked through them, treading on a wire tied between two poles.



  The performers looked over as Buneary and Bunnelby brought Joker through the crowds. Some of them cheered for his return, causing the entire crowd to applaud him. Joker stopped and waved at the many Pokémon, a wave of applause emanating from the shifting, cheering, waving crowd, just for him. He raised his arms in the air dramatically and gave a grandiose bow.



  “Be sure to come watch the main show in the big tent!” he called to the crowd.



  “Come on, we have to hurry!” Buneary tugged on the fin on Joker’s arm.



  “Yes, yes, I’m coming.” Joker continued moving, and Sneasel and Breloom followed.



  …



  All the performers were now gathered in the big tent. Curious onlookers loitered around the entrance. In the center, standing on a podium, was Joker, a big grin on his face, as always.



  “I apologize for leaving so close to a show, but it’s about time we get serious,” he addressed the crowd.



  Sneasel and Breloom stood off to the side, listening. “I’ve never been in the big tent before a show,” Breloom admitted, “the atmosphere is different than I expected from a circus troupe.” It was true, despite the usual fun attitude that comes with the job, tension gripped the air.



  “That’s because the time before the show is the most important,” Sneasel explained, “You’ve never seen it before, so watch closely, because this is the only time outside of battle that you’ll see Joker’s business mode.”



  Breloom looked up at the colored Floatzel, who had his eyes closed in thought. When he opened them, his entire mood - his aura, one might say - shifted. He seemed cooler, more calm than usual. Joker’s cold black eyes swept across the crowd, assessing the Pokémon gathered with a precise appraisal. The Pokémon below were completely silent, anxious.



  Breloom couldn’t help but hold his breath.



  At last, Joker spoke, his voice filled with firm authority, like he was an entirely different Pokémon. “Today’s show will feature Dedenne and Joltik, Buneary and Bunnelby, Seviper and Grovyle, and Dewott and Servine. The final act will be Dragonair and Charizard. In between will be Pidove, Pidgey, Tailow, and Spearow.”



  The crowd began talking about this selection.



  “Yes! We made it to the show lineup!”



  “It’s ok, you’ll get to perform next show for sure,”



  “Damn, I practiced so hard, too…”



  Mixed emotions flooded the Pokémon, and Joker stared down his nose at them, “Quit whining! My decision is final, and if you have a problem with it, you should practice harder. Now get to work! Show starts in ten minutes!”


  



12. Joker’s Show


    
    
  Sneasel and Breloom sat in the stand with the audience as they waited for the show. They were drowning in the murmur around them that came from what must have been nearly a thousand Pokémon in the crowd, drawn in from all over the map. Whether they knew it or not, the circus capitalized on a market that not many tapped into.



  “I can’t 
  
    believe 
  
  you’ve never been to Joker’s show,” Sneasel commented.



  “I never had an opportunity to,” Breloom responded. “But they sure set up fast. It hasn’t even been five minutes and they’d brought these stands out, set the stage, organized all their props, 
  
    and 
  
  began admitting Pokémon in.”



  “With a ringmaster like Joker, you have to be able to make last minute preparations,” Sneasel explained.



  “I feel kinda bad for them,” Breloom said. “I’ll never get why he’s the ringmaster.”



  “Well, most of the Pokémon in the troupe were rescued by Joker. They were all too weak to look after themselves, and most of them are really bad fighters. And in a world where fighting is the key to success, they’re just a band of outcasts, as far as anyone cares,” Sneasel told him. “And then along came Joker. He’d taught them everything he knew. Skills and tricks, big and small. Splendor thought to be incapable of realization, to tricks that defy physics as we know it. Everything that is the circus is rooted in Joker’s skill and imagination.” The Ice-type told him these with a wistful tone in her voice, and her unwavering gaze set on the spectacle before the audience carried, though she would never admit it, a faded wonder.



  “Woah,” gasped a bewildered Breloom. “He even taught that Dewott Flamethrower?”



  Sneasel laughed. “That’s not Flamethrower.” She glanced around at the rest of the audience, then leaned in close and whispered, “It’s a trick, like I mentioned before. Of course he can’t use Flamethrower. It’s just some Joker ‘magic’.”



  “So it’s an illusion? But it looks so real,” Breloom whined.



  “Not an illusion. The fire is very real. Just some slight of hand,” Sneasel explained.



  Suddenly, the tent grew dark. The Pokémon that were chattering away quieted down. From the middle of the stage, a single ray of light shone down onto the paint-stained Floatzel.



  “Ladies and gentlemon,” Joker began, “Welcome to the Knowall Bazaar performance of Joker’s Travelling Circus!”



  Several beams of light appeared, shining on a large group of Pokémon gathered below, who didn’t seem to be there a second ago.



  Cheers erupted from the crowd as the beginning of the show as Joker continued in a voice that seemed too loud for someone of his size, “Our first performance,” the extra lights turned off, and once again there was just a Floatzel visible in the darkness, “the tiny flying wonders of the Electric-type world,” his spotlight shifted to two small figures sitting in the rafters, “Joltik and Dedenne!” The show was stunning. The opening act, Joltik and Dedenne, was a trapeze performance. Two Electric-types swung back and forth with grace as sparks of electricity trailed behind them. They performed flips and spins off each other, striking awe every time they pulled off an impossibly intricate jump. They finished by jumping off the bar and twirling down to the ground, landing on Joker’s outstretched paws. The crowd cheered as the three of them took a collective bow.



  The second act was tightrope walking. Buneary and Bunnelby walked along two parallel wires, too thin to see from the stands. They held each other’s paws until they reached halfway, then with a bounce, they switched wires. Gasps echoed from the audience as the two rabbit Pokémon wobbled up and down, waiting for the wire to settle to continue. They did more risky stunts, back-flipping on the wire, climbing onto each others shoulders, and doing handstands before finally dropping down and landing beside Joker. Once again, the tent filled with applause as the three of them bowed.



  The third act was a Seviper and a Grovyle. They started out by explaining, “Don’t expect us to climb up onto those tiny perches. We’ll entertain you from the ground, thank you.” Seviper then stood in front of a large wooden board that stretched about 25 feet up. A box was brought out and Grovyle took out an iron thorn from it. He began throwing thorns at Seviper, outlining the snake’s shape. Then Seviper climbed on top of the thorns and stretched his body up as though there was a platform there for him.



  Grovyle embedded thorns in the wood right under Seviper’s body, creating the platform underneath him. Once Seviper reached the top of the board, he pulled a thorn out with his tail and flicked it down at Grovyle. He outlined Grovyle’s shape in the ground behind him, working his way back down. Then the two of them bowed and the crowd applauded.



  The next duo was a Dewott and Servine. They performed many tricks involving Fire-type moves, none of which they should be able to know. The crowd applauded at their Fire Spin, dances and Flamethrowers. Joker noticeably kept his gaze towards the audience during this, scanning the audience’s reaction intently.



  Just as the tension had built to its peak, and the crowd felt like it would burst with sheer awe and amazement, a group of small bird Pokémon burst in. Childish, uppity music began playing as they all fluttered about the tent frantically. Tailow flew through Dewott’s flames, his tail feathers catching fire. The crowd laughed as the bird panicked overdramatically, running around and flapping his wings hysterically. Dewott sprayed him down with water, extinguishing the flame.



  The flock of birds fled the tent just as suddenly as they entered, leaving all the tension broken as the crowd chattered and laughed. And because of this, the audience was taken by surprise as a huge Flamethrower was shot into the air.



  From the flames emerged the elegant shape of a Dragonair, seemingly being enveloped in her partner’s fire unharmed. At the center of the stage stood a Charizard, the source of the Flamethrower. The Dragonair danced in the air, followed by a tail of fire. The crowd instantly fell silent as the space above the stage was painted with flame.



  Dragonair finished her dance by diving directly down into Charizard’s flames, disappearing into his mouth. The crowd went wild with applause as Charizard shot another burst of flame, which took the shape of the Dragon-Type.



  Sneasel and Breloom cheered and clapped as Joker came out with all the performers.



  “Thank you all very much!” Joker shouted over the crowd, “That concludes our Knowall Bazaar Grand Show! Please be sure to buy toys and food at our stands and check out all the cool things on the main road! Once more, give it up for Joker’s Travelling Circus!”



  The tent was filled with the joyous cheers of the Pokémon that occupied it.



  …



  “That was amazing!” Breloom’s eyes lit up as he and Sneasel met up with Joker behind the tent.



  “Thanks! I knew you’d like it!” Joker grinned.



  “How did the Dragonair disappear at the end?” Breloom asked.



  “I could show you if you want,” Joker offered slyly.



  Sneasel cut between the two with a scowl on her face that was only half-kidding. “Quit trying to steal my subordinates. Breloom, we’re leaving.”



  “What, already?” Breloom whined.



  “We only came here to watch the show. We’ve already wasted enough time and I really have to give this to Sableye before anything else happens.” Sneasel waved the box of seeds.



  “Aww… Okay, bye, Joker,” Breloom waved as Sneasel lead him away.



  “Bye, Brelbrel!” Joker waved back with a grin.



  Sneasel and Breloom left the circus grounds and headed towards Churchwell Village. Breloom gazed almost longingly at all the stands of merchandise on the main road as they passed, but Sneasel was set on her path.



  It took the two of them roughly six hours, walking at a leisurely pace in order to not strain Breloom’s injury. The sky was colored with vibrant reds and yellows by the time they arrived at Sableye’s storehouse.



  “I got the goods!” Sneasel called out. A Herdier stood at the desk in the center of the room, and it turned to look quizzically at her.



  Sableye came out from the back room with a small disk in his hands and smiled gently at the dog, “here’s your TM, ma’am.” The Herdier took it gently in her mouth and nodded politely to Sneasel and Breloom as she left. Breloom nodded back. Sneasel paid her no mind.



  “I’d greatly appreciate it if you would act less like an errand girl and more like the mafioso that you are,” Sableye grumbled to her as he indicated for her and her companion to follow him to the back room. “How would you like it if I just shouted out missions while a couple is looking to adopt one of your kids?”



  “My bad,” Sneasel said unapologetically as she followed him into the back room.



  The back room was much like the main room in that it was filled to the brim with items and tools. It was different in that if one were to give a second glance, they would find these items to be difficult to come across, illegal to sell, or both.



  Sneasel held out the box of seeds, and Sableye took it and opened it. He eyed the contents carefully, then sighed. “This was all they had?” he asked.



  “Well, yeah. Is it not enough?” Sneasel responded.



  “Not nearly. Persian was far too lenient with that Empoleon, so the losses we sustained were quite great,” Sableye explained.



  “Why would Persian be so forgiving with him?” Breloom asked.



  “Apparently the two had history. They used to be buddies or something. I don’t know the details.” Sableye waved his claws dismissively as he placed the box on a shelf. “Anyway, as thanks for going out and doing this for me.” Sableye picked up a large claw, curved like a hook and as sharp as a blade. “Here.” He tossed it to Sneasel, who fumbled a bit before gripping it firmly.



  “A Razor Claw,” Sneasel whispered, holding it close to her. She smiled faintly to mask her excitement. “Thanks.”



  “But,” Sableye continued with a playful smile, “since you have enough spare time to watch a circus performance before finishing your mission, you get to do another task for me.”



  “What?! How did you know?” Sneasel exclaimed.



  “Espeon told me,” Sableye sneered.



  “
  
    Damn
  
   that Espeon… Where was he watching from?” Sneasel growled.



  “It’s his 
  
    job 
  
  to spy on Pokémon.” Sableye took out an ornate wooden box with a bizarre lock. It had elegant etchings on its sides that depicted each their own complex scene. The top of it displayed some sort of grand-looking oak tree upon a hill, with the setting sun behind it. Looking carefully at the trunk of this tree would reveal someone hiding in the shadows. Their species could not be determined, but it was clear that it was bipedal and half-curled into a ball. “I need you to take this to Bisharp,” Sableye told her.



  “Since when did I become your deliverymon?” Sneasel grumbled as she took the box in her claws and examined it, “Why can’t you have one of your guys do it?”



  “Do you think Joy Seeds are so easy to find? Everyone skilled enough to handle Bisharp’s lair and everyone dumb enough not to know better are out scouring the world to make up for the loss in stock,” Sableye scoffed.



  “Alright, fine. I’ll run your little errand,” she scowled. The thought of going to Bisharp’s did not sit well with her. “But if you’re just gonna give me work 
  
    every time
  
   I come here, don’t expect me to visit very often.”



  “That’s fine by me,” Sableye huffed.



  …



  As Sneasel and Breloom walked back to Hazel Town, a calm, almost awkward silence developed between them. Breloom was working on building up the courage to ask to go with Sneasel on this mission. He felt his throat swelling with the words he wanted to say, but he couldn’t seem to speak.



  Just as he opened his mouth and took in a breath to start, he was interrupted, “Before you even ask, the answer is no.” Sneasel told him softly.



  “How do you know what I was gonna say?” Breloom exclaimed.



  “Because it’s obvious. You want to go on another mission despite the missing chunk out of your shoulder,” Sneasel sighed. An irritated Breloom looked away. “Listen, I know you want to have the most experience in the field as you can; that you’re hoping to be admitted into the Scavenger division. But Bisharp’s base is 
  
    not
  
   a place to bring wounded children.”



  “Why not? It’s just a delivery,” Breloom protested. “He’s an ally. It’s not like we’re not fighting him or anything.”



  “This is exactly why you can’t come. You have no experience with his division,” Sneasel groaned. “They’re an entirely different branch than us. Their rules are… stricter. They aren’t allies, they’re colleagues… no, that’s not it. They’re the watchdogs. Treason, weakness, hindrance… if they so much as smell any of that, they will not hesitate to kill you. Persian allows it, too. If you’re on their list, the only thing you can do is pray that it’s quick. Some of them like to have their fun.”



  “Persian allows them to have such power?” Breloom asked, uneasy.



  “The other five divisions aren’t able to kill other members of the syndicate so easily. It would be easy for a Guild Pokémon to sneak into the ranks and find out all kinds of stuff. Threats lay both inside and out of the syndicate, and it’s up to them to get rid of whoever they are,” Sneasel told Breloom.



  “It seems rather complicated,” Breloom admitted.



  “Exactly. Now let’s hurry up and get back to Hazel.”



  …



  “Are you sure you don’t want any of us to come with you?” Leafeon asked as Sneasel and Murkrow stepped out the front doors of the orphanage. Sneasel had a bag slung across her shoulder, holding the box and the claw, as well as healing items.



  “Absolutely. No one is to go anywhere near Bisharp’s base,” Sneasel told him.



  “Alright. Since Breloom is still injured, I’ll be watching over the orphanage while you’re away.”



  “I’m counting on you,” Sneasel put a hand on Leafeon’s head. “Keep these crazy kids out of trouble.”



  Murkrow led the way as the two of them set off for Knowall Town. At their sprinting pace, it took only an hour to arrive at the town of the library.



  “Espeon!” Sneasel called as she entered the building.



  “My lord, can’t you idiots go a single day without bothering me?!” an irritated voice called from the second floor.



  “We need to get to Scarlet City,” Sneasel explained.



  “Then what the Hell are you doing here? You’re literally on the other side of the continent.” Espeon came into view on the spiral staircase.



  “It would take us days to get there on foot, when you can Teleport us there,” Sneasel told him.



  Espeon gave a heavy, bothersome sigh as he walked halfway down the staircase, then jumped onto the ground. “Can’t birdbrain there carry you?” Espeon asked.



  “I can’t carry others for long distances,” Murkrow explained.



  “That’s stupid,” Espeon sneered.



  “We’re wasting time,” Sneasel groaned.



  “Yeah, yeah. Scarlet City, right?” Espeon sat up on his haunches and held out his front paws. “Grab on.”



  They each took a paw, and under his powers they were clad in a purple light. And just like that, as it burst away, the library was gone. They now stood on searing sands and dirt, blanketed under layers and layers of dry, burning air. Undoubtedly this was the desert city of Scarlet.



  “Alright, thanks,” Sneasel turned to thank Espeon, but he was nowhere to be seen. “Where’d he go?”



  “He already left. Mumbled something about not wanting Bisharp to catch him lurking around here again,” Murkrow explained.



  “Well, alright then. I haven’t been here in awhile, but I believe Bisharp’s place is at the edge of the city, right?” Sneasel asked.



  “Yep,” Murkrow confirmed.



  “Then let’s go.”


  



13. The Mad Jack


    
    
  
  Sneasel and Murkrow stopped outside a building on the outskirts of Scarlet City. The main streets had been crowded with Pokémon, but here, there was no one. At least, not out in the open. Sneasel could feel countless eyes watching her from all around, but she dared not look for them. She felt her stomach sink with nervousness, but she strode up to the building showing nothing but the confidence she desperately needed to feel.



  It was a standard two-story building, but it stood out from all the others around it. Unlike the other buildings that were made of light colored stone, this one was made of red brick. It had a triangular roof while all the others were flat. Above the door was a large wooden sign with red paint. On it were the words “Bishie’s Butcher Barn” in bold black paint. The paint was chipping on the whole sign, but it looked as if someone had tried very hard to scratch off the word “Bishie.”



  Murkrow followed Sneasel into the shop, ignoring the dozens of stares burning into his back. Inside was a large waiting room with a reception desk. Behind the desk was a door leading to a back room, and sitting at the desk was a Mandibuzz.



  “I have a delivery for Bisharp,” Sneasel said as she approached the desk. The Mandibuzz eyed her suspiciously.



  “I don’t remember the last time 
  
    you 
  
  came to deliver something…” she growled in a low tone.



  “I owe Sableye a favor, apparently,” Sneasel replied.



  “Well, too bad for you, the boss ain’t in,” Mandibuzz sneered.



  “Would you be mad if I said I didn’t believe you?” Sneasel was feeling ballsy.



  Mandibuzz shot her a death glare before replying, “Get out of here. Leave the package on the desk and I’ll give it to the boss when he comes in.”



  “Oh, yeah. I’ll just leave the important package for Bisharp in the talons of the receptionist, who is known for her thievery and untrustworthiness,” Sneasel rolled her eyes.



  The Mandibuzz jumped up onto the desk and flared her wings. “You lookin’ for a fight?”



  “Sneasel, what are you doing?!” Murkrow hissed into Sneasel’s ear. Sneasel brushed him aside.



  “Well, I wasn’t planning on it, but someone’s gotta entertain me while I wait for Bisharp to arrive,” she smirked.



  “Are you crazy?” Murkrow scolded. “Mandibuzz has cycles of experience on you, and she’s trained to kill!”



  “It’ll be fine! After all, you’re here!” Sneasel responded as she jumped into battle.



  Sneasel started off by hardening her claws with a coat of steel and slashing at Mandibuzz with Metal Claw. Mandibuzz easily dodged it and came back with the same attack. Her sharp metal talons barely cut Sneasel’s skin as she jumped out of the way.



  Murkrow had no choice but to join in, so he flew up from behind and landed a Feint Attack on Mandibuzz’s back. As Mandibuzz turned around to retaliate, Sneasel followed it up with another Feint Attack on Mandibuzz’s side.



  Mandibuzz growled, “You pests, ganging up on me!” She turned on Murkrow and battered him with Fury Attack, kicking and hitting him all over. Murkrow backed off a bit, struggling to stay on his feet, then slapped Mandibuzz with Assurance.



  Sneasel blew out a gust of icy air, sending the Icy Wind directly at the Flying-type. Murkrow used Mandibuzz’s larger stature as cover from the attack, but Mandibuzz blew the wind away with her Tailwind.



  Sneasel didn’t give up, using all her effort to overpower Mandibuzz’s breeze with her own. Shards of ice shot out of the fray in all directions, but none made it to Mandibuzz. Murkrow battered the larger bird with Wing Attack from behind, but she didn’t even seem to notice. Right as Sneasel had to take a breath, the vulture rose up to the ceiling and dove down, dropping onto Sneasel with Brave Bird.



  Sneasel was knocked off her feet and slammed into the far wall. She slumped down onto the floor and remained still. Mandibuzz turned and glared at Murkrow, who jumped slightly at the sudden attention.



  “You gonna follow your friend, boy?” she asked, her voice low and raspy.



  Murkrow looked over at Sneasel, then back at Mandibuzz. He gulped. 
  
    I can’t believe I’m doing this, 
  
  he thought to himself as he flared his wings in a challenge. Mandibuzz smirked as she towered over him, her size almost tripling that of the young crow.



  Murkrow took a deep breath, well aware that the enemy was allowing him the first move. He charged forward, planning a Feint Attack to the Mandibuzz’s abdomen, but before he could get close enough, he was swatted away by Mandibuzz’s larger wings. Murkrow felt the air leave his lungs as he was catapulted over the desk and landed beside the back door.



  With one graceful leap, Mandibuzz landed on top of the desk. Murkrow looked up at her with a mix of defiance and fear. As Mandibuzz prepared another Fury Attack, she suddenly froze as a bright light shone behind her.



  Mandibuzz jumped off the desk and moved towards the light. The source of it was being obstructed from Murkrow’s view by the desk, but he had a pretty good idea of what it was. Murkrow heaved himself to his feet. His right wing was numb and searing pain ran through his right leg every time he put weight on it. Jumping on top of the desk, Murkrow could see Mandibuzz cautiously approaching the glowing figure.



  When the light vanished, Murkrow could see Sneasel standing up against the vulture. Except she wasn’t a Sneasel anymore. With the Razor Claw gone from her backpack, she had used it to evolve into Weavile.



  “So you finally got your dirty claws on a Razor Claw, huh?” Mandibuzz spat, “Well, that doesn’t make you any less of a brat.”



  “You know, you’re awfully chatty when you fight. I guess that’s why they put you at the reception desk instead of out on missions,” Weavile smirked. Mandibuzz’s feathers fluffed up in irritation.



  Weavile knew she was stronger than before, but she couldn’t just jump back into the fray. The ground below her seemed oddly far away, and her limbs were longer than she was used to. She also felt like she was wearing a really big hat. It would take her a while to get used to this body of hers, which was why she didn’t want to evolve before coming here.



  Without wanting to risk charging in and tripping over herself, Weavile shot an Icy Wind from where she stood. Mandibuzz snickered and she yet again countered it with Tailwind, but this time the vulture’s breeze wasn’t strong enough to offset the frozen shards. Pieces of ice ripped through Mandibuzz’s skin, and the chilling air seeped right through her bones.



  Right as the Icy Wind ceased, Murkrow jumped in. Without missing a beat, he slapped Mandibuzz with Assurance, repaying her for the dull pain he was feeling all across his body.



  Just as Mandibuzz was about to return the attack, the sound of a door slamming open echoed through the room, stopping the three of them in their tracks.



  “What the 
  
    fuck 
  
  is going on in here?!” a strong, irritated voice bellowed. Weavile turned to see Bisharp standing with his bladed arms crossed over his chest in the doorway. Cold blue eyes pierced through them with a gaze as sharp as his body.



  “Told you he was out,” Mandibuzz spat quietly.



  “Bisharp!” Weavile yelped. “W-we were just waiting for you to get back to deliver a package.”



  “While screwing up my damn shop? I should scalp you for that,” Bisharp growled. “Pretty sure we could get someone to buy finely sliced Weavile. Cold Ice-type meat in the desert? It’d sell like popsicles.”



  Weavile looked around. It was true that they had made a mess of the place. Frost had formed on the walls and furniture was knocked over. A picture frame had been knocked off the wall and broken, although there wasn’t any picture inside it for some reason. Splats of blood littered the floor and the wall was cracked where Murkrow was swatted against it.



  “S-Sorry…” Weavile looked down at her feet as she felt her ears grow hot.



  “Oh, then it’s all okay now, as long as you’re fucking 
  
    sorry
  
  . Not many actually know this, but chanting ‘sorry’ over and over magically solves 
  
    aaaaaaall
  
   your problems. It turns back the fucking clock and makes everyone everywhere happy, and they all hold hands and sing kumbaya. For 
  
    fuck’s
  
   sake!” Bisharp stepped into the room and slammed the door. He took a deep breath and put his palm to his forehead. The three looked awkwardly amongst themselves. Bisharp feigned a smile and waved his hands dramatically, saying to them, “
  
    Sorry
  
   about that.” He laughed quietly to himself before dragging himself back on topic. “You said something about a package, didn’t you?”



  “Oh, yeah.” Weavile picked up her bag, which had at some point left her shoulder during the fight, and lifted out the strange box. “Sableye told me to give this to you.”



  Being the leader of an assassination division naturally would show you a plethora of things that would shatter the mind of a normal Pokémon. Sometimes it was simply monsters- beastly Pokémon that posed a threat to either the syndicate itself or something that they held interests in. Others were formerly Pokémon that now lavished homes with so many different shades of red like a small village decorating for the summer festival. But this box, shelled in elegant etchings that must have taken a steady hand cycles to perfect, was the first thing that, as far as anyone in the syndicate knew, actually shocked Bisharp.



  The Steel-type froze for a moment with his jaw hanging open, trying to take a dramatic gasp but utterly forgetting how to in the midst of the moment. His body began to tremble as he took slow, heavy steps, his arms pulling out in front of him like they were magnetized towards it and willing to snap off of his own body to get to the chest. And as his sense came back to him, he darted forward in a blur and snatched the box out from Weavile- so fast that in his carelessness he nicked the Ice-type’s arm. Weavile quickly jumped away, holding her arm protectively as she stared at Bisharp.



  “This…” Bisharp held the box near his face and traced his fingers over it to confirm its reality. “Where did he get this?!” he bellowed with it held protectively against him.



  “Like I know. Ask him yourself.” Weavile earned a glare from the Assassination leader, but was determined to not let it phase her. “Anyway, we delivered your package, so now we’ll be on our way.” She shot a final glare at Mandibuzz, who returned it with a cocky smirk, as though she had won somehow.



  Murkrow nodded respectfully to Bisharp and followed Weavile out the door and back into the hot desert sun. Bisharp did not so much as move now that the box was in his hands.



  “What do you think is in that box?” Weavile asked as they moved towards the center of the town.



  “Hmm… Some kind of weird treasure, maybe? An ancient relic from a distant world?” Murkrow suggested.



  “I guess it isn’t any of our business, anyway,” she dismissed the curiosity lingering in her mind. “Whatever’s in there is the assassination division’s problem. Making it ours doesn’t sound sound like a good idea.”



  “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Murkrow shrugged. “But, um, how are we gonna get back to Hazel town?”



  “Duh, we’ll get Esp-… 
  
    shit
  
  ,” Weavile spat.



  “I-I’m sure there’s an Express Pokémon here who would take us at least to the other side of the mountains,” Murkrow stated.



  “Yeah, but not for free,” Weavile pointed out.



  “Well, of course not.” There was a silence between the two of them. It wasn’t a particularly long silence, but it was long enough. “Don’t tell me…” Murkrow began in a low tone, “You don’t have any money on you, do you?”



  “That box took up a lot of room in my backpack, and paired with the Razor Claw, it was heavy enough without a bunch of Poké,” Weavile defended herself.



  Murkrow simply gave a long, quiet sigh.



  “Something wrong, you two?” Murkrow lifted his head to see a Leavanny standing in front of them. A soft, friendly smile was spread across his face.



  “No, sor-” Murkrow began, but Weavile moved in front of him.



  “Actually, yes,” she admitted. “We came here to Implentur Desert to go sightseeing, as we live over to the west of the mountains, but we seem to have dropped the bag we were keeping our Poké in.”



  “Well, that is most unfortunate,” the Leavanny consoled.



  “And without that Poké,” Murkrow joined in, mirroring Weavile’s lost-puppy tone, “we can’t go back home.”



  “Can’t you fly?” Leavanny asked.



  “No, sir.” Weavile shook her head took a pitied look at her partner. “He’s very sickly and frail. He can barely fly by himself, let alone with a passenger as heavy as I am.”



  Leavanny looked as though he had come across starving orphans on the street. “You poor children. Don’t you worry! Come with me and I’ll help you get back home.”



  Weavile and Murkrow exchanged a devious look behind the Bug-type’s back as he led them away.



  Leavanny walked them out of Scarlet City and towards the sandy dunes of Implentur Desert.



  “Um, sir,” Weavile raised his attention as she stopped right before the dirt path became open sand, “you don’t intend to walk us all the way back home, do you?”



  Leavanny laughed. “Good heavens, no! My home is in Sandset City, on the west side of Implentur Desert. It’s a bit of a walk from here, but there are Pokémon there that can get you across the mountains.”



  …



  “What are we gonna do?” Murkrow whispered to Weavile.



  “Shh! It’s fine. Just remember our story, and 
  
    don’t 
  
  act suspicious,” Weavile hissed back.



  The three of them were standing outside a large castle-like building.



  “What are you two waiting for? Come on in,” Leavanny prompted from the large wooden double doors.



  “Yes, we’re coming!” Weavile smiled as she followed him inside.



  The inside was a large room with many Pokémon coming and going. There were bulletin boards on the walls with missions and outlaws.



  “I never would’ve guessed you were the Guild leader of Leavanny’s Guild,” Weavile laughed nervously.



  “Yes, I was in Scarlet City on an errand when I encountered you two, but I usually operate around Sunset City, where this Guild is located,” Leavanny explained, “You two are lucky I came around, or you might have had to walk all the way back!”



  
    Just our luck, 
  
  Weavile grumbled to herself. Leavanny looked around the Guild hall, scanning the Pokémon going about their daily routines, until he spotted a Zebstrika.



  “Zebstrika! Come over here,” Leavanny beckoned the Electric-type over with his leaf-like arm. The Zebstrika turned from what she was doing and trotted over. “Can you do me a favor and transport these two to their homes?”



  Zebstrika looked down her nose at the two Dark-types, then back at her Guildmaster, “Sure thing. Where do they live?”



  “West of Sawtooth Mountain Range,” Leavanny stated.



  “West of- that’ll take all day!” Zebstrika exclaimed.



  “Then you’d better start now. I already promised them that I’d get them home, and you wouldn’t want me to have to take back my word, would you?”



  Zebstrika tapped at the ground with her hoof, then mumbled, “no, sir…”



  “Good girl!” Leavanny grinned. “I leave them to you!”



  Zebstrika watched the Guildmaster walk off, then looked down at her two clients with just short of a glare. “Let’s go,” she demanded.



  “You don’t have to take us all the way home,” Weavile told her as she followed Zebstrika out of the Guild hall. “Just past the mountains is fine.”



  “No,” Zebstrika sighed. “I’ll escort you two back to your hometown. Hop on.”



  “Th-then, take us back to Hazel Town,” Weavile reluctantly agreed as she climbed up onto the zebra’s back.



  “No problem.” Zebstrika waited for the two to sit on her back before breaking into a run. They firmly secured themselves as the Electric-type galloped across the sands, getting faster and faster with each leaping stride. A minute later the air rushed around her in a fierce torrent of wind.



  Uncomfortably, the bird shifted towards his comrade. “Well, we got a ride,” Murkrow murmured into Weavile’s ear.



  “Yeah, we’re lucky those Guild kids from the caravan didn’t report us as bandits,” Weavile replied softly.



  Zebstrika felt awkward having two Dark-types whispering amongst each other on her back, so she spoke up, “So, you guys are from the west? I heard Joker’s Travelling Circus recently performed over there.”



  Weavile jumped slightly, “Y-Yeah, at the Knowall Bazaar. I went to see the show, actually.”



  “Really? I’m so jealous! I wanted to go with my friend, because she loves going to the Bazaar, but we got caught up in a bunch of work,” Zebstrika explained.



  “That’s too bad,” Murkrow commented.



  “Yeah. I’ve never actually seen Joker’s main show before,” Zebstrika admitted.



  “Really? He performs practically everywhere, though,” Weavile pointed out.



  “Yeah, but I can’t travel very far from the Guild, and I’ve never been free when he was performing in Sandset,” Zebstrika explained sadly. She shook her head and stared ahead brightly, continuing with wonder in her voice, “But I’ve seen their parades down the main road. I sometimes wish I could join them, they look like they’re having so much fun.” She paused for a moment, as though envisioning the large floats with the cheering Pokémon all around.



  “I’ve travelled with them for a little while,” Weavile stated.



  “Really?” Zebstrika couldn’t see her, but Weavile could tell her expression was one of amazement and envy.



  “Yeah. I’m friends with Joker, so I sometimes accompany them on their travels,” she explained proudly.



  “I’m so jealous! What’s he like? My friend thinks he’s really different from how he appears in performances. She says he’s probably really mysterious and stoic,” Zebstrika enthused.



  “No, he’s pretty similar to how he appears on stage,” Weavile told her. “He’s really happy-go-lucky and kinda ditzy at times.”



  “That’s… a bit disappointing, actually,” Zebstrika said with a chuckle.



  “He’s a pretty disillusioning guy,” Weavile agreed.



  The two of them chatted about all kinds of things, with Murkrow occasionally joining in. They talked about a variety of topics- Guild work, places to eat, hypotheticals- the list was just as long as their journey. Weavile subtly diverted the conversation away from her line of work whenever it was mentioned, but she was more than happy to share stories of her exploits.



  “So, you’re like a vigilante?” Zebstrika asked as Weavile finished a tale about her defeating a Pokémon that was stealing seeds from her colleagues.



  “I… suppose you could say that, although I don’t fight for just anyone. Only my friends and comrades,” Weavile answered.



  “That’s pretty cool,” Zebstrika smiled. “I don’t think I’d be able to live a life like that.”



  “That’s Hazel Town up ahead,” Murkrow cut in as their hometown could be seen in the distance. Zebstrika picked up speed until she was running into the town. She skidded to a stop on the dirt path.



  “You think you can find your way home from here?” she asked.



  “Yeah, we got it. Thanks again for the ride,” Weavile thanked her as she hopped off.



  “No problem. It was fun chatting with you,” Zebstrika gave a bright grin.



  “Same to you.” Weavile waved as the Electric-type dashed back towards the mountain range. With a spark of electricity her speed increased tenfold, and she vanished into the horizon. “She was nice.”



  “Yeah. It’s a shame we might have to kill her one day,” Murkrow responded.



  “Mmm, that’s true. Let this be a lesson to always bring a bag of cash,” Weavile told Murkrow as she turned to walk towards the orphanage.



  “Why don’t you take your own advice,” Murkrow spat back at her as he followed her home.



  …



  The door slammed shut at the top of the stairs back in Scarlet City. Frames fell off the wall throughout the butcher shop as if it had been struck by a small earthquake. Down in the kitchen the rattling floor shook a Feraligatr in the midst of a cleaving swing, making him miss the steak and cause a huge gash on his left hand.



  A panting Bisharp leaned against the door with the elegant box pressed to his chest. His fingers traced over and over the engravings again as if he knew exactly where the curves and grooves would lead him next. A quivering smile cracked on his face as he closed his eyes for a moment.



  Without opening them he began to walk forward through his room. Past a grindstone in the corner he reached over to the top of his desk. He firmly grasped onto a key that laid next to a shriveled head of a Celebi, dried and shrunken like it had been created by a witchdoctor. Its eyes were the milky white of the blind, and the two antennae were wilted blades of grass. God knew how many cycles it had been laying there, and so did Bisharp: eight cycles, three months, eleven days.



  Bisharp sat down softly on his bed and opened his eyes. The chest now sat on his lap with the bizarre lock facing towards him. The Steel-type’s motions were gradual as his arm raised itself and crawled over, key in hand, to the slot. There had been not the slightest bit of resistance as he turned it, and the lid opened without even the faintest of squeaks.



  He blinked from the luminous glow of heaven’s light from the chest and its contents. Soft green eyes, like a spring meadow, looked down with nostalgia at everything within it. He shuddered as trembling hands reached out towards a quill lying next to a dry inkwell, both on top of a stack of parchment. The quill was cold after a decade of neglect, and the well was just as so. Bisharp smiled to himself as he held them up. In the days of his youth they had been warm, and they had been busy within soft hands that gracefully transcribed onto fresh paper with the elegance of a ballroom dance.



  Bisharp began to splay out the parchment like a hand of cards. There must have been over a hundred sheets covered in the glyphs of the common language. Poems and short stories covered the pages front to back like ritualistic tattoos. Separating each block of stories and poems, there would be a drawing relating to the contents written down. Some were landscapes stylized in the black ink. More were portraits of Pokémon of a plethora of species in a varying level of detail. Others still were a full scene drawn out like a storybook, like one on top of a thievish Jolteon running out of a farmhouse with half a pie smeared over her face. He remembered the days where he would lay down on the hillside, listening to the rhythmic scribbling of the pen strokes against the paper.



  Underneath where the papers had been, there was an even smaller box within. Within, on soft velvet bed, sat a gorgeous, gleaming ruby necklace. Carved in corundum was a much older version of an explorer’s badge: a kite shield with two broad wings unfolding from behind it. This too was cold as he cradled it in the palm of his hand.



  A broad smile spread across his face as he saw, lying there at the bottom of the chest, a piece of green fabric- an emerald sash. Shuddering breaths filled the silence as he grasped onto it like a starving child to a piece of meat.



  “Oh, thank you,” he praised, bringing the sash to his face and staring at it lustfully. Saliva flooded in his mouth. Bisharp could only last for a few more seconds before his breaths grew frantic and he brought the sash to his nostrils. His smile stretched from ear to ear. “Even after all this time,” he beamed. The emerald fabric now wrapped itself entirely over his nose as he took as deep of an inhale as his lungs would allow, inhaling a scent that hadn’t been sensed in well over ten cycles. And oh, how Bisharp craved it. No breath of any conceivable size could be good enough to quell his urges. Three hits in and he was already collapsed on his bed, clutching it over his nose as he snorted it like a drug. In his head voices began to reverberate off the walls of his skull.



  
    Good morning
  
  , she rang, followed by a quick giggle. There was something almost bitter about just how clear and young she persisted to be.



  
    Come, this way
  
  , she said again. Still the same person, but her tone was different. This was far more demanding but still kept it to being a bit playful. Bisharp turned over in his bed and buried his face in his pillow. He began to noticeably shift and grind his lower body against the blankets, stirring the sheets of paper from their arrangement.



  “Gwyn…” he moaned, muffled as he took another sharp inhale.



  
    Wow
  
  … she whispered. It felt like she was right there beside him, her head resting on his shoulder as she spoke softly of sweet things into his ear. 
  
    Would you look at that… I thought things like these only existed in fairy tales.
  



  
    Holy hell!
  
   she exclaimed. Her voice was now panting so heavily that her breaths rivaled the ferocity that Bisharp’s snorts had now. 
  
    What kind of Pokémon is that?!
  
   The scene was vivid in his mind- perfectly reserved in his own personal museum to play over and over if he so desired. Across sheer walls of ice he rapidly climbed up the face of the mountain, jabbing the ends of his blades into the cliff faces as he ascended higher and higher. That is until he looked down, and at the base, just past 
  
    her
  
  , a Kyurem stood up on his hind legs and slammed his front ones against the side of the cliff. With as loud of a battle cry as he could manage, he jumped off the wall and plunged towards the legendary.



  Before he could complete it, however, another call came to him.



  
    You idiot
  
  , she scolded. 
  
    You’d almost gotten yourself killed back there
  
  . A moment passed. Bisharp took a sharp inhale as if that would turn the astral page. It did. 
  
    But…
  
   she said coyly… 
  
    if you hadn’t… I would have instead
  
  . He felt a warm hand brush gently against his neck and a set of soft lips press against his cheek.



  “Oh, Gwyn…” He moaned louder now, assuredly reaching through the floorboards and catching the attention of a bleeding Feraligatr. His squirming against his bed grew more frantic as his body became hotter and hotter.



  
    Yes
  
  … she moaned back. Slender arms embraced him as no one had before.



  “Please,” he called out to the empty room, begging the universe. Desperation made his voice quake.



  
    More… Yes, more…!
  
   Her voice wailed inside his skull.



  “Please, don’t-”



  Bisharp had been cut off by a thunderous roar bursting inside his room like an explosion. He jumped out of bed and pulled the crumpled sash away from his nostrils. His green eyes scanned the room carefully, trying to take in the world with each panicked breath. Bisharp was alone, with noone but the shrunken Celebi head to accompany him. He heard nothing outside his door, and his windows were perpetually shielded by lavender curtains.



  Inside the chest, however, something was moving. Around and around gradually rotated a small crank attached to a music box, engraved with patterns just as elegant as the chest that stored it. A somber, hauntingly beautiful melody came out with each pluck of the strings inside- a siren’s lullaby that paralyzed the Steel-type with an eldritch sorcery from another reality. A bitter, watery liquid dripped onto his lap from between the fingers that cradled his face.



  “Oh, shit,” he bitterly muttered. Sobs broke out of his quivering voice. The tips of this bladed fingers scraped against his face as Bisharp clenched his fists. “Shit, shit, shit, 
  
    shit!
  
  ” Desperately a steel-clad hand reached around to grasp whatever it could (in this case, a plate crusted with a reddish sauce) and hurled it towards the wall. It shattered into a dozen small shards that bounced against the wall and 
  
    clink
  
  ed against the floor. The entire house was silent as curious ears pressed as close as they could without alerting Bisharp to their presence.



  Gradually his sobs mixed with soft laughter to conjure some otherworldly amalgamation, like the cackle of a dying hyena. Clenched fists moved off his eyes as the otherworldly noise overtook him, weakening his muscles and letting his body crumple upon the floor. He rolled around, back and forth across the wooden floor, for minutes on end as his blades carved into the planks. Fists banged on the floor. Some even broke through to the room below. But no one in the shop 
  
    dared
  
   to check on him. A concerned, curious mind would have been removed from the rest of its body if someone knocked on the door. Hell, when the floorboards broke the Pokémon underneath fled to a neighboring room to avoid being seen. They masked their fears and just waited it out, listening to the rattling chains of the demon they had hoped was fettered in there. This wouldn’t be the first purge.



  Minutes passed, and finally Bisharp’s wails began to die down. The Steel-type just laid there, breathing heavily, eyes closed, and his limbs splayed out as if he were carving an angel into the floor. The music box ended with one last, slow, high note. Throughout the entire shop there was silence. Nothing but deafening silence.



  “Finally,” he whispered. “Now, let’s get things started.”


  



14. Surpassing the Syndicate


    
    
  In the front yard of the orphanage a small group of children ran about kicking a small ball between them. They mildly scuffled and collided with one another as they shifted back and forth towards twin sticks they had positioned as goals on either side. But however long they had been playing, one by one they all stopped and turned with gleaming eyes towards the path, where two Dark-types were approaching. In the dying chaos Treecko kicked the ball into the side of Pichu’s head, but the matter was quickly overcome by the enthused crowd.



  “Hey, Sneasel’s back!” A Rufflet called to the others. The children came running to greet the two, and more came outside after hearing the bird’s call. Weavile and Murkrow were soon swarmed by children of a variety of species.



  “Welcome back!”



  “Wow! You evolved?!”



  “Where have you been?”



  “What’s for dinner?”



  Weavile was barraged by a storm of questions and greetings and was unable to say anything over the noise. “Quiet down!” Murkrow hollered. Gradually they took the hint and, after a moment, grew silent. “Weavile is very tired from her journey and isn’t quite used to her evolution yet. Let’s let her rest for now.”



  The children all lowered their heads with a glum collective “
  
    awww.
  
  “



  “But don’t worry, I can still tell you 
  
    all
  
   about it as she rests. Everyone- to the main hall,” Murkrow told them. The crowd’s faces brightened again at the prospect of story time and they all began following Murkrow inside.



  “Big kids stay here,” Weavile called. From the crowd, the children that were trained for criminal life stopped and turned to stand in front of Weavile. Gathered in front of the orphanage were Leafeon, Spearow, Pichu, and Breloom, and in front of them were Treeko, Stunky, Patrat, and Furfrou. Weavile looked over the four in front, then waited for all the other children to leave earshot before saying, “So you four were the ones that were chosen for training?” The four of them nodded nervously. “Alright, let’s go up to my room.”



  Weavile led the eight younger Pokémon into the orphanage and up the stairs to her office. Inside was a large wooden desk and a bunch of chairs of varying size. Weavile closed the door once they were all inside, and then turned to Breloom.



  “How much have you told these new recruits so far?” she asked.



  “We’ve explained all about the syndicate and the specific divisions within it,” Breloom responded.



  “Alright. Here’s the deal: normally I wouldn’t have such a large amount of trainees at once, but our boss, Persian, is being secretive. I feel like this is a good time to spread some discord among the divisions,” Weavile explained, “I was able to get some information from Sableye that it seemed Persian didn’t want me to know, so we’ll use that.”



  “What exactly do you have in mind?” Leafeon asked.



  “A select few of you will go on a very important mission. One will go to Persian’s place. The other’s gonna spread some rumors over at the Intelligence place,” Weavile explained.



  “What kind of rumors?” Spearow tipped his head.



  “Tell them that Persian had ties to a rich noblemon, and that he offed him secretly,” Weavile stated. “And 
  
    now
  
   the noblemon’s allies (who have ties with the Guilds) are searching for the murderer.”



  “Aaand, what’ll that do?” Stunky asked quietly.



  “I’m glad you asked, my dear,” Weavile grinned. “Spreading such a rumor will tell Persian’s subordinates that he is careless and acts on personal feelings. Everyone knows Persian is impulsive, and it’s fairly common knowledge that he had some connection to that Empoleon. It isn’t that unbelievable a tale.”



  “I see…” Breloom responded. “The Pokémon will think that he put them in danger. Naturally, that won’t make them pleased.”



  “Precisely!” Weavile was growing more and more excited.



  “But why do you want to do this?” Patrat asked. “Isn’t he our boss?”



  Weavile paused for a moment before she whispered, “I’m only telling you this because you’re technically part of this mission, even if you’re just a decoy…” She looked around the room carefully, staring into every corner and crevice and shadow around her. Nothing. “We’re doing this so I can overthrow Persian.”



  The children were all silent. This was the first any of them had heard of this plan.



  “But,” Leafeon spoke up, “if you’re head of the syndicate, who’s gonna take care of us?”



  “Someone will take my place,” Weavile smiled. “Just as I took over someone else’s spot. And someone took over that someone’s spot… Anyway,” she clapped her hands and swept her eyes across the small crowd in front of her. “I’m going to have Breloom go to Espeon’s library and tell him the rumor. You haven’t inputted information there before, so I’ll brief you on that in a moment.” Breloom nodded dutifully, secretly excited to be given the most important job. “And the important and dangerous mission of going to Persian’s mansion will go to Spearow, since he can get there fastest.”



  “Okay, but why do I have to go there?” Spearow asked.



  “To tell Persian about this rumor,” Weavile responded.



  “What? Wouldn’t we 
  
    not 
  
  want him to hear of this?” Pichu asked.



  “No, tell Persian that someone is spreading rumors about that Empoleon having ties to a Guild. This will cause Persian to feel some distrust towards his subordinates, and he might also look into the truth of the matter. If his second-in-command, Arcanine, starts asking around about that rumor, it’ll come off as Persian believing it might be true, which will show that he is not confident in his knowledge,” Weavile told them. “See?”



  The children were silent, trying to understand the gravity of this plan.



  “Okay, I think that’s about it. Spearow, prepare to leave at any time. We’ll give Breloom some time to place the information, so expect to be sent off around tomorrow afternoon,” Weavile told Spearow, who nodded. “That’s all. Everyone is dismissed, except Breloom. Remember, not a word of this to anyone.” The group of Pokémon slowly left the room, and Weavile closed the door behind them.



  “Now you’ll tell me about inputting information at Espeon’s library?” Breloom presumed.



  “That’s right. It isn’t as simple as walking up and telling him,” Weavile responded as she moved towards the small bookshelf in the corner of the room. “No one knows who’s part of the Intelligence division, as it is made up of a completely anonymous group. When you go in, you’ll check out a book. It doesn’t matter which book you take.” She grabbed a book and held it up as if he didn’t know what the utterance “book” was supposed to signify. “You’ll take it and leave the library. But before you go, you’ll take one of the bookmarks that Espeon gives out at his desk. This is the important part,” She moved to her desk and opened a drawer, taking out a small white slip of paper.



  “The bookmark?” Breloom eyed the paper, looking for some hidden secret.



  “This is one of his bookmarks. You have to take one when Espeon isn’t looking, or, if you’re lucky, you’ll find one in one of the books on the shelf. These bookmarks are the key to the entire system, because…” With a coy smile Weavile carefully peeled apart the bottom of the bookmark to reveal an opening. “These are the envelopes for the information. You will write the rumor on a small scrap of paper and slip it into the bookmark. Then when you return the book, grab another book and keep the bookmark tucked in the pages of the second one. Then leave the book on a table. Usually the bookmark would be returned to Espeon, but if you do that, he’ll know you were the one who gave him the false information. If you keep it in the book, when Espeon returns the book to the shelf, he will find the bookmark with the information inside, but won’t have any way of telling who wrote it.”



  “I see… I think I got it, although it’s quite a bit more complicated than I would have imagined,” Breloom admitted.



  “Yes. If you don’t do it right, you’ll be found out, and you’ll most likely be killed,” Weavile warned, “Since you’re a good friend, I won’t make you do this if you don’t want to. I can have someone else go.”



  Breloom was silent for a moment, then he puffed out his chest, “No, I’ll do it. You gave this mission to me because you believe I can handle it. I won’t let you down.”



  “‘Atta boy!” Weavile grinned, “You’re dismissed now. Go cause some trouble.” Breloom smiled and left the room. Weavile stayed in her office for a moment, then left for the main hall.



  …



  The next day, Weavile met with Murkrow and the two children that would bring her plan into action outside of the orphanage. The morning was bright and clear, without a cloud in the sky. Weavile was feeling quite giddy, finally being able to make progress in her take over of the Pokémon mafia. Breloom and Spearow were excited as well, since they have been entrusted with such an important mission. Spearow was especially excited, since not only was it his first time going to Skyspear Mountain, but before this, all he had been doing was grunt work that no one else could be bothered to do.



  Weavile had made sure to tell all the children to play either inside or in the backyard this morning, so as not to overhear anything.



  “Are you insane?!” Murkrow exclaimed.



  “I prefer ‘ambitious’. There aren’t many opportunities to deal some damage on Persian, so I’ll take what I can get,” Weavile responded, “Besides, they’ve both already agreed that they can do it, didn’t they?” She turned to look at Spearow and Breloom.



  “Yes. I’m confident I’ll succeed,” Breloom answered.



  “You two realize if you get caught-”



  “We’ll be killed, we know.” Spearow stated. “But that won’t be a problem, so long as we don’t get caught.” His beak contorted into a smirk.



  “This is not the time to act cocky,” Murkrow warned.



  “It’ll be fine, you worry too much,” Weavile waved away.



  “No, 
  
    you 
  
  don’t worry at all,” Murkrow spat. “You can’t just send kids out to their deaths!”



  “Oh, so you don’t believe they can do this?” Weavile asked with a hint of offense.



  “No, that’s not- it’s just…” he stammered.



  Breloom cocked his head. “Just what?”



  Murkrow was silent, trying to find the right words that would talk them out of this. He found none. “Just… Be careful,” he said with a sigh.



  “And with that, get going,” Weavile ordered.



  “Alright. I’ll be back before you know it!” Breloom nodded and raced off towards Knowall Town.



  Weavile, Murkrow, and Spearow watched him race down the street until he was out of sight. “So, Spearow,” Weavile said to him. “Do you want to set off for the mansion on Skyspear Mountain now, or wait until later?”



  “I… I’ll go now. If I wait, I might lose my nerve…” Spearow admitted.



  “Alright. Be off, then. The mansion is about halfway up the mountain,” Weavile pointed towards the mountain in the distance, tearing through the sky like a blade. Spearow took a deep breath, then took flight, reciting what he was going to say to Persian over and over in his head.



  “Do you honestly think this will go well?” Murkrow asked as the two waved at the distancing Spearow.



  “Not entirely,” Weavile responded. “I doubt it’ll go completely as I plan, but at least one of them will be successful.”



  “You’re the worst,” Murkrow groaned as he turned to return inside.



  “Well, I 
  
    am 
  
  a criminal,” Weavile snickered, following him.



  …



  Breloom arrived at the library after an hour’s travels, panting. He took a deep breath to regain his composure before entering the library. Inside, there were a few Pokémon sitting at the many tables. Breloom looked around for the keeper of the library, to find he was nowhere to be seen. The Grass-type moved towards one of the bookshelves and ran his eyes across the books. The titles were in alphabetical order, which Breloom thought was an odd way to organize them, but he had heard that Espeon categorizes the books differently all the time.



  Breloom moved to a book titled 
  
    The Nightingale,
  
   by Kristin Hannah. Breloom stared at the name for a moment. He had heard of Pokémon having given names, although it was uncommon, but having two names? Looking at all of Kristin’s neighbors revealed nearly all of them had names like that, and even though almost every book was the same size, with the same solid red cover, the gold letters on them were all different, all were written by different authors.



  Breloom shook his head. 
  
    Now isn’t the time to marvel at Espeon’s collection, 
  
  he thought to himself. He took the book and moved out of the row of bookshelves, to find that at some point, Espeon had returned to his desk. Breloom stepped casually up to the old mahogany desk near the back of the room.



  Espeon was sitting behind the desk, using his psychic abilities to rapidly scrawl text onto a piece of parchment. Breloom wasn’t sure if the Psychic-type saw him standing there, so he spoke, “U-uhm… I’d like to-”



  “I didn’t know you were the intellectual type,” Espeon interrupted.



  “I’m sorry?” Breloom blinked.



  “You’re Sneasel’s kid, aren’t you?” Espeon looked down his nose at the Grass-type.



  “I-I am…” Breloom responded uncertainly.



  “I didn’t know you were the type to enjoy reading books,” Espeon restated.



  “Oh, yeah. I like reading a lot. I used to read the books that Weavile has-”



  “Weavile? So she finally evolved, huh?” Espeon interrupted.



  “Er, yeah. I used to read the books on her shelf, but I finished them all, so she told me I could find more here,” Breloom lied.



  “She was lying to you.” Espeon stated.



  “Um, what?” Breloom stuttered.



  “Yes, despite common belief, you can’t actually find 
  
    books 
  
  in a library,” Espeon explained in an almost patronizing voice. Breloom didn’t know how to respond, so he simply stared with his mouth open. “I’m kidding. Arceus, you’re as rigid as glass. One would think you’re expecting me to jump at you at any second.” The quill continued swerving along the paper, writing paragraphs of jumbled cursive, as Espeon stood up and glanced at the book in Breloom’s claws. “
  
    The Nightingale,
  
   huh? Let’s see…” In a flash of light, he disappeared, then reappeared a split second later near a filing cabinet.



  Breloom glanced at the small tray of bookmarks on the desk, then back at Espeon. The Psychic-type’s back was turned. Breloom quickly snatched a bookmark and slipped it into the pages of his book. Espeon took out a large binder and marked something in it, then shoved it back in the cabinet and came back to his desk.



  “You’re all set,” he told Breloom.



  “Thanks,” Breloom responded with a relieved smile.



  “Have that book back by the end of the week,” Espeon stated.



  “I will,” Breloom ensured.



  “Be sure you do. If you want to know what happens if you miss a due date…” Espeon gazed around the room until his eyes fell upon a battle-worn Primeape. A chunk of his ear was missing, and three claw-like scars ran diagonally down his entire body. “Just ask that guy.” Espeon nodded to him. Breloom gulped at the thought of how painful that punishment must have been. 
  
    And to think how much worse off I’d be if I get caught,
  
   he thought gravely. “I’m kidding.” Espeon added after seeing Breloom grow pale. “He was already like that.”



  Breloom forced himself to chuckle as he headed for the door. He was relieved to finally be back out on the main street of Knowall Town. 
  
    The hard part is over, 
  
  he thought to himself. Breloom went to the Knowall Park, which was still littered with remnants of the Bazaar, and sat down on a bench. He slipped the bookmark out of the pages of the book and took the prewritten note out of his bag. He could feel his heart beat faster in his chest as he slid the paper inside the opening in the bookmark.



  
    Perfect, 
  
  he thought with a sigh. Now all he had to do was wait long enough to make it seem like he read it, then return the book and slip the bookmark into another book, leave it on a table, then leave. Breloom looked down at the book in his lap, thinking to himself. If he completes this mission, he’s sure to be promoted out of the Renaissance division. Breloom was hoping to be sent to the Scavenger division, as he had respected and admired Sableye ever since he was a little Shroomish.



  Breloom still remembered the first time he had seen Sableye. He had just been recruited for the syndicate, and still didn’t have a firm grasp on what that entailed. When he saw Sableye enter the main doors to the orphanage, he could tell the Ghost-type wasn’t looking to adopt. Sableye’s aura was so different than anyone he’d ever met; he was cool and composed, yet somehow he seemed distanced and hard to approach.



  The Shroomish’s trainer, a Hoothoot, noticed him gazing at Sableye as he made his way up to Weavile’s - Sneasel’s, at the time - room, and explained, “That’s Sableye, the leader of the Scavenger division.” Shroomish had heard of the Scavenger division and what they did, but he had considered them to be unimportant. He thought of the Scavenger division as lackeys that ran around gathering items because they didn’t have the skill to fight.



  Shroomish watched Sableye disappear behind the large door leading to the matron’s room. He was prompted to return to the game he had been playing, but he brushed his friends off and went up the stairs to the room Sableye had entered. The Grass-type didn’t dare get any closer than five feet from the door, so he strained to hear what the two Pokémon inside were saying.



  “Don’t fuck with me!” The unmistakable voice of Sneasel was loud enough for Shroomish to hear quite clearly. “First you shove this embarrassment onto me, and now you’re saying I have to share my position with him?!”



  
    She’s probably talking about Murkrow,
  
   Shroomish thought. Murkrow had just arrived at the orphanage a few days ago. He was kind and gentle, if not a bit skittish. It made sense for him to be considered an embarrassment in their line of work.



  “Listen, I didn’t decide this. These orders come straight from Persian,” Sableye responded, his voice a lot quieter compared to Sneasel.



  There was silence for a moment, and Shroomish was worried he couldn’t hear what they were saying. Then Sneasel spoke again, “Why are 
  
    you 
  
  telling me this?”



  “I’m sorry?”



  “I heard the Intel division’s leader woke up recently. After a four-cycle-long nap, you’d think he’d be all rested up and ready to work.”



  “It takes time to recover after being out that long, dumbass… Anyways. You’ll teach him about training the brats here, got it?” Sableye ordered in a firm, authoritative voice, especially so considering his size.



  “And if I don’t want to?” Sneasel’s asked. Even from the other side of a wall, Shroomish could hear her claws rake together.



  “Then you’ll have to take that up with Persian. I’d love to take you on here and now, but I have better things to do with my time.” Shroomish panicked as he heard Sableye’s footsteps approach the door. 
  
    Run or hide, run or hide?!
  
   he repeated over and over in his head.



  Shroomish shuffled down the stairs as he heard the door slam open. He glanced back up just in time to see Sneasel throw a book at Sableye before the door swung closed again. The Ghost-type glared at the door that blocked him from his attacker, then in one huge leap, he landed at the bottom of the stairs.



  Shroomish stood startled at Sableye’s sudden advancement, and stared with wide eyes. Sableye looked down at him, then paused for a moment before asking, “You one of the kids she’s training?” Shroomish nodded, speechless. “Well, your boss is fucking insane. Make sure you get out of this madhouse as fast as you can.” He then turned to leave.



  Shroomish had to force himself to speak up before the Sableye was out of earshot, “u-uhm…!” Sableye stopped and turned back towards him. “Y-You’re from the Scavenger division…?”



  “I am.”



  “Do… Do you like it?” 
  
    Surely someone as strong as Sableye wouldn’t be picking berries of his own volition.
  



  Sableye gave a big, toothy grin. “Wouldn’t trade it for the world,” he said enthusiastically, then ruffled his hand through the foliage on top of Shroomish’s head before leaving the orphanage like an athlete into the locker rooms.



  …



  Breloom stared wistfully up at the midday sky, imagining what Scavenger life was like. Were the Pokémon there friendly? He was sure he would make at least a few friends who shared his interests. It would be fun to go out and explore the world, searching for rare items that would benefit the syndicate.



  
    The Syndicate…
  
   Those two words echoed in his skull. After all this time he knew without a doubt that this syndicate was a crime organization. The Guild worked tirelessly day and night to grasp concrete evidence of their existence, and Weavile and her colleagues worked just as hard to make sure there was none. After hearing so much about everything they’ve done, Breloom knew what they were doing wasn’t right.



  
    But what else can I do?! 
  
  he mentally screamed. The orphanage was his entire world. Weavile’s face was the first one he saw when he hatched, and it was Murkrow’s kind words that gave him hope when he was passing the most popular age for adoption. Breloom thought of the two of them almost like parents. Sure, he felt betrayed when he first found out their real line of work, but they’re also just being used by the syndicate.



  Breloom sat there on the park bench, deep in thought. He never really had the time to actually sit down and just think things through. He’s thought about escaping the syndicate before, but he always had some duty or another to fulfill, plus he always felt the watchful eyes of Weavile on him, so he brushed the thought away. But now, Weavile was too far away to do anything, and she didn’t expect him back for a few hours at minimum. By the time she gets suspicious, he could be halfway across the continent.



  The young Grass-type grew excited at this thought, but he suddenly shot himself down. 
  
    The syndicate has bases all over the continent. 
  
  It was as he originally thought: there is no escape from the syndicate. 
  
    Unless,
  
   he thought as he lifted his head again, 
  
    I go to Astraean.
  
   Astraean was the location of Gallade’s Guild, home of heroes and icon of justice, ready to shelter anyone who would take their pledge and live by it. If he were to become an apprentice there, not only would he be protected from Persian, but he’d also get to travel the world as an Explorer.



  He thought the idea sounded very appealing. 
  
    I’ll finish this job, then I’ll disappear under their wing,
  
   Breloom decided. He looked up at the sun, which had already began its descent back down towards the horizon. The Grass-type stood up and headed back towards the library, excitement bubbling up in his chest.



  …



  Breloom took a deep breath before entering the library once again. Even though it was the middle of the day, the library was unusually empty, compared to the noise of the orphanage that Breloom was used to. Breloom looked around for Espeon, but once again, the librarian was nowhere to be found. There was a small box by the desk labeled “Book return,” so Breloom deposited the book there. The bookmark was safely hidden in Breloom’s bag as he returned to the shelves.



  He skimmed over the titles, wondering if he should put at least 
  
    some 
  
  thought into the book that would bring about such important information. Finally, his gaze fell upon 
  
    Gangster 
  
  by Lorenzo Carcaterra. 
  
    As good a book as any,
  
   Breloom thought as he lifted it out from between the two books that held it in place. Breloom moved to one of the tables in the middle of the room and sat down, looking around the entire room. There was a Totodile in the children’s books section, laying on his stomach on top of a colorful mat, with a thin book open in front of him. A Delcatty sat at a table on the opposite side, a large stack of cookbooks in front of her. Neither of the two paid him any mind, and no other Pokémon could be seen in the library.



  It was all well and good that the librarian was out, so that Breloom wouldn’t have to worry about being caught. Something about it unnerved him, however. He had to keep in mind that Espeon could Teleport back into the room whenever he pleased. As Breloom slipped the bookmark into the book, then set it on the table, his eyes wandered over to the old maple desk. The desk looked like it had been through decades of use, and it was obviously the oldest thing in here.



  Breloom stepped slowly towards it, getting more and more nervous with each step, as though he expected a ghost to jump out of it and attack him. He stopped in front of the desk, examining it closer. It appeared to have originally had some kind of pattern painted onto it in a deep scarlet color, but at this point, there was barely even an outline of the old design, with small specks of paint here and there. The mahogany didn’t match any other furniture in the room, and Breloom had to wonder why Espeon had such a peculiar desk. The quill that the Psychic-type had been using before was (thankfully) sitting motionless next to a small inkwell. Breloom chuckled to himself as he thought of what he would have done if he had came over here to find the quill still frantically scribbling ink onto the parchment.



  With a relieved little sigh, Breloom turned on his heel and strode out the front doors. With each step, he felt a great weight lifting off his chest. 
  
    I have done what I was sent here to do,
  
   he thought joyously, 
  
    and now begins my new life!
  



  …



  Spearow sat nestled between the branches of a large tree, hidden from the many predators lurking around him. He had flown there lazily, burning half a day before he arrived, in order to give the rumors time to spread. His heart was racing with a mix of excitement and fear.



  
    I think it’s been long enough,
  
   he thought to himself, then he took flight, flitting between the tree branches to avoid being seen by the larger birds above him. The forests of Skyspear Mountain were always filled with enemies, and he had been advised to be as cautious as possible. Once he arrived at the broken down mansion in the middle of the forest, he paused for a moment to slow his heartbeat.



  If he showed any fear here, he might be snatched away, but if he walked with enough confidence, it’s possible to bluff his way through. As Spearow flew up to the entrance (the doors had been ripped off yet again), he puffed out his chest and stepped into the building. Whether it was because he successfully made himself look tougher or the native Pokémon simply didn’t care, Spearow remained unharmed as he flew up to the second floor and made his way towards the master bedroom.



  He could tell which way to go because every other room and hallway were noticeably cleaner. While there were some claw marks and blood splatters here and there, Spearow could tell most of the fights that took place in this indoor battlefield were between the entrance and the master bedroom.



  Standing outside the doors to the master bedroom where the boss made his base was a great Arcanine. The mighty dog stared down at the approaching Spearow with such intensity, Spearow thought he was going to burst into flames.



  “What business do you have here.” Arcanine’s voice was like a great volcano; low and rugged.



  “I…” Spearow trailed off. The intimidation he was feeling was stronger than anything he’d ever felt. The sheer pressure of Arcanine’s stare, cold and piercing, made Spearow’s legs weaken. 
  
    I could turn around now,
  
   he thought to himself, 
  
    I could still walk away.
  
   Right now, that didn’t sound like a pretty bad idea. 
  
    But,
  
   he clenched his jaw, 
  
    Weavile trusted this to me.
  
   He looked up at the Fire-type with confidence and started again. “I have news for Persian from the Renaissance division.”



  Arcanine stared with silence for a moment, as though trying to judge if Spearow’s words were true, then responded simply, “Very well.” He nudged the door open with his nose and gestured for Spearow to go in.



  Spearow stepped into the room and stood in front of the king sized bed, where the Classy Cat Pokémon lay. Persian lifted his head and looked down his nose at the little bird before him.



  “Is this a new food delivery service or something?” he asked.



  “N-No, sir… I’m from the… I’m from the Renaissance division,” Spearow stuttered.



  “Oh, really? How interesting that Weavile would send one of her beloved pets out here.” Persian grinned as he slid off the bed and prowled towards his visitor. Spearow had to try very hard not to back away. “Although it’s rude of her to send such a weakling to visit me.”



  “I-It’s because…” Spearow’s words were sticking in his throat. “It’s because… I have important information for you, a-and… I can fly, so, um…”



  “I see. Delivering the information is more important than the messenger’s safety…” Persian chuckled. “That Weavile is so two-faced.” He had made his way behind Spearow, and was now circling slowly around him.



  “I-I came to tell you…” Spearow focused on staring down at his feet, “I came to tell you on Weavile’s behalf… That someone is spreading rumors that could harm the syndicate.”



  Persian stopped. “Rumors? About what?”



  “W-Well… The rumors claim a noblemon we killed had ties to the Guild, and they’re now looking for vengeance…” Spearow explained. “O-Or something along those lines…” he added.



  “A noblemon… The one Weavile killed, presumably.”



  “Y-Yes… She expresses concern because she was directly involved in the murder, so…”



  Persian snickered. “That overgrown duck doesn’t have any Guild friends. Go tell her she’s full of shit.” He began making his way back to his bed.



  “I-I’m sorry?” Spearow grew nervous, thinking he might have seen through Weavile’s plan.



  “She’s just trying to get my sympathy using a convenient rumor floating around. Tell her, word for word, that she is full of shit,” Persian clarified. “Now get lost before I get hungry.”



  “Y-Yessir!” Spearow swiftly flew out of the room and down the hall, not looking back until he was in the safety of the trees.



  He rested on a tree branch to catch his breath. As he sat there, he saw an Espeon with red glasses walking up the path below him. There was no mistaking him; that was the Intelligence leader. Spearow held his breath as the Espeon approached. He didn’t seem to notice the bird at first, but as Espeon grew closer to the tree he looked directly at Spearow.



  Spearow tensed as the two locked eyes. He wanted to flee, but he didn’t dare move. Espeon continued walking, not once breaking eye contact or even blinking as he passed the tree, then turned back towards the road in front of him and disappeared behind the trees and bushes.



  
    What was that?
  
   Spearow thought with worry, 
  
    Does he know?
  
   If Espeon had known, it made no sense for Spearow to still be alive, after being discovered a traitor. Espeon could have utterly erased him.



  
    There’s no use worrying over it,
  
   Spearow decided. It’d be better to get back to the orphanage as soon as possible and ask Weavile about it.



  …



  Weavile paced in front of the orphanage. It had been a full day since she sent Breloom off, and she was growing impatient. It shouldn’t take that long just to check out a library book.



  “Calm down, Weavile,” Murkrow attempted to soothe her, “This kind of mission takes time. You wouldn’t want them to rush and fuck it up.”



  “I know, I know.” Weavile sat down on the steps leading to the front doors, then immediately stood back up as she saw Spearow approaching. “Spearow!” She called.



  “Weavile, Murkrow,” Spearow greeted the two as he landed in front of them, out of breath.



  “How’d it go?” Weavile asked impatiently.



  “I don’t know. But I’m worried about something,” Spearow began, “After I told Persian, I was spotted by-”



  “Weavile.” A voice came from behind the Dark-type, causing her to jump forward with a yelp. The instant her feet left the ground she knew who the culprit had to be, and the fear turned to quick-burning but harmless anger.



  “
  
    Damn
  
   it, Espeon!” she exclaimed as she clutched overdramatically at her heart.



  Espeon’s eyes met Spearow’s as he swept over the three. Spearow tensed, fear building up inside him. Then Espeon blinked back to Weavile, “You’ve been summoned.”



  “To the mansion? Why?” Weavile asked.



  “No, not by Persian. You’ve been summoned by the Interrogation division.” Espeon clarified.



  Weavile visibly tensed. “The Interrogation division?” she repeated as if uttering a hex.



  “The Interrogation division,” Espeon confirmed, with a hint of irritation in his voice.



  “W-why?” Weavile asked.



  “Well…” Espeon’s gaze travelled once again to the small bird, and he cracked a mocking smile. “It’s a surprise. But you’d better hurry.” He was then coated in his psychic light and disappeared.



  Spearow, having been unable to say anything in front of the Psychic-type, spoke up. “Interrogation division? What’s that?”



  “The seventh division of the syndicate,” Murkrow responded.



  “Seventh? But I thought there were only six,” Spearow tipped his head.



  “The Interrogation division isn’t very well known. It’s made up of only one Pokémon, so it makes sense that it goes unnoticed,” Murkrow explained. “It’s the ghost division, in more ways than one.”



  “
  
    Fuck!
  
  ” Weavile kicked over the trash can that sat at the entrance to the orphanage. As it fell onto the floor it vomited up crumpled papers and apple cores. “
  
    Damn it
  
  , Breloom…!” She growled and clenched her fists. “You had 
  
    one
  
   job!”



  “But Espeon would’ve told us we were caught, wouldn’t he?” Murkrow pointed out.



  “That’s the thing,” Spearow spoke up, “When I was at Skyspear Mountain, he saw me and seemed to recognize me.” Weavile looked at Spearow. He took this as a sign to continue, “But he didn’t say a word to me and just kept walking, so maybe he just recognized me as one of your-”



  “No,” Weavile hissed through clenched teeth. “That poker-faced bastard played innocent on purpose. He’s 
  
    toying
  
   with us.” She set her sharp gaze into the distance. “The piece of shit is gonna get it one of these days… But not today. I’ll have to go to Carrion Woods now.”



  “Carrion Woods?” Spearow echoed. “I thought that was just a rumor that’s used to scare children.”



  “Oh, it exists, alright,” Weavile sighed. “But you aren’t gonna see it today, got it? Under no circumstance are you to follow me.” Without waiting for a response, she broke into a sprint and raced into the distance.



  …



  Carrion Woods was a mystical area that rarely anyone actually knew existed. Deep in the forest there was the smallest Mystery Dungeon ever found, less than an acre in size and home to no Wild Pokémon. The formations it took were not typically dungeon-like, making it safe to build there, so naturally, someone had. Bushy pine trees with white trunks periodically appeared in new places, blocking out the sun in their thick canopies like an umbrella of pine needles. From the second you could see those white pines, the smell would hit one’s nostrils, regardless if you’re a Slurpuff or a Durant. The noise of the surrounding forest would die away, and all one could hear was a cold wind rustling through the trees. Life did not stir here in Carion Woods



  Time did not stir here either. No matter what part of the cycle it was, it was cool and crisp like fall. Needles and dirt crunched underneath Weavile’s feet as she walked. She listened to them. Even for someone like her who has witnessed countless murders of all varying techniques and levels of cruelty, it was difficult to proceed here. This was different. Focusing on the sound of her own steps helped soothe her.



  It took a little bit of searching, as even the structure moved around, but there it was, illuminated only by two faded rays of sunlight: an old shack surrounded by the decaying bodies of many Pokémon of varying species. The dirt was soft and loose, like wet sand, and it seeped between her claws with each step. She tried to look strictly at the ground in front of her, but she couldn’t help but to look at the mangled figures.



  A Lombre with the lily pad on its head ripped off and his skull cracked open for the gray matter that made up its brains to spill out, a large 21 written on its forehead in black ink, lay staring up at the trees. A Sandile with its lower jaw broken and dangling limply open sat crumpled on the ground. An unknown but rather large object sticking out of its mouth, but Weavile didn’t want to get a closer look. She 
  
    could 
  
  see, however, the number 27 written on the crocodile’s stomach, with the same ink and handwriting as the previous body. A Bonsly, who looked disturbingly young, was split clean in half and was still bleeding, its organs spilled out on the grass in front of it and the three orbs on its head ripped off and carelessly thrown far, far away. On the back of its head was the number 29.



  Weavile hurried inside the shack, not caring to examine any more of the mutilated corpses that littered the area around her. The shack was made of wood that absorbed the smell of rain and the stench of blood, and the smell that resulted was suffocating. The shack was void of furniture or objects in general. It held only a hatch. Weavile took a deep breath before opening it, revealing a hole leading down into the darkness. There was a metal ladder on the wall, so Weavile gripped the bars and began her descent.



  About thirty feet down, Weavile heard a loud slam, and the light that had been coming in from above suddenly disappeared. Weavile’s heart raced and she desperately tried to calm down before proceeding. As she went deeper underground, she could see light coming in from below. With the bottom finally in sight, Weavile picked up speed and dropped down the last twenty feet. The vertical tunnel dropped her directly in the middle of a room made of stone. The walls were about ten feet high, making it impossible for small Pokémon to climb back out.



  In the room was a table with four chairs and a bed in the corner. The bed looked like it hadn’t been used in weeks, but the chairs were all pushed out as though whoever was sitting in them got up very suddenly. One had fallen on its back in its host’s fit of rage. Two torches hung on opposite walls, illuminating the room with their dancing light. Yet the floor was still cold beneath her feet.



  One the wall closest to the table was a steel door with a small window on it, although it was tinted reddish brown from what Weavile assumed was dried blood. Suddenly, a shadow began emerging from the door, phasing through the steel. Weavile jumped slightly as it grinned at her, its vibrant purple eyes locking onto her like a hawk spotting its prey. As it stood in front of her, it revealed itself to be a Banette.



  Weavile had encountered a few Banettes in her line of work, but 
  
    this
  
   one always sent chills down her spine. He smiled in such a way that one couldn’t imagine him being anything other than a murderer. He was always looking at Pokémon as though he was thinking about how he was going to dismember them, yet his eyes held an innocent, almost childlike curiosity.



  “Weavile. What a surprise.” The Banette’s voice was melodic and taunting.



  “Cut the shit, Kuroba.” Weavile put on her mask of her usual spunk. “You summoned me here, now tell me why.”



  “‘Summoned,’” the Banette dubbed Kuroba echoed. “What a funny choice of words. However, I didn’t ‘
  
    summon
  
  ‘ you.”



  “You didn’t?” Weavile it clicked. 
  
    Damn Espeon,
  
   she growled to herself, 
  
    I swear, if he’s watching from somewhere…
  



  “Nope. I’ve been having fun all by myself for the past few hours,” Kuroba hummed, gazing over at the table. “It reminds me of my school days… We used to dissect all kinds of things for biology. Dead fish, flowers… Mushrooms…” His permanent grin seemed to stretch wider as he shifted his gaze back to Weavile.



  Weavile felt her blood run even colder than usual, but she spoke with unwavering certainty. “Is that so?” She wanted desperately to look away, but Kuroba’s eyes were like two black holes, sucking her further in.



  “Mmhmm. Espeon gave me a cool new toy a while ago. Wanna see?” Kuroba asked.



  Weavile hesitated, but only for a split second, “Sure.”



  With a pleased hum, Kuroba opened the steel door behind him and propped it open with a chair. Weavile noticed there wasn’t a doorknob on the other side. He then gestured for Weavile to enter, so she did, reluctantly. Beyond the door was a smaller room, equipped with all sorts of tools sitting on shelves. Scissors of all sizes, to chipped and dulled axes, to spades that seemed to have been bent and warped over countless cycles, to weird combinations of objects combined to form some mechanical monstrosity that only the truly twisted would be able to make sense of… and every one of them had been rusted to a sickly bronze hue. On the far wall was another door, a smaller wooden one marked “closet.”



  It was in the middle of the room, was a single metal chair, where her fear became real, for strapped into the chair by his hands and feet was a barely recognizable Breloom. His head had been contorted back with his mouth gaping open, far wider than what he should have been naturally capable of. Blood and bile mixed together inside and trickled over the edge of his lips as bits of what was once him floated on the surface to form a big bowl of massacre soup. The cap of the mushroom on his head had been torn to shreds in some parts, and the frills on his neck littered the floor like wrapping paper on Christmas morning. And etched into his thigh was a single number written in surprisingly concise calligraphy: 30.



  “Espie told me he was caught spreading false information to harm the syndicate or whatever, so I had to figure out who else was involved,” Kuroba explained.



  “And?” Weavile asked, just above a whisper. She had to force herself not to look away, to take in every detail of her subordinate’s fate and burn it into her mind. If Breloom gave in to the pain, she was sure to be number 31.



  “No good. He bit off his tongue and killed himself,” Kuroba answered in an almost whiny voice, “Really took out the fun in picking him apart.” Weavile was silent. “He’s yours, right?” Kuroba looked over at Weavile.



  “He 
  
    was,
  
  ” Weavile responded, a hint of scorn in her voice, “He disappeared a few days ago. Went off on a mission and never came back. I assumed he was dead, but I didn’t think he’d try something like this.”



  “Well, you certainly raise them right if you’ve got them chopping off their tongues at the first sign of danger,” Kuroba grumbled. “Buzzkill.”



  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Weavile smirked with feigned confidence as she turned to leave, “Keep the body. It barely looks like Breloom anymore, anyway.”



  “Ohh, don’t 
  
    leave
  
  ,” Kuroba grabbed her arm. Weavile looked at him to see him smiling at her with wide purple eyes, his pupils no more than slits, “I can only have so much fun with a dead body.”



  Weavile found herself unable to move. Whether it was from fear or some kind of move, she was petrified under Kuroba’s stare. She could hear her heart thumping loudly inside her head and the room seemed to darken as she stared shakily into the Ghost-type’s vibrant purple eyes. It took all of her mental strength just to pull away.



  “I-I…” Her voice was shaky. She took a few steps away from Kuroba and collected herself before starting again, with a firmer voice, “I’m sorry. I have other things to do. You’ll have to find someone else.” She glanced back at him with an expression that she hoped was confident.



  “Aww, you’re no fun,” Kuroba whined in a mocking tone as he followed her back out into the main room.



  “You sound like my kids,” Weavile teased as she brought a chair over to the middle of the room and stood on it in order to reach the opening in the ceiling. She jumped up and grabbed the first bar, then heaved herself up and began the climb up to ground level. From below, she could hear the soft cackling of the Interrogator, echoing through the small space. If she stayed any longer, one of them would be dead.



  …



  By the time Weavile returned, the sun was rising again, lighting up the sky for the start of the new day. But darkness still loomed over Weavile’s heart as she stormed up to her room.



  Murkrow was waiting for her at the top of the stairs, “Weavile, what happened at-” Weavile kicked the door to her office open, nearly knocking it off the hinges, and stomped in. Murkrow tried again as he followed her in, “Uh, Weav, you al-”



  “Close the door!” Weavile snapped. Murkrow quickly and quietly brought the door back to the door frame. As soon as it clicked shut, Weavile let out a scream as she swept an arm across her desk, throwing off papers and books and watching them flutter to the floor.



  “This room isn’t soundproof,” Murkrow reminded her.



  “That 
  
    motherfucking 
  
  Espeon! He and Kuroba are in cahoots!” Weavile raved, “They’re both trying to intimidate me with their passive aggression!”



  “I’m assuming the summons to Carrion Woods went badly,” Murkrow sighed.



  “Badly? 
  
    Badly?”
  
   Weavile laughed, “I arrive at the goddamn murder shack to find Breloom’s mangled body as Kuroba’s kill number 30! That bastard 
  
    said
  
   he didn’t know who else was involved with Breloom’s treason, but I’m 
  
    sure
  
   Espeon told him!”



  “Then why didn’t he kill you?” Murkrow asked.



  “Because he’s fucking 
  
    toying 
  
  with us just like Espeon is! That psychopath doesn’t actually 
  
    care
  
   about the mafia or betrayal or whatever! He just sees it as a way to get subjects for his dissections!” Weavile ranted, “He’s like a fucking kid in a candy shop, and Persian keeps giving him more and more treats!”



  “Ok, let’s calm down. This is all speculation,” Murkrow advised.



  “No, it’s not. Here’s what I know for a fact: Espeon knows I was part of the conspiracy against Persian. He told Kuroba. The two of them agreed, for whatever reason, that it would be better to laugh at me running around frantically trying to cover my tracks than to just kill me,” Weavile sat down in her swivel chair, then immediately stood back up, “I bet he thinks I’m not even a threat to the syndicate.”



  “Isn’t that a good thing?” Murkrow pointed out.



  “No! Well, yes… I don’t know,” Weavile slumped back into her seat. “Who’s the one who advises Persian on tactical maneuvers?”



  “That would be the Intel division,” Murkrow answered.



  “That bastard Espeon… He makes it seem easy,” Weavile grumbled.



  “I’m sure he has lots of experience,” Murkrow consoled, “He’s head of intelligence for a reason.”



  “Which is kind of weird, isn’t it?” Weavile asked.



  “What is?”



  “We both know Persian to be the kind of guy that quickly discards anything that isn’t useful to him without a second thought. So why did he keep Espeon around when he was in a coma for three cycles?”



  “I heard Espeon and Persian were friends or something,” Murkrow explained.



  “They were? They don’t seem like they’d get along at all,” Weavile observed, “they’re both assholes who enjoy the suffering of those weaker than them.”



  “Wouldn’t that mean they have a lot in common?”



  “No, it would mean they want to see each other suffer as well,” Weavile stated, “but they can’t because sadists are good at dealing with other sadists.”



  “Well, it seems you’ve calmed down now,” Murkrow noticed.



  “Yeah, I guess… I’m really hungry, though, since I missed dinner.” She got up from her chair, “I’m going to get something to eat. Wanna join me?”



  “No, I… I need some time alone,” Murkrow responded.



  “Alright,” Weavile patted his shoulder as she left the room.



  Murkrow was trembling with a vast loneliness caused by the death of his good friend. As the door closed once again, Murkrow finally felt safe to let his tears flow, sobbing quietly so as not to be heard.



  

  



  



15. The Oncoming Army


    
    
  There was always something so alluring about the desert dawn to Scizor. Where he had spent most of his life the rousing sun would be accompanied by his shimmering twin on the surface of the water. Those were the rare days, however. Often he would only know of day’s arrival by the transformation from black to gray from the clouded skies above. Other times the salty mist would prevent nothing but a dim glow and a few beams of light through. Here though, there were neither clouds to blanket the still sleeping city, nor was there any shroud of mist. For seven consecutive mornings Scizor had woken up early just to watch the golden light of the sun raise up from behind the horizon to devour the pale blues and lavenders of the fleeting night.



  And so he sat on the top of the completed tower, gazing straight ahead as always. His legs dangled over the side as his pincers held him in place. The smith hammered away below with scraps of metal as he finished up some of his creations before the time would come. Against the rising sun the silhouette of a Swellow drew nearer and nearer with each passing moment. It only took a few minutes before the Flying-type gracefully landed beside Scizor.



  “They’re nearly ready, sire,” panted Swellow. “Royal reinforcements arrived just last night. Nearly three hundred total.”



  “Three hundred…” Scizor muttered. “Who’s their general now?”



  “Machamp the Cleaver,” Swellow said. “His obsidian sawblade wasn’t huge as legends say, but still. It looks like it could cut through stone like it were wood.”



  “Shit,” Scizor spat. His pincers rasped together. “Didn’t think that the bastards would’ve had ta’ resort ta’ breaking out the Cleaver… Is there anything else? Siege weapons or anything?”



  Swellow shook his head. “They’re armed only with themselves,” he said.



  “And that’s what bothers me.” Scizor paused for a moment and stared into the rising sun. “Thank you, Swellow… Ya’ did fine work. Take a nap, will ya’?”



  “Yes sire.” Swellow nodded before gracefully leaping into the air and gliding away.



  “I never can get used to that,” said the voice of Gothitelle behind him. “‘Sire’. Just sounds so weird.”



  “Yeah, well… what can ya’ do ‘bout it?” Scizor shrugged. He turned around a bit just so to see Gothitelle levitating slowly to the top of the tower. And just behind her was a steel arch with ends bound taut by a cable. The structure was a few feet taller than her. Instantly he lit up. “He finally finished it, did he?” Scizor beamed.



  “Followed your design as best he could,” Gothitelle answered. “Aegislash couldn’t spend as much time as he needed to in order to make it last, but he estimated a good thirty shots or so on this… what did you call it again?”



  “They call it a greatbow,” Scizor answered. “Did he get the arrows finished for it?”



  “Two dozen of ‘em. They’re with Aegislash right now.”



  “That all he making?”



  “Yup. He moved on to making something for Cain.”



  “And what’d that be?”



  “Remember the bell on the top of the church? He’s working on making it into a hammer,” she answered. As if on cue there came a muffled 
  
    gong
  
   from below as the smith struck the bell.



  “Hopefully he’ll be finished soon.” Scizor shook his head. “Cain with a hammer… It’s almost unfair.”



  “You scared that we’ll need it?” she asked.



  “Honestly? Yeah,” he sighed. “Not sure if you heard, but their new general is Machamp “



  “The Cleaver?” she exclaimed, taken aback. Scizor nodded. “Arceus… they really want you dead, don’t they?”



  “They’ll need ta’ try harder than that,” he said with a false bravado. “Not even a damned volcano could take me down.”



  “You’re welcome for that,” Gothitelle muttered. Again the bell rang as the smith continued to work beneath. Scizor gently shook and began to stand up.



  “Get a few practice shots in,” he ordered. “A greatbow can be a bit difficult to handle.”



  “Understood,” she sighed.



  “Thanks for this.” Scizor bowed deeply. “I don’t remember if I’ve told ya’, but it really does mean a lot that ya’ do this.”



  The Psychic-type just nodded as she eyed the greatbow that levitated in the telekinetic clutches beside her. It was the kind of rough, jagged mess made of barely smoothed rebar that one would only wield during the end of the world. It was complete and utter trash, without a doubt. But with a bit of focus with her Psychic, it could just manage to be functional.



  “It’s fine. I’m a part of this army; it’s my job to keep everyone safe here,” Gothitelle shrugged. The cable pulled itself back as she knocked an invisible arrow into it.



  “Sir.” Yet again, it was Grovyle. And yet again, she appeared from the shadows knelt before her lord.



  “Yeah?” Scizor turned towards her.



  “Team Camelot returned from the tunnels,” she continued.



  “The tunn- 
  
    oh
  
  , right. Past that Cacturne,” Scizor surmised. “And? What did they find?”



  “They wouldn’t tell me,” Grovyle answered. “They said they wanted to talk to you. They’re just at the entrance where Durant broke into.”



  “Thank ya’,” he smiled. His wings began to buzz and he leapt off the top of the top of the tower.



  “I’m amazed how little anyone cares about gravity around here,” said Gothitelle.



  “He was keeping his gu- woah, 
  
    hey!
  
   Careful there!” Grovyle exclaimed as she lurched towards the greatbow.



  “It’s not loaded.” Gothitelle drifted the empty greatbow over to the Grass-type.



  “No, that’s the thing. Shooting a bow without an arrow damages the string,” she warned her.



  “Really? I guess that makes sense.” Carefully the cable began to return to its relaxed position. “I didn’t know that you knew anything about these bows.”



  “They had to come from somewhere, didn’t they?” Grovyle shrugged.



  “Is that so…” Gothitelle mulled. “Do you… think you could help me?”



  “I have some time free,” Grovyle offered.



  Team Camelot sat in the shade of a collapsed wall half-buried in the sands. The three of them were coated in dirt and grime that hadn’t seen the daylight in countless cycles. But just as it was finally basking in the sun, Buizel’s steady Water Gun streamed down their fur and washed it all away.



  “Damn it,” Buizel grumbled. “Why the hell did they make these tunnels so damn dingey?”



  “Probably hasn’t been used in a hundred cycles,” Luxio said back. He rolled on his back against the rough sands in an attempt to clean himself.



  “Still weird.” Buizel shook himself dry and let the sun do the rest. “If they’ve never been used, how the hell did it all get there?”



  “Could’ve been the kid,” Kirlia suggested. The grime spun around him in a loose collection as he cleaned himself.



  “Kid?” Scizor repeated. Kirlia and Buizel jolted up at his voice. Luxio scrambled onto all four paws. “What kid? Whadya’ find?”



  “Don’t scare me like that,” Buizel panted with a paw clutched over his heart.



  “We didn’t find anything concrete,” Kirlia stated as he tried to recover. “But considering we didn’t find anything worth guarding in the vault, we began to think that someone ran down when they heard Cacturne fall.”



  “Then where’d the ‘kid’ go?” Scizor asked.



  “Well, sir, the small tunnel branched off a little bit. None of them really lead anywhere, but one lead out into the desert a few miles out from town,” Luxio explained. “We put a few Iron Thorns into the ground next to it if you want to find it. It’s a bit to the Northeast.”



  “An escape tunnel,” Scizor muttered.



  “Too small for practical use,” Kirlia added. “We could barely crawl through it. Whoever it’s made for must’ve been tiny.”



  “We might have enough time ta’ check it out later,” Scizor said. “Keep up the work, will ya?”



  “Some other time,” Buizel shirked. “There were a hell of a lot of branches we explored. Took all damn night. Gonna catch a nap.”



  …



  As the dawn overtook the vast plain of sands, the sunlight began to shine upon the rooftops and pierce through the sleeping Riolu’s eyelids. With an irritated groan they opened slowly to the waking world around him. Rose still kept herself huddled up a few inches away from Pyro’s tail as he lay curled up on the floor. Soldiers were just beginning to emerge from the interior of the church. The rough voice of Blastoise told a few jokes to his friends that walked beside him from the ground. Even as he was just collecting himself from his dreams, he couldn’t help but feel the slighte-



  “Morning!” A red blur burst out of nowhere directly to his left.



  “
  
    AH!!
  
  ” Riley jolted up with his back pressed against the wall, staring with a sudden fear at a snickering Vulpix. His partners jumped out of their sleep and looked, startled, to the Riolu. “Don’t 
  
    do
  
   that,” he groaned.



  “What’s going on?” Pyro asked, rubbing the sleep away.



  “Who’s this?” Rose added, looking carefully at the Vulpix who was now rolling over on the belfry floor.



  “Just…” He shook his head as between her cackles she managed to say 
  
    Arceus, the look on your face…!
  
   “She ran into me last night. We didn’t talk for long, but she’s named Kit.”



  “Is that so…” Rose gave her a confused, skeptical look. Riley met the Grass-type’s gaze with that 
  
    tell me about it
  
   kind of look.



  “Another kid?” Pyro tilted his head.



  “I know. Weird.” Riley shrugged. “Hey, Kit. You okay?”



  “F-fine,” she stammered as her laughter died. “I’m fine.”



  “Do you need anything?” Rose asked, masking her impatience.



  “They gave me the day off, so I thought I’d come up here,” she stated. “You three aren’t busy, are you?”



  “Uh…” Riley looked to his two teammates, who seemed to be in the middle of some telepathic counsel. “I don’t think so,” he said.



  “Great! Wanna go play?” Kit rushed.



  “Wait, what?” the Grass-type almost scoffed without thinking.



  “You know, play. Like, tag? And all those other ones.” Kit shot them a cocky grin. “What, are you scared you’d lose?”



  “Why would we be scared of a game?” Rose asked.



  “Maybe that you’d muddy your reputation to some nobody?” the Vulpix taunted.



  “Yep. Completely quivering,” answered Pyro as he leaned back down on the floor. “Oh no, I think I feel myself fainting.” Rose kicked him with her stubby leg, doing little more than gaining his attention.



  “What kind of game?” Riley asked.



  “At least someone’s willing to have some fun,” said the fox with a playful smile. She began to stroll closer to him.



  “I didn’t say that yet.”



  “I was thinking of… Tag!” And with that one word Kit twirled around on her front legs, bringing her backside towards Riley as she bucked her hind leg into his muzzle. Dazed, he staggered back against the wall once again as he clamped his paws down where he had been hit. Through the motion blur he saw the Vulpix run away giggling. As she reached the end of the roof, Kit crouched down and sprung away with a Quick Attack. As she nimbly landed in a window of a barren, partially-stripped building, she looked back to Riley for but a moment, nodding for him to follow before running off inside.



  “Ouch. Are you okay?” Pyro cringed.



  Riley groaned and rubbed his muzzle. “Yeah. I’m just surprised.”



  “She’s weird,” Rose observed. “Why does Scizor keep her here?”



  “Beats me.” He shook his head and stood up from the belfry wall. “But, I kinda wanna find out.”



  “Damn it,” Rose muttered under her breath.



  “What? It’s not like we have anything else to do right now.” Riley stretched his legs out with a cluster of pops from his knees.



  “No no, it’s alright. Tag her back,” Rose said dramatically. “Run on after her. It’s not like w-”



  “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Riley grinned. He mirrored the motions of the Vulpix, bursting forward in a sprint and leaping off the edge with a Quick Attack. His arc brought him just to the ledge of the window, where his arms frantically reached up and panicked as he climbed inside.



  “…e were here for anything important,” Rose finished. “Oh hell. That furry bastard.”



  “Let him go,” Pyro said.



  “I wasn’t going after him,” Rose snapped, gesturing to those stubs she had for legs.



  “He’s just here to have some fun. Who are we to ruin it for him?” The Charmander closed his eyes and tucked his maw between his arms.



  “I just can’t believe him sometimes,” she admitted. “Death is right around the corner, and he’s playing a game of tag.”



  “Yeah… But whining about it won’t change the fact that we’re stuck with him,” he pointed out.



  “We’re gonna die out here.” She was almost laughing as she leaned against the belfry wall. “Just because he wanted to go have his fun, we’ll end up as casualties out here in the stupid desert.”



  “We’ll be fine.” Through the weariness in his voice, the frustration didn’t carry with it. “No need to be so dark. Give us a few days and we’ll be back on schedule with the Guild.”



  “If Gallade even lets us back,” Rose mumbled.



  “You know… I was trying to forget about that.” Pyro rolled over into the light of the rising sun and looked up to the dying night sky. Stars were fading away into the soft blue morning. “To think that this might be as close to the Guild as we’ll ever be again…”



  “I’m not sure if you remember,” called Buizel, walking up the stairs from the belfry, “but everyone’s starting to wake up about now. So I respectfully ask you to keep your traps shut.”



  “You seem awfully calm about this,” Pyro observed. “Aren’t you afraid you won’t be able to go back, either?”



  “Nope,” Buizel yawned.



  “Care to explain?” Rose asked.



  “I don’t want to get booted out of the Guild. None of us do. And Kirlia more than any of us will fight for his position there.” The weasel sat against the belfry wall opposite the Grass-type. “So he wouldn’t be so careless. He has a plan for us to get off with minimal punishment. Worst case scenario, it’ll be a night without dinner.”



  “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Pyro said.



  “If you wanna cry about it, then I can’t stop you.” Again Buizel yawned. “You can whine about the past all you want, but unless you’ve a solution you’re just gonna drown in your own tears. You shouldn’t need me to tell you this. The furry one should’ve said something along those lines… Where is he, anyways?”



  “Playing a game of tag with a Vulpix,” Rose answered.



  “Tag…” Buizel shook his head and began to chuckle. “If Kirls hears about this… well, you two know him well enough, don’t you?”



  “Unfortunately,” she sighed.



  “Yeah… he can be a piece of work sometimes,” the weasel admitted. “Honestly I’d be afraid to say it if he wasn’t with Scizor right now, but he’s…”



  “Full of himself?” Rose offered.



  “Let’s go with that.” Another elongated yawn crawled out of Buizel’s muzzle. “Listen; as much as I’d like to talk, I was up all night. I’m gonna catch a few hours of sleep.”



  “You realize that this is the epicenter, right? It’s gonna get really noisy in just a short while,” Pyro stated.



  “Don’t care,” Buizel shrugged. “You know the drill if anyone needs me.” The Water-type laid down on his back and snapped into sleep as if he had been hypnotized.



  “Okay then…” Rose murmured. “Apparently he doesn’t care about the situation he’s in.”



  “I wonder why he’s even here in the first place,” Pyro said just above a whisper. “Kirlia, that is. Those two were probably just dragged along.”



  “Who knows?” she shrugged.



  “It’s a bit weird, don’t you think?” Pyro continued. “He inherited Gallade’s sense of duty. Why is he going against the Guildmaster’s orders? He knows what could happen as a result.”



  “Like getting kicked out? Not likely. He’s Gallade’s own son. At worst he’s gonna just get a slap on the wrist and a stern 
  
    don’t do it again
  
  .” The Roselia seemed to sneer as she uttered those words. “Us, however… I can just feel the blade hanging over our necks.”



  “I wouldn’t be so sure… Again, about Kirlia. You’re right about us,” Pyro contemplated. “I don’t think I’d put it past him to cut off his own son. He never struck me as the type of guy to show leniency to his own kid. If anything he’d be strung up as an example. But again, that only raises the question of ‘why’…”



  “I’d say we could ask him, but, you know Kirlia. He wouldn’t give us the light of day,” she sighed. “The answer we’d get would be even less satisfying than Riley’s.”



  “The pursuit of fun,” Pyro grumbled. “Why 
  
    did
  
   you say yes to him, anyways?”



  “I thought it would get it all out of his system and scare him a little. But now…” As if on cue, the Riolu emerged a few ruined blocks over on the unstable roof of a building top. He was more scampering than actually running as he tried to regain his balance from whatever happened moments ago. That Vulpix from earlier was close behind with a passionate determination in her eyes. “I think I might’ve made it worse.” A beaming Riley leapt off the rooftop and plummeted for the ruins of its neighbor. His paws managed to grip the frame of a broken window and scramble himself inside. Mere seconds after, the Vulpix lunged in after him, and their chase continued out of sight.



  “I never would’ve thought Gallade would make us his babysitters,” Pyro murmured.



  “Yeah… what’re you gonna do,” she shrugged.



  “Who knows…” The deep blue eyes of the Charmander set upon the final star in the sky, weakly grasping to that single strand of life that the approaching day attempted to sever, letting the dim glow fall into the depths of the soft blue abyss. “Maybe we might get lucky.”



  …



  Another evening of work came and went in the ruined city. The soldiers emerged from the church and proceeded with the work Scizor assigned them: fortify. And from there on it was more of the same. Improving the walls, adding a few minor divots and obstructions in the perceived potential battlefield, a bit of extra work on the tower, all the essentials they needed. Of course, this only accounts for what they could manage to install in the course of three days with the scraps all around them. Aesthetics were impossible to address when their only materials were the corpses of buildings. All Scizor could do that night was pray for more time and bolster their defenses, but with the news that Swellow brought in that morning, that would be far too much to ask for.



  The dim glow of a cluster of fires illuminated golden dunes far off from the ruins of the city. And though the edge of the sphere of light was visible from the very top of Scizor’s tower, he would not be able to see what lay within it. What was usually a cold night wind in this endless stretch of sands now carried with it a robust warmth, and the simple yet alluring smell of meat cooked over the flames, albeit faint.



  Just beyond sight, there stood over a hundred tents pitched up on, what were in many cases, broken poles and planks of wood. With so little to scavenge from they didn’t have the option to be picky. Their current general, a Krookodile, had assured them that it would only be a few days before they would be able to resupply upon the arrival of their reinforcements. It may have been true, and the remains of the army retreated into the shade and attempted to recuperate with their dwindling stock, but their general didn’t expect to see who came with it.



  Under the cover of night, Krookodile sat on a stool whose legs dug shallowly into the sand beneath him. And a mere six feet away from her was the hulking mass of muscle shaped in the form of a Machamp. When fully upright he must have been well over seven feet tall, maybe even eight. Instead of risking breaking one of the stools, he sat down on the object that gave him his title: he obsidian Sawblade. Jagged chunks of impervious black stone jutted out from between two thick pieces of red wood. The thousands of obsidian edges traced along the length of the weapon, nearly as tall as Machamp himself, and only stopped to give way for a two-handed hilt, where the wood had been pressed in so hard that he had imprinted on it the outline of his fingers.



  And the two were not alone. Three other strange faces sat around them, staying out of the middle as if it were unmarked holy grounds. To Krookodile’s left, an Alakazam levitated in place with his legs folded. Two closed books gradually orbited around him, and the blunt end of a pen traced patterns in the sand between them in his telekinetic clutches. Across from the Psychic-type, a Marowak sat on the ground with one arm propped up on his knee. The heavy white bone rested upon his shoulder, and his sharp gaze aimed directly through his skull mask and at the lines Alakazam put down. The final face was that of a Dragonite, standing just behind Alakazam and carefully looking down at the drawings he made.



  “Does that look good?” Alakazam asked to the Dragon-type.



  “Good as it’ll get,” Dragonite responded. As the pen retracted back into the air, the tracings had taken the form of a somewhat crude map of the former city. The church and the tower had been dug in deeper than the rest of the streets and alleys that would mark the battlefield.



  “Was there 
  
    anything
  
   else? Even the slightest detail is important,” Alakazam asked of him.



  “They stuck a few things in the ground as a sort of barrier, but nothing too strong. It baffles me that they even put them up.”



  The pen swooped down and made a few quick dashes in the dirt roughly around the church. “Like that?”



  “Yeah.”



  “Then le-”



  “Hold up a second,” requested Krookodile, looking to the hulking Machamp across from her. “You still haven’t told me who these Pokémon are.”



  The Cleaver sat hunched over with all four arms crossed over one another like some elaborate knot. His bronze eyes glared at the Psychic-type next to him with contempt for his very existence, and every second with him he had to resist the urge to pull that stupidly long moustache from his ugly mug. And that flying lizard, too. There’s no way wings that small could carry his dopey-looking ass in the air.



  “Some bullshit mercenaries,” Machamp answered. “The big boss only let me go if I was with these guys.”



  “Okay, but… what difference will three Pokémon make?” she asked.



  “Four,” Dragonite corrected. “There’s another one of us: a Nidoking. He’s tied up outside.”



  “Wh-what did he do?”



  “Nothing yet,” Marowak told her. “I presume you want to keep your army alive, however. So 
  
    keep 
  
  him tied up. By the time you would subdue him, the body count would already be in the triple digits.”



  “Arceus…” She fell back into silence.



  “I’m gonna pull us back on topic and start planning our attack.” The pen began to twist and swirl through the air above the crude map.



  “Easy.” Machamp stood up and reached for the great obsidian sawblade. His two left arms grasped the edge and raised it above his head. “We storm the place and 
  
    kill ‘em!
  
  ” The hundreds of edges dropped down to the outline of the church with a force great enough to bury someone in the ground with the brunt end of it. But less than an inch from the surface, Alakazam extended his arm outward and caught the weapon in a Psychic.



  “Unless you plan on taking a great bolt through the chest, I would not recommend it.”



  “Let 
  
    go!
  
  ” Machamp bellowed. He put all four hands on the hilt of the weapon and pulled back. After just a second Alakazam sighed and released the obsidian sawblade, and the hulking mass of muscle stumbled backwards and collapsed to the ground.



  “The tower has a greatbow, remember? We do not know the limits of its power, but given the average I would not think I could catch it. Slim, fast, strong… But, there’s only one.” The tip of the pen raced through the sands and traced a path around the east side of the city. It then took a sharp turn into a main route into the heart, and then made a mad dash towards the location of the tower. “One group will go around quietly and take the tower from behind, while another…” The pen retracted out and then made one thick, heavy line directly towards the church. “While another acts as a distraction and takes some heavy fire.”



  “What, you mean cannon fodder?” Krookodile retracted herself at the very idea of using live bait.



  “The second group will be selected to be tougher and able to take a hit or two. But yes, inevitably some will die. It would be foolish to think otherwise. You should know this, right?”



  “You should try and minimize casualties,” she scolded.



  “Do you not understand what a greatbow can do?” Dragonite stepped in. “In the right hands the arrows can punch right through you. The impact can break pillars. If we just storm towards it, we’ll all die.”



  “You can tackle it, can’t you?” Machamp sneered. His four arms were folded into a knot once again as he sat on the brunt of his weapon. “You can fly. Don’t whine, and just do your damn job.”



  “Scizor gave it to their doctor, Gothitelle. I’d get smitten from the skies,” he defended.



  “She’s a 
  
    doctor
  
  ,” Machamp exclaimed. “How the hell is she going to hit you?”



  “Fool.” Marowak’s gaze pierced right through the Fighting-type through his skull mask. “She’s a fine physician, first-rate in her field. Her focus is frightening, even when fettered by fret. Don’t doubt her surgical flawlessness.”



  Machamp glared at the Ground-type. He’d hoped he could at least tolerate this one, but with that many f’s…



  “And,” Dragonite added, “they’re posting Grovyle beside her. So even if I could get past the greatbow…”



  “Grovyle as well?” Alakazam flicked his fingers out, and the pen added the small symbol of a dagger next to the tower. “This changes things.” He brushed aside the path in the sand that lead along the city outskirts.



  “We could go underground,” Krookodile offered. “There’s a good number of us that can Dig.”



  “No wonder you’re being demoted,” muttered Alakazam. “Marowak, if you please?”



  “That Grovyle is an eastern savage,” Marowak said with a distinct coldness in his voice. “She was sustained in a area of ceaseless conflict called Shiva, homeland to the world’s most superb slayers. Their senses are highly stimulated. She can sense us scavenging for a significant stretch. And being sniffed out by a Shivan… her sword is seriously sharp. How many soldiers would be slain?”



  “Exactly. Her speed and air mobility are nothing to take lightly,” Alakazam said. “Do you think you’d be able to distract her?”



  “An idiotic inquiry.” The Ground-type’s hand slid to the base of his club and gripped it firmly. “I’ll bring back her head.”



  “Perfect. Krookodile, you know your soldiers well. Give a mobile group of Marowak and Dragonite to take on the tower,” the Psychic-type ordered. “The two will storm the tower, get rid of their greatbow, and then sweep on to the church. This is where their vanguard will likely be standing: Cain, the behemoth.”



  “Don’t sweat it,” Machamp offered. His thick, pale lips grinned. “I’ll take tubby on myself.”



  “Yeah, about that,” Dragonite spoke up. “When I was scouting over, I couldn’t help but notice the bell was gone from the church. And at the base of the tower, I could hear its ringing. You know, like it was being struck. I thought their smith, Aegislash, might’ve been forging something out of it. And given the size of the bell, it only seems fitting that someone as big as Cain would use it.”



  “You should’ve said so earlier,” Alakazam growled. The pen drew a simple hammer inside of a large circle in front of the church. “That might be a pain to deal with, actually…”



  “What did I 
  
    just
  
   say?” spat Machamp. Four bulky blue thumbs pointed up at him. “I can take him. Break right the hell through his armor.”



  “That might work, if not for Slowking,” Marowak told them.



  “Who gives a shit? He’s just some fat guy with a crown,” Machamp sneered.



  “You haven’t heard of him before, have you?” Plainly the answer was no, so with a sigh of annoyance, Alakazam explained. “He was Xatu’s disciple, before he passed away. And while nowhere near as good as his master… Whatever plan we go with tonight, he knows it by now. Meaning so does Scizor. 
  
    But!
  
  ” Alakazam wore a sly grin as he spoke. “I’ve already planned for that. We have our berserker bomb to drop, if things go astray.”



  “Berserker bomb?” Krookodile repeated.



  “I mentioned him before, didn’t I? Regardless, do me a favor and close your eyes… Listen carefully… Hear that?” As she shut her eyes and focused, at first she just heard the usual sounds of camp. Jumbled conversations, Pokémon walking around, things being pushed and sands shifting about… But then, she noticed something was off. At first she noticed it in the nervousness in her soldiers’ voices as they walked about nearby, but it was only seconds later when she heard the first bit of metallic rattling. There must have been a dozen 
  
    clinks
  
   and 
  
    clanks
  
   before they were pulled taut with a beastly growl. And it was coming from above her, high up in the air.”



  “What the- what is that?!” she exclaimed, darting her gaze to the cloth ceiling of the tent.



  “I told you about Nidoking and how he’s tied up, didn’t I? Yes, well, that’s him,” Alakazam said. “I’m holding him up right now, but… he could break out on his own and do… well, you know what bombs do. Think of him like that. That’s what the chains are for.”



  “But, it-”



  “Do not worry. We’ve done this kind of thing before,” Alakazam consoled her.



  “Plus, it’s not your job to worry no more,” grinned Machamp. “Your ass has been kicked down the ladder.”



  “What a pitiful plot,” sneered Marowak. “We are supposed to prehend the palace. Letting that primal thing rage will plunder everything.”



  Alakazam extended his hand forward, stopping the Ground-type just as he was about to tread on the map. His eyes were cold and merciless. “Don’t doubt your tactician,” he demanded. “I’ve already thought this out.”



  “… Then speak,” Marowak said. “What’s your scheme, snake?”



  “I heard through the grapevine that Scizor brought someone dear to him along for the ride. Maybe he thought he could keep her safe so long as she was within sight. But whatever the case, he’s a fool,” Alakazam explained. “He brought along with him his goddaughter: a little Vulpix named Kit. Worse comes to worst, we grab her and hold her hostage. Someone as virtuous as Scizor wouldn’t risk her life. If we find her, Dragonite will hold her high in the air and do whatever the situation calls for.”



  “Cowardly,” scoffed Marowak.



  “Victory isn’t secured by a warrior’s spirit. It can only be obtained through a tactician’s mind.” That sly smile yet again found itself on Alakazam’s narrow mouth. “Any objections?”



  “What about Scizor himself?” Dragonite asked. “He’s gonna be on the frontlines as well, isn’t he?”



  “I’ll take him, too,” claimed Machamp. “I’ll get through that Cain like 
  
    that
  
  -” he snapped his fingers on his bottom left arm- “and then get to that red bastard.”



  “Hopefully the remaining forces will have what it takes to get the final push,” Alakazam muttered. “So we’re all clear, are we? Divide into two groups, one for the tower and the other for the church, and then just play it by ear according to how Slowking reacts to our tactics.”



  “I can’t say I’m comfortable with playing it by ear…” murmured Krookodile.



  “They only have two attack points. With such a short amount of time and supplies, their own strategy can’t be that complex,” Alakazam replied.



  “It’ll work out,” said Dragonite. “We’ve done riskier stuff than this before.” Marowak merely shrugged and looked away.



  “So long as I get to get in there,” Machamp said with a wide grin, “I’ll be fine with anything.”



  
    And this is the general they’re replacing her with
  
  , Alakazam thought glumly. “Good. Get a good rest. We leave an hour before dawn. Make sure everyone’s ready by then, Krookodile. Spread the word. Sort the soldiers.”



  “I’ll see what I can do,” she sighed. The Dark-type stood up from her stool and walked around the map to the outside.



  “The rest of you as well,” Alakazam said. “I’ll see you in the morning. Machamp, make sure you live up to your title as Cleaver out there.”



  “Like hell I won’t,” he spat, glaring at the stupidly long moustache of his.



  “Good.” And without another word, he casually floated out of the tent. He was followed by the Dragonite, and then by Marowak, whose bone rested on his shoulder. As the new General, Machamp had claimed this tent as his own, and took rest on a bed far too small for him. Within the hour, everyone in the camp had fallen asleep, and the only sounds remaining were that of the berserker bomb grunting and rattling above all of their heads.


  



16. The Frontlines


    
    “Scizor!” Slowking shouted as his stout, rotund body barreled through the night. His breaths were heavy and strained as his gaze swept from street to street. “Scizor, where are you?!”

“What, what?!” The red Bug-type raced above the sands with the buzzing of his wings right behind him. He rounded a corner, and his focused gaze met with that of Slowking’s. “Arceus, youer  late ,” Scizor growled. “Ya’ should’ve been here-”

“Yesterday, I know. I-I should’ve been done earlier, but thi-things popped up,” Slowking stammered. “A lot is gonna happen, and I- I had to m-make sure I got everything.”

“Spit it out already,” he ordered.

“O-okay. They’ve been scouting us, and they know a-about the tower. So they’re gonna bring up a distraction group and bring a-a fast group around to the east.” The large Water-type made gestures around him in the general direction in which the invaders would come from. “A-and there are these guys with them that just- just… they killed everyone.”

“‘Everyone’?” Scizor said in bewilderment. “There were only supposed ta’ be some three hundred of them. How could th-”

“There were four of them that did most of the work. They even brought out the Cleaver in their forces..”

“Swellow told me.”

“Yeah, I saw that he was leading as their general, but… b-but, he wasn’t their tactician. There was an Alakazam lingering behind and commanding them. A-and he just swept through everything in a matter of hours.  Hours .”

“And the other two?”

“A Dragonite and a Marowak lead the group that took the tower, and they… Well, Dragonite took out the greatbow, and Marowak with Grovyle… The soldiers clashed, and-”

“Details. Give me details. What did they do? When? How many?” Scizor demanded.

“Gothitelle directed her focus on Dragonite once she noticed him, and she grazed him a few times. But the guy just kept on going- him and a dozen other fliers. We need to roost a few others beside her to keep her safe and still able to attack. If need be, I can handle part of that. But the Marowak… He was so fast, I-I couldn’t see what he was doing.”

“And what of their main force?” Scizor stepped forward with his pincers snapped shut.

“That Alakazam, he… h-he disturbed me the moment I saw him.” Slowking’s gaze narrowed, and he seemed to heave out every word. “I don’t know how he did this so quickly, but the soldiers moved like a machine. The obstacles in the sand were nothing. He just cut right through.”

“I asked for details. What  exactly  did he do?”

“I couldn’t see everything, but- Scizor, listen to me,” Slowking pleaded. “Like I said, he disturbed me, so I checked to see what would happen if- if I told us to attack him first. Gothitelle shot him with one of her bolts, and- and he used Teleport to get out of the way. And then… then he shook his head and said a few things, and something… s-something d-dropped from the sky… It was a Pokémon, Scizor. A Nidoking bound in chains.”

“A Nidoking…?”

“He just  killed  everyone.” The Water-type seemed to whimper as he spoke.

“How could one Pokémon sweep through all of us?” Scizor scoffed.

“That’s just it:  all  of us. Both sides.”

“Why would they-”

“I don’t  know ,” Slowking exhaled through clenched teeth. Scizor put on a solemn expression for a moment as he put a pincer to his chin.

“Is… is there anything else? After the battle?” the Bug-type asked.

“I… I don’t know,” Slowking sulked. “I- I got lost in there, and I… I don’t know where I ended up, but before I broke free, I saw us. We were in shambles, but alive nonetheless. So… Take that as you will.”

“Fuckin’…” Scizor sighed. “Youer powers annoy me sometimes.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault they’re incomplete,” Slowking barked.

“I know, I know…” Scizor shook his head and turned around. “Thanks anyways. This was… something ta’ mull over, at the very least… When did they show up? You must’ve seen that.”

“Sunrise,” Slowking answered.

“Shit…” Scizor turned towards the east, where to his delight the night sky still showed no sign of giving way. “That’s only a few hours… Grovyle! Grovyle, come here!” Not even four seconds passed before an evergreen blur kicked off a broken pillar and came to a soft stop just in front of him.

“Sir?” she replied.

“Timely as ever… Go ta’ the kitchen and get the cooks going. We need ta’ get everyone fed and good ta’ go,” Scizor ordered.

“Understood,” she said.

“Wait,” Slowking called to her. “Grovyle, wait. Today you’re gonna… you’re gonna run into a Marowak out there. And he-”

“They’re gonna kill me?” she surmised. The Grass-type raised a brow.

“Just, be careful out there. I d-didn’t catch it all, but- your back-”

“My back?” she nearly sneered. “Are you insinuating that I’d turn away from an opponent?”

“Enough,” blurted Scizor. “Ya’ can tell her about it later. We’re running low on time here. Grovyle, run. Go.”

“Yessir.”

“N-no, she needs-” Grovyle bowed faintly, and in yet another evergreen blur she vanished. Slowking’s head sunk so that his chin met his chest. “Damn it,” he groaned.

“Ya’ calm youerself,” Scizor ordered. “Youer tired. Frantic. Clean up, and then warn everyone ya’ need to. We clear?”

“Understood,” Slowking mumbled.

“Pool youer thoughts on the Nidoking especially. If he’s anything like ya’ said he is, then I want to prepare as best as I can,” the Bug-type stated.

“If Xatu were still here-”

“He ain’t,” Scizor spat. “Save youer hypotheticals for after the battle. Right now, I need youer mind focused on that damned Nidoking. You can sulk once lives are no longer on the line. Clean up, gather youer thoughts, and come back to me when you get more out of your head.”

“You  know- … Sure thing,” Slowking hissed. Without another word, the Water-type spun around and stormed off into the night.

“Son of a bitch,” Scizor muttered. “This is just fuckin’  great! ” He kicked at the ground and started grinding his pincers. Raspy screeches carried through the still night air. “One ta’ the east, and another tackling us head-on… A tactician hanging to the back… The Cleaver, and a Nidoking… Dear Jacob, don’t let this fall apart on me.”

…

Within the hour, the army had been pushed out of slumber and into action. The cooks in the kitchen rushed to make their breakfast, which was just reheating soup from the previous night and baking six dozen loaves of bread. Scizor barked at them all to wolf it down, and then proceeded to post everyone one-by-one to their positions. He shouted out so fast that he barely even got a look at them before they were sent off. Exactly twenty-seven minutes after they had been woken, everyone had been placed where Scizor had planned for them to be. And as they talked with one another and played a variety of card games, there was still a general air of uneasiness about them. Each joke they made and hand they dealt could easily have been their last.

This air that hung about applied, especially, to the Pokémon of the Guild, who were in a war without a cause to fight for. Under Scizor’s orders, the six had been tucked away into a ruined building to brew out in the cold morning air that seemed in through all the cracks and holes in the walls. From a few sticks and a bit of kindling, the Charmander started a small bonfire that most of them had begun to rest around. Pyro himself lay right next to it with the end of his tail sitting just on the edge of the flame.

“I guess this is it,” said the Fire-type, not sure at first that he had spoken aloud.

“Don’t talk like that. It’s bad luck,” Buizel told him. He himself lay down comfortably next to the bonfire with his paws underneath the back of his head.

“Yeah. Now’s not the time to get all mopey,” Riley added with his back turned to the others. The small Fighting-type stood on the edge of a windowsill as he stared eagerly into the distance, where the glow of the approaching sun had begun to dye the sky into a cerulean hue.

“It’s not like it’d change anything,” shrugged the Roselia. She herself took the spot to the Charmander’s right, huddled a mere foot from the bonfire.

“Yeah, I know,” Pyro sighed. “It’s getting old, isn’t it?”

“Acceptance,” Luxio threw in. He took up the final spot around the fire as he splayed out in the warmth it radiated. “You’d do well to have that. Mumbling hasn’t helped you out that much, has it?”

“I get it.” It took everything Pyro had at the moment not to snap at someone. “I’ll help out, alright?”

“No you won’t,” Kirlia stated. The Psychic-type gracefully landed one window down from Riley and began walking further in the room. “Scizor told us to flank the rear of the group as they come through. That means putting on a hell of a lot of pressure on fifty-some soldiers, each of which are stronger than you.”

“I thought you didn’t care if we lived or died,” Rose sneered.

“But I  do  care about getting booted from the Guild,” Kirlia replied, returning her hostile gaze. “And I think my odds are  far  less likely if I return with a casualty count of zero.”

“You could just Hypnosis us if you wanted to,” Pyro growled.

“I thought about it. But then you wouldn’t be able to run if any of their attacks go stray and hit us here,” Kirlia shrugged. The Charmander clenched a fist with his claws.

“So what’s the game plan?” Luxio asked in a desperate attempt to change the subject.

“He told us to wait for their tactician- an Alakazam- to cross into the city before we strike,” Kirlia answered. “He seemed to specifically emphasize their tactician. Must have something to do with Slowking’s predictions.”

“Predictions?” Riley tilted his head and turned towards the group.

“Right,” Kirlia grumbled. “sometimes I forget I’m dealing with your empty fuckin’ head.”

“There are some Pokémon who are able to see the future naturally,” Rose answered. The Riolu’s eyes began to glimmer. “Though it takes some training, Xatu can gaze into time far enough to see cycles ahead. Others, like Absol, have the innate ability to predict disasters, though this has to be honed. Slowking was training to be able to see into the future more in the ways of Xatu, but from what I’ve heard around here he’s pretty ineffective.”

“And no, you can’t do it,” Buizel added. Riley’s ears immediately drooped as his gaze lowered. A brief but solemn sigh escaped his muzzle.

“He was awfully late,” Luxio observed. “I wonder what took him so long?”

Rose shrugged. “I was never interested to look into the subject more than that.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Kirlia stated. “However it works, Slowking messed up. We have to just work with the pieces he gave us.”

“And what’s our plan? How’re we gonna hit them?” Riley asked.

“Not ‘we’. You’d get eviscerated out there,” the Psychic-type said so matter-of-factly.

“Who was the one that took down that Cacturne?” Riley retorted.

“You realize that… Actually, nevermind. You’re not worth it.” Kirlia turned away and threw up his arms.

“Says the guy who just sat back and had me do all the work.” The Riolu folded his arms and put on a smirk.

“If you weren’t the biggest one on your team, I’d Hypnosis your ass right now. That way you’d stop being a thorn in my ass,” Kirlia growled.

“I could carry him if you need me to. I’ve done it a few times before,” Pyro offered jokingly.

“Tempting…” the Psychic-type muttered.

“Screw off,” Riley grumbled.

“You know, Riley’s right,” Rose stated. “Scizor assigned  all  of us here.  All  of us to fight. Even if we do get our asses kicked, Scizor would know something’s up.” The Riolu cracked the beginning of a pleased smile.

“No one’ll pay attention to us,” Buizel returned. “We’re small. They’ll be busy fighting. So long as us three do our jobs, no one will notice you’re in here.”

“Are you kidding? We’re here in the name of the Guild,” Pyro adamantly proclaimed. “We’ll have eyes all over us.”

“This isn’t going to be anything glorious,” Buizel reminded him testily. “It’s going to be chaos. They-”

“Shush,” Luxio ordered. The feline had his ears perked up as he carefully rolled to his paws.

“Don’t you shush-”

“Quiet, damn you,” he hissed. Luxio tip-toed forward to the ruined windows. “Do you hear anything?” The group paused for a moment as they aimed their ears towards the outside.

“No,” Riley answered.

“Oh,  shit ,” Kirlia murmured. The Psychic-type stepped into the window frame and swept his gaze across the street. The very tip of the sun peaked over the dunes and cast its soft light upon the land. Boxes that once hosted card games were now abandoned as all of the soldiers lay hidden behind shattered walls and alleys. There was only one Pokémon standing out in the open, and perhaps it was only because there was no space large enough for him to be tucked away. Cain the behemoth, with a phosphorescent glow to his bright blue eyes, stood just before the church like a giant guarding the gate. The grand bell had a thick pole welded onto it, making the crude hammer a few feet taller than him. Kirlia pursed his lips and spun around to the rest of them. “Buizel, put it out,” he ordered.

“Yessir.” Buizel opened his mouth and shot out a Water Pulse onto the bonfire. Pyro gasped and retracted his tail just before the attack engulfed the flames and turned it into a murky, ashy mess of half-burnt sticks.

“What the hell are you doing?!” Pyro shouted.

“Keep your mouth shut,” Kirlia hissed. “They’re here.”

“Really?” Riley leaned forward to check for himself, but found himself paralyzed just before the tip of his nose passed to the outside.

“Don’t you  dare  ,” Kirlia seethed. Out of the corner of Riley’s eye he could see the Psychic-type pointing his palm towards him. The Riolu began to shake and shudder as he tried to break free of his telekinetic clutches. “Stay in the corner and be quiet.” Kirlia flung his arm, and Riley was sent flying back into the wall with a soft  thud .

“You…” Riley coughed twice. “You can dictate your own team if you want, but I don’t have to listen to you,” he growled.

Kirlia cracked a faint grin. “Is that so?” The two locked eyes. Kirlia’s pupils were overcome with a lavender hue, and just like that Riley collapsed under a Hypnosis. He just laid there limply with his left arm over his chest, and his right reaching out in front of him.

“Aaaaaaand, he’s done it again,” Rose groaned. “

“You.” Kirlia looked to the Charmander. “If somehow the battle gets carried into the building, you’re responsible for him. Got it?”

“Yeah,” Pyro said.

“For the love of… Damn it, Kirlia!” Luxio shouted. “You don’t have to solve everything like this!”

“We don’t have time to talk it out,” Kirlia replied. “You can hear them, can’t you?” He took two steps back and looked to the west. A shambling blob stood just on the horizon against the dying night sky.

“If they’re  sprinting , we have fifteen minutes at least,” Luxio returned. “That’s plenty of time. You just didn’t want to deal with him.”

“What, you do? Do you really think you could convince him to sit down quietly?” Kirlia returned.

“He said he just wanted to see the scale of war.” The feline took a few steps forward. “Yes, I do believe that I could have convinced him. But now you just delayed the problem so that Team Hellraisers will have to deal with all that excitement.” The Charmander nodded.

“Relax. I know what I’m doing.” The Psychic-type looked at the sleeping Riolu like he was some specimen in a terrarium. “It wasn’t a heavy Hypnosis. Give it an hour or two and he’ll be awake. And by then, if things go well, the enemy numbers will have thinned out enough for him to survive out there.”

“And if they don’t go well?” Rose asked.

“Well… if they don’t, he  does  already look a bit limp over there,” Kirlia pointed out.

…

The frigid desert winds whispered through the ruins of the city. Its lonely cries carried through the holes and cracks to form the chilling requiem of all the souls that had been lost before on these grounds, like the ghostly siren’s song calling more to join them- more blood to be soaked up by the thirsty sands who will never be satisfied. Cain stood still like a guardian deity ahead of the church with the crude hammer in his hands, his heavy tail sweeping from one side of the abandoned street to the other.

Of course, the tower had been protected just as well. The surrounding area had been stripped of all materials in order to erect it, so the soldiers posted there had no room to hide. Within a hundred yard radius of barren sand stood just under a hundred Pokémon of varying species. Like the other division had been doing until a few minutes prior, they were gathered in small groups roughly in position for where they should have been. Bulky giants like Tyranitar and Claydol played some simple checkers-esque game with rocks on a grid drawn in the dirt whilst ranged attackers like Jolteon and Florges sat and conversed to distract themselves.

The greatbow upon the top of the tower was drawn, as it had been for as long as Gothitelle had been standing there. A damaged, rough bolt was locked onto the cable and aimed at the shambling mass approaching the other group. The tip had been slightly bent, and the bow using it was no beauty either. They levitated by Gothitelle’s side like a familiar, mimicking every turn of her head and aiming where her gaze had set itself. Her very body was trembling more and more with each step the enemy put forward, and her weapon followed suit.

“Easy there,” soothed Grovyle, who had been posted by her side along with Slowking. “Deep breaths. Focus on what’s ahead of you.”

“I am,” Gothitelle answered. “That’s the issue here- I’m not  used  to this kind of thing.”

“You’ll do fine. You do this kind of thing with a needle all the time.”

“Yeah, but that is supposed to seal wounds. You know,  save  people. Not…” She paused for a moment. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not against violence. If it weren’t for it, I wouldn’t have a job. But this…”

“It’s a lot different when you’re putting yourself on the line, ain’t it? Being the one who makes the mess, not just cleaning up?” Grovyle posed. “Welcome to my world. Don’t make yourself too comfortable.”

“Gothitelle, please- just focus. We need you to shoot,” Slowking pleaded. “They’re gonna be coming for us here, and if you can’t-”

“You’re just gonna make it worse,” Grovyle barked. She turned back to the Psychic-type, who now stood next to a clattering greatbow.

“Well I’m sorry, but-”

“I know, Scizor needs me. Everyone needs me. This thing’s the whole reason he built a tower,” Gothitelle stated. “You don’t need to give me a speech.”

“But we’re running out of  time . They hit us in the east just before the battle in the west got started,” Slowking added. He turned towards the southeast, where a swift hoard of shadows was moving along the horizon. Some flew, some ran, and all were noticeably curving towards them.

“What?!” Gothitelle pivoted towards them. The weapon mirrored her. “Damn it! Say this kind of stuff sooner!”

“I was  trying . But no one is letting me say what I need to say,” Slowking returned.

“Dear lord…” Grovyle leapt onto the edge of the tower and leaned over it. She placed two fingers between her lips and blew as hard as she could. A piercing whistle echoed throughout the barren space of sand, and immediately the soldiers dropped whatever they were doing and just stood there. Stood there in the silence as the reality of the situation crept onto their backs once again, caught between their desire for what little they had left and their loyalty to the cause.

“Be careful down there,” said Gothitelle. Slowking said nothing, but the look in his eyes mirrored her statement tenfold. Grovyle gave her a nod before leaning forward and plummeting below.

“Are you ready?” asked Slowking.

“Not in the slightest,” she answered. The bolt pulled back further on the thick cable as far as it could go with the low croak of the bow’s tension. “But it doesn’t really matter how I’m feeling out here, right? Does that sound like something Scizor would say?”

“You forgot the accent,” he jested.

For a moment time seemed to freeze across the soon-to-be battlefield. Silence had fallen upon them like a fog. Even the mournful wind had died. All across the town not even a word was spoken, nor a breath taken too heavy, nor sneeze, nor cough. Those that lay hidden suppressed themselves as close to death as they could. Those that stood out in the barren patch around the tower posed with vigilance as an enemy they could not yet see past the ruins bounded towards them. The bolt gradually began to stabilize as its bent point aimed itself in the middle of the larger group that marched directly from the west. Her gaze swept to the east. Against the sunrise she could see the silhouettes getting closer and closer every second. She took a deep breath.  What I feel doesn’t matter  .  What I feel doesn’t matter , she chanted over and over again in her head, instilling within her battle’s dogma.

A soft glow enveloped the warped arrow as she set her own sights on the front of the group: the Machamp. The hulking mass of muscle carried with him his great obsidian sawblade, and a grin just as menacing. His fingers would twitch with every step. Gothitelle took another deep breath, and then shut her eyes just as a dull  thunk  sounded off beside her.

When she opened them again, there rang a dozen gasps and cries from a cloud of sand, directly where Machamp had been. She shuddered as the Pokémon just on the outside of the cloud- a Sawk and an Arcanine- crawled back to their feet as the remaining few hundred stayed at bay. But The Cleaver was nowhere to be seen. Gothitelle’s gaze was unmoving as she telekinetically reached for another arrow. And as the cloud began to disperse, the little bit of mystery had been solved.

Machamp had his sawblade held out before him with one long groove carved across the wooden face of his weapon. His large fingers traced along it, hilt to head, until his gaze swept across to the bolt. Twisted metal pierced through the chest of an Emboar, pinning the Fire-type to the ground. The Emboar moved in slow, jittery motions as she placed her hands towards the wound.

“Well shit,” Machamp sighed. Through the silence his voice carried far. “Gotta give the doc credit.”

“He knows about you?” Slowking whispered in bewilderment.

“Apparently,” Gothitelle responded. The contorted bolt drew back in the greatbow as she aimed it again at the Machamp.

“Oi, ‘Stachio! We good to go now?!” Machamp stood on the tips of his toes and looked back to the Alakazam in the back. The Psychic-type nodded. “Perfect,” he grinned. “Well boys?! Let’s not keep them waiting!” The western group exploded with a boisterous battle cry and burst forward, leaving a trail of dust in their wake.

As they grew near, the Aggron bashed the end of his bell hammer against the wall of the church. The warped brass rang loud through the air, sweeping through the streets and far into the desert beyond. From every crevice and alley in the ruins came the warriors that answered its call, meeting the opposing roars with their own. Attacks of all kinds began to form and fire. Thunderbolts and Hydro Pumps bounced off of the barriers erected by Protects. Flamethrowers coursed around them and singed the tops of of the frontrunners’ heads. Flurries of jagged Stone Edges and Razor Leaves shot towards the opposing sides. The two armies touched and combined into one chaotic mob of colorful violence and bloodshed.

Gothitelle shot another bolt into the approaching crowd. It punched through the heavy body of an Ursaring and fettered it to a deteriorated wall. Another great arrow latched onto the cable and drew back. Her hands were trembling. Metal clattered together as she aimed her greatbow.

“Look out!” Slowking shouted. He raised his arms up and erected a transparent green barrier. The Protect surrounded the two in a small dome just before a Fire Blast engulfed them. An instant after it was joined by the jagged glowing bolt of a Thunder, spraying off in all directions from the barrier. Slowking clenched his teeth and braced himself as the unmistakable swirl of a Hyper Beam drilled towards them. The attack shot into the barrier like a missile, engulfing the dome as it coursed around it like rapids. Slowking grunted and gasped. His knees shook and his vision grew blurry. “Brace… b-brace yourself,” he warned.

“Hold this,” Gothitelle said, tossing the bow to the Water-type. Just as it landed upon his hands, the Psychic-type took Slowking’s place and put up a second Protect. The Hyper Beam ended, and thus they could see the approaching horde through the transparent green barrier. Only a few hundred yards now… “Pull yourself together,” she demanded. “You’re gonna need to hold out a lot more than that.”

“R… right.” Slowking tossed the bow back into the air, only for it to be caught once again in Gothitelle’s Psychic and draw itself back. “I’m supposed to be your shield here, right? Scizor’s orders.”

“Call for those down below,” she said. Slowking nodded and jogged over to the edge. He placed two fingers in his mouth and blew as hard as he could, making a high-pitched whistle echoing through the soon-to-be battlefield. Grovyle nodded from below. The Pokémon around her leapt onto high ground and took aim at the flock before releasing everything in their arsenals. Thunderbolts, Hydro Pumps, Signal Beams, Moonblasts, a dazzling display of diverse attacks shot forth like a swarm of arrows from an army of thousands.

Grovyle cracked her knuckles and stepped forward. An emerald light engulfed the leaves that sprouted from her wrists as they stacked onto one another and extended into twin curved Leaf Blades. She leapt onto a pillar and stared straight ahead into the oncoming onslaught. She slowly exhaled and straightened out her posture. Her hands connected and formed into an odd glyph. An eldritch glow engulfed her feet as the effects of an Agility enchanted her. “Where to begin?” she mulled. Bolts of electricity and boulders whizzed by from both sides.

Out of the blue rushed a round, white blur curving towards her. Grovyle braced herself and held out her hand, catching the blur and holding it firmly. It was a bone, slim, long, sturdy, and with a slight curve in it. Grovyle shifted her eyes up to the top of a ruined inn to see its owner: Marowak. His arms were crossed across his scarred body as he stared through his skull mask at the Grass-type.

“Excellent reflexes, Easterner,” he bellowed.

“Your surprise insults me,” Grovyle replied.  Here so soon?  she thought. She gradually exhaled and cracked her neck. “Shall we dance?” she offered, pointing the bone at him.

“Gladly,” Marowak accepted. She cocked her arm back and hurled the bone towards him, to which the Ground-type jumped into the air and snatched it carefully in his right hand. His fingers instinctively gripped the base as he brandished his weapon. Gracefully he dove towards her and swiftly swiped down at her. Grovyle in return leapt to meet her partner and connected her Leaf Blade to the bone. She stared into Marowak’s brown eyes hidden behind the skull mask with a playful curiosity, and he stared back into her yellow reptilian eyes with his sharp, cold gaze. The weapons rattled against one another as gravity began pulling the two towards the ground. Swiftly Grovyle moved her offhand to the back of the bone and forcefully pushed it to the side, twisting Marowak’s wrists and breaking his guard. Her right arm lunged forward with the Leaf Blade protruding from her wrist aimed directly at his neck. In turn Marowak bashed the equivalent of the pommel of his weapon into Grovyle’s temple before planting his foot on her chest and kicking the reptile away.

The Ground-type landed on his feet, and one hand, in the sands. Ice Beams and Flamethrowers whizzed by him. His sharp gaze focused in on the Grass-type recovering from her fall. Her eyes were noticeably blurred, with one hand clutching the side of her head. Slowly Marowak began to feel a warmth seep down the left side of his neck. Placing his hand against it coated his stubby fingers in a thin but wet film. Looking at it in the light of the rising sun revealed it to be blood, slowly spilling out of a shallow cut. Marowak clicked his tongue.

“What dance would dash directly for the deadline?” Marowak sneered.

Grovyle shook her head to clear it of the fog, then met her opponent’s eyes. “Look where we are. This isn’t the right place for a waltz,” she returned. Marowak mulled over her response for a moment.

“I see… I should’ve expected nothing else from you, shameful Shivan.” Grovyle raised a brow. “Your kind prefers the seductive siren’s sanguine song to satisfy your savage urge to slash and sever until you’re surrounded in scintillating scarlet ribbons. You have neither the grace nor the patience for a waltz.”

“Is  that  what you think…” The Grass-type stood up fully with a series of pops from her joints. Her emerald blades sheened with the light of a Fire Spin rampaging some fifty feet away. “I don’t know why you’re so keen on talking on the battlefield, but it’s obvious you know who I am. And if you seek this image of me you have painted in your mind, I’ll be glad to give it to you!”

In one instantaneous lunge she was upon the Ground-type, swiping with her Leaf Blades directly at Marowak’s chest. Nimbly he raised his club to block it, staggering backwards by the force of her impact. Her other blade cocked back before rushing in with an uppercut. Marowak clumsily jolted back as the Leaf Blade made a shallow cut in his skull mask, mere inches away from his eye before he fell onto the sands. Determined not to be put on the defensive, he spun around on his back and swiped at her legs with his club. Deftly she leapt back, giving him the moment he needed to fluidly get back on his feet.

With the enchantment from her Agility she lurched immediately back into the fray. Marowak swung his bone into her, meeting her blades head-on and parrying her. Brutally he bashed her side with the inside of the curve, sending waves of pain rippling through her. The Ground-type grunted and pivoted around, hooking Grovyle with his club and hurling her through a partially broken window of a building so damaged that its former purpose could no longer be determined. Marowak cracked his neck before rushing in after her.

Gothitelle released another bolt with a loud  thunk , shooting the spiraling spear into the flock. It drilled a wanky tunnel through the air, disrupting a Shadow Ball and punching a hole through a Golbat’s stomach. Their screech was drowned out in the rest of the chaos.

“Don’t waste your shots on them,” Slowking anxiously barked. His small pupils focused in solely on the Dragonite, now beginning to curve his flight path as if to encircle them like a buzzard.

“They’ve already met up down below. I can’t use any shots there without risking hurting some of our own,” Gothitelle replied. Her gaze briefly set down to the other front, which had become a discordant mess of colorful attacks veiled under a cloud of dust.

“No, I mean- go for the bigger ones,” Slowking urged her. “The more dangerous ones.”

“If you have someone in mind, by all means tell me,” she insisted through her teeth.

“The Dragonite.” Slowking stepped back and pointed at the scaly bastard. Gothitelle followed his finger to the Dragon-type.

“Him?” The greatbow rotated to track the Dragonite.

“Yeah. I saw it- he’s the one with the Hyper Beam,” he warned.

“What kind of sight are we talking about?”

“It was in the visions. If it hits you…” A shiver ran down Slowking’s spine.

“I hear you,” Gothitelle replied, uneasy. “Make him a priority.” For a brief moment she contemplated just how quickly she adapted this kind of mindset, just how quickly she would kill or be killed. The moment after that, those thoughts were banished. She took a deep breath and shot the bolt. It spun and whirred with an otherworldly glow, forcing it on a straight path through the Dragon-type. The Dragonite flowed around it, just barely avoiding the tip. His eyes met with Gothitelle’s for but a moment. A cold glint shone from his mouth as he opened his maw before a glistening Ice Beam lunged towards them. Slowking raised his arm and erected another barrier. The ice crystals coated and consumed the Protect, jutting outwards like a Jolteon’s fur, climbing up and around until they were surrounded in half a dome of ice. Slowking dispersed his Protect and took a deep breath. Behind the wall of ice Dragonite had disappeared into the kaleidoscope of colors.

As Gothitelle reloaded the greatbow, Slowking reached for another arrow and began to bat away the ice. Piece by frozen piece broke off and fell to the sands below, and it didn’t take long for half of it to have disappeared, leaving only millions of tiny shards where it once was. Out of the corner of his eye he could just catch a flickering orange light, and Slowking instinctively knew what it was. He jumped back and dropped the arrow as a Fire Blast tore through the rest of the ice, bursting towards Gothitelle. Slowking closed his eyes and jumped in front of her, taking the brunt of the attack for himself. The flames burst on contact and consumed him in the pure heat of it. He could feel his skin cooking and his insides bubbling. Remains of the fire danced around before fading away into the air.

“Slowking!” Gothitelle screamed. Her bow dropped and clattered on the floor. She ran towards him with an aura of a Heal Pulse coating her hands. “Slowking, are you-”

“F-fine,” he responded. The Water-type stood up on his charred legs, and the energy from the Fire Blast fired back in a glowing sphere, strengthened by the Mirror Coat. At blinding speeds it rushed for the Dragonite, hitting him square in his soft underbelly. He let out a cry and began losing altitude, falling from their views. “I… I-I just got a little burned.”

“Thank the gods.” She sighed with relief. “Here- take this.” She put her hands over the burns and flowed the healing aura into his body, soothing and mending the blistered skin. A gentle chime of a bell reached his ears.

“I owe you,” he told her.

Gothitelle shook her head. “You took the hit for me. I’d say we’re even,” she said. “If anything, I owe Xatu for teaching you that move.”

“I can’t believe,” resounded the voice of Dragonite, “that I let a fat lump like you dirty up my scales.” The Dragon-type raced back up into the skies with a trail of dust and smoke latching onto him from the battles below. “I promise you, I’ll pay you back tenfold.” Another Ice Beam shot out of his open mouth. Gothitelle reacted by raising her hand and conjuring another Protect.

“Why the hell is he talking to us while he’s trying to kill us?” Slowking asked.

“Maybe we’ve been chosen,” Gothitelle shrugged.

“What an honor.”

Dragonite curved around and around the tower with his Ice Beam binding them more and more with each lap. What was before just a cold sheet had become a crystallized wall imprisoning them within. Flames flickered out of Dragonite’s mouth as he built up and launched the five-pointed Fire Blast at them. Again it tore through the ice, this time connecting with the Protect and exploding into a vibrant spray of heat. The rest of the ice vanished into a cloud of steam, shrouding the tower and blinding the inhabitants to what was beyond them.

“Oh no,” Gothitelle panted, looking frantically around her, as if surprised that the universe didn’t heed her words and undo his actions for her. “No no no no.” Her telekinesis gripped the greatbow and pulled it taut, aiming it as sporadically as her head was moving.

“Clever bastard,” Slowking muttered to himself. “Hey, cover me for a few seconds, will you?” Gothitelle didn’t respond. The Water-type instinctively turned around and faced the rising sun faintly shining through the steam. His eyes glazed over and his mouth was ajar as he stood there unmoving with his arms behind his back. He blinked twice and broke out of his pose, looking desperately around him. Gothitelle was still turning her head like a sprinkler. The steam was still there. Chaotic sounds of battle drifted up from below. Dragonite had to be somewhere, but he didn’t do anything to give himself away. That is, until a blinding stream of burning light pierced through the haze and cut right through Gothitelle’s neck and chest, and cutting through the stone floor of the tower. Her eyes went blank and her head fell with a  thud  and a wet splatter to the ground.

Slowking suddenly jolted and the world around him snapped, vanished into nothing as it was overlaid with an identical universe whose only difference was that it was a mere three seconds behind it. He turned towards Gothitelle with panic in his eyes. “Quick- behind you! Jump to your right!” Startled, she did as he warned and leapt to her right just as a Hyper Beam punched through the steam and burned a hole through the floor. Haze wavered and dispersed from the wind, revealing faintly the silhouette of the Dragonite. The greatbow twirled to aim at him and shot another arrow at the Dragon-type. Recovering from expending so much energy, he was only barely able to move. The bolt grazed through his side and granted him a large gash across his hip. Dragonite clenched his teeth as a muffled groan of pain was drowned out amongst the chaos. Through the fading steam he could just see Gothitelle reloading the bow and aiming to fire again.

Through a hollowed building below Marowak burst out of a wall. His bone went flying as his grip loosened around it. He landed on the sands on his back with his limbs splayed out. Grovyle leapt out after him with her emerald blades drawn and ready. Marowak kicked her in the chest as she grew near before scrambling for his weapon and standing on his feet. With the enchantment of her Agility Grovyle sprung forward with a swipe from her Leaf Blade. Marowak met it with the brunt of his club, parrying her strike. His other hand swiftly reached for her neck and bashed his skull into hers. She squinted her eyes and staggered back in her daze. The Ground-type tried to raise his arm, but found that his left arm struggled to move above his chest. His eyes darted over to see a cut across his forearm. An even sheet of blood began to ooze out of the wound. His left hand grew frigid.

“Fine work, Shivan,” he praised. “I’m sure you would’ve taken my arm off if I hadn’t struck you.” He brought his club to the cut and let the blood stream down on it, letting the bleached white bathe in the red until it was decorated with crimson warpaint. “Your sanguine serenade is thrilling and all, but I believe it’s my turn. May I have your attention-”

“You talk too much,” she spat. In an instant she was upon him, swinging both of her Leaf Blades at different targets, those being his neck and his chest. Yet she found that her arms were halted as his weakened, quivering left hand had snatched her wrist. Perhaps if he were at full strength he would have been able to crush it there and then. Her other blade was connected with the skull mask, lodged in with a shallow cut.

“May I have your attention,” he repeated, “for my reaper’s requiem.” Grovyle was just about to taunt him for such a corny name, but the bone suddenly swung directly at her side. Fearful that he would break her ribs, she detached herself from her Leaf Blades and slid her hand out of his grasp. The bone just grazed the tips of her fingers. Crisp emerald leaves wilted and decomposed in a mere few seconds as Grovyle sprouted new ones. She returned to her stance, but she couldn’t help but to feel warmth spreading on her fingers: blood. Curious she inspected her right hand only to see a shallow cut on the end of her claws.

“What the…?”  Did his bone just cut me? It’s impossible, but… there’s no other explanation . She narrowed her already sharp gaze. “What is this? What did you do?”

Marowak placed his weakened hand below his other and wielded his bloodied club with two hands. That is, if it even was a club. She’d already been passively wondering what kind of body had a curved bone like that, but one that can apparently cut? The edge was rounded in an oval… Perhaps it had been from some undiscovered species.

The Ground-type thrusted forward with the bone, just barely missing the deft Grovyle as she ducked underneath it. She slashed again with her emerald blades only for Marowak to kick his left foot up and into her wrist with a spray of sand. Nearly blind, the Grass-type kept her eyes to a squint and focused in on the blurry brown figure ahead of her. She gritted her teeth and opened her left hand. He swung the bone at her again only for Grovyle to jump over it and place her palm on the smooth top of the skull mask. She lightly pushed it, shoving him just enough for her to place her foot on the back of his head and kick him into the sand. He turned to lay on his back and slash at her, but she was gone. Marowak raised his neck to look around, to no avail.

“I’d prayed that you’d be prone to your perverse Shivan pride, but to be this pusillanimous… it’s pitiful,” he mumbled to himself. He put his bone against the ground and began to push himself to his feet, but moving brought to his attention about a half-dozen rounded objects stuck to his back. Baffled, he reached for one stuck to his shoulder blade only to be met with a spiny-shelled oval the size of an avocado pit. With a frantic gasp he realized what it was, and that there were five more stuck to his back. He tossed it aside and reached behind him to brush them all away. “That honorless little imp-!” Seed Bombs burst apart on his back with a cloud of smoke.

Grovyle was knelt down on an unsteady floor just underneath the window of some kind of residential building. A half-broken bookcase laid face-down on the floor, imprisoning its contents beneath it, and a bed laid tossed against the wall with its torn mattress sprawled out on the ground with its innards spread about. The explosion of the Seed Bombs reached her ears as she wiped the sand out of her eyes.

“Weird guy,” she said to herself. Grovyle blinked twice to get the tears out of her eyes.  Who the hell was he, anyways? He’s strong, but not their general. And he knew who I was, too… Strange. Not to mention the way he talks .

“Show yourself, you honorless harlot!” bellowed the voice of Marowak. Grovyle froze.  He’s still alive?  “Hiding yourself only harms your image more. Come here- hone your skills against mine.” The Grass-type arched her neck just enough so her eye was over the dusty windowsill. Marowak’s entire backside was the color of soot with five golfball-sized red spots of open skin. The sand around him, of that which hadn’t been blown away, was damp with blood.  And he’s even still standing… Reviver Seed?  “Tch… If you’ll harbor yourself away, then I’ll hunt you down myself.”

Grovyle watched with growing fear as Marowak spun around and locked eyes with her. “Oh shit.” He cocked his arm back and hurled the club at her. Grovyle detached her Leaf Blades and sprung onto the wall, gripping it with her reptilian claws. The head of the bone broke through the wall like a cannonball and left planks and scraps all over the floor before hitting the opposite wall and sticking in it like a throwing ax. Grovyle gritted her teeth and climbed up to the ceiling, retreating into the floor above.

“Yes, run! Run all you want!” Marowak shouted. Another crash came from below her as Marowak landed on the second floor. “But if you think such semantics will save you, then you’re severely mistaken. Your sentence is settled.” He pried the bone from the wall and brandished it in his right hand again, renewing its warpaint with the gash on his left.

“Tell me something,” Grovyle yelled down to him, standing in the doorway of the bathroom she had emerged into. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. Don’t you feel cold now? How are you still fighting?”

“If I let something as typical as temperature tarnish my name, I couldn’t tolerate the shame,” he answered.  That’s not an answer.  “‘Tis enough talk- taste my blade.” The blunt end of his bone struck the unsteady wall with the head of the club. The walls quivered as a Bulldoze shook the foundation. Loose crumbs of stone and wood fell down to the floor. Dust emerged from every nook and cranny and filled the rooms below. The floor under the bathtub collapsed under the weight and punched right through the second floor, shattering on the tiled ground floor.

“Damn it,” Grovyle muttered. Again she gripped to the tremoring wall and scampered away like a rat into the halls. Bits of the flooring and the outer walls collapsed below, only kicking up more debri. Just as suddenly as the Bulldoze began, it suddenly stopped, and at the other end of the hall Marowak crashed in from the bottom. Through the heavy cloud of dust he was no more than a silhouette wielding his curved club in both hands. For only a moment Grovyle looked around her immediate environment.


   Two doors, one on either side, whose contents yet to be seen. Three behind me, all of which are dead ends. The hall continues on behind him… potential new weak spots in the foundation. I could get through in about a second if need be, but keep my spacing if I attempt to… 


She exhaled out her nose and hopped off the wall. Two more Leaf Blades sprouted from her hands. “Shall we get this over with?” she offered.

“Delightful,” Marowak answered. Grovyle could almost hear the smile in his voice. “Come, dance with death. Dance with me, you devil!”

The two lunged at the other, clashing their edges against each other’s. They rattled as the owners struggled for dominance, each budging less than an inch only to reclaim that and more a moment later. Crimson warpaint oozed down the bone and covered the emerald leaves with a fine film of red. Marowak grunted and took a step forward, forcing Grovyle back. She broke the kiss between their blades and jumped to the side as the bone came crashing down, leaving a gash in the floor. The Grass-type pounced forward with her left blade, ready to stab it directly into Marowak’s eye.

But it didn’t meet with his head. It happened so fast that she couldn’t tell what happened, but suddenly her blade was stuck in his left hand, nearly severing part of his mitten-like fingers. It was bound in his flesh and cartilage, and it wouldn’t go any deeper. Blood began to seep out of the wound, but he didn’t even grunt. With his right arm he cocked back the blade and was ready to thrust. Grovyle released her blade and leapt back, throwing a Seed Bomb at his feet. There was a brief flare that quickly masked itself in smoke as it exploded beneath him, ridding Marowak of his flooring and sending him down to the second floor, and judging by another crash afterwards, the first soon after.

Grovyle was panting heavy breaths. She hadn’t a single wound but the cut on her finger, and maybe a bruise or two on her head, but she felt like she were up against an immortal golem and losing. In his position, her arm would be rendered useless, and with the wounds on her back, standing would be out of the question. To still be fighting now should be impossible…  What was he?! 

“Easterner,” he bellowed. Of course that wasn’t enough. “I’ll retire my requests for a reasonable round with you. Run as much as you require- the reaper will still receive his reward.”

Just as a rumbling reached her ears, something broke through the second floor. Not even a second later it burst through the third and was upon her. Marowak slashed directly at her from within a thick cloud of dust. Grovyle was only barely able to block it with her remaining Leaf Blade, braced with her other hand to avoid being cut in half, but the force of his swing still carried through. She was swept off the ground and through the roof. The next thing she knew she was in the morning air, overwhelmed by the light of the rising sun, with chunks of rocks and wood around her. All thoughts had been knocked out of her. She felt herself grow numb. Glistening pieces of her shattered Leaf Blade twinkled around her. Time almost seemed to slow down. Down on the ground there was nothing but death, of both her comrades and her allies. The same story applied to the skies. Colorful deaths. Bright bolts of lightning, flamboyant flames, vibrant venoms. The only thought in her brain, for only that one unconscious second, was about how beautiful it struck her.

That is, until she saw the tower being assaulted by attack after attack from the Dragonite. Thunders and Fire Blasts burst apart against a failing Protect that housed Gothitelle. Gothitelle, the army’s best medic. Scizor needed her. Grovyle gritted her teeth and shook her head, collecting some of the thoughts that had been knocked loose.

“Farewell, foreigner!” he bellowed. Marowak cocked back his arm and threw his club like a spear. Grovyle pressed her feet against one of the loose stones and kicked herself away. Blood splatters from the bone’s warpaint sprayed onto her heels as she leapt back into the larger battlefield. “What the-?!” He scrambled to jump up to the unstable roof, only to see the Grass-type waving back at him, and his bone soaring further and further away. “That wretched reptile… Rrrgh!” Marowak clenched both fists and ran after his weapon.

Slowking’s arms shook as the glow in his Protect grew dimmer and dimmer. Dragonite’s twin antennae sparked as a giant bolt of lightning rained down from above, hitting the barrier from the top. The Water-type lowered his arms and staggered back, taking deep breaths. Gothitelle aimed the bow and shot another great arrow and just barely managed to scrape the Dragon-type’s tail. He let out a short gasp of pain and flew backwards, getting a good hundred feet of space between him and Scizor’s ballista.

“Will you be alright?” Gothitelle asked her partner. Another arrow loaded into the bow.

“S-sure,” he panted.

“Don’t over-exert yourself. If you can, try and limit the size of your Protects,” she advised.

“I’m not sure if I can do that on his Hyper Beams. They’d spill over,” Slowking told her. “Thank you though. I’ll do that when I can.” A moment of silence passed. The Dragonite was just floating in place, only wavering slightly. Slowking clicked his tongue and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like this… Cover me again.”

“Sure.” The Water-type faced the sun and entered his trance again. Around him his world was replaced to one a mere five seconds into the future. This Dragonite took a deep breath and started darting forward, flapping his wings as hard as he could to maximize his speed. In a mere few seconds he was upon him, his mouth holding a massive Hyper Beam at bay. He opened his jaw and let out a blinding flash of light. Slowking shook his head, and he was back in his own world.

“He’s going to swoop in and hit us point-blank with a Hyper Beam,” he whispered to her. “I-I don’t know if my Protect can hold it back, but if you shoot him-”

“Got it,” she nodded. Gothitelle took a deep breath. You can do this, she told herself. It’s for everyone’s sake. All of us…

With a loud roar Dragonite straightened out his body and darted right for them. Slowking held out his arms as if waiting to use another Protect. Gothitelle pulled the arrow back and waited. A light twinkled in the corner of Dragonite’s mouth as he sped up even more. Just as he saw before, it was mere seconds until he was upon them. The Dragon-type arched his neck back and opened his mouth, revealing a large ball of fire building up.

“Wait, what-?!” Slowking exclaimed. Gothitelle shot the arrow at him, only for Dragonite to deftly dodge underneath him. He bit down on the fire, dispersing it in a cloud of sparks. Slowking was paralyzed by his confusion. He could only turn his neck to follow as Dragonite swooped by, gripping Gothitelle around her waist with his tail and lifting her into the air. Her eyes bulged out as if to escape the fate of the rest of her body. The greatbow fell out of her telekinetic clutches and clattered on the ground. All she could do was look in fear at a horrified Slowking powerless to save her.

“And this,” taunted Dragonite, “takes down our biggest threat.” The Dragon-type’s tail loosened around her, relinquishing her to gravity. Frantically Gothitelle tried to grasp onto his long tail, but his scales were slick, and it barely even managed to slow her down before she fell into freefall.

Control of his muscles returned to Slowking, and he ran as quickly as he could over to the edge and tracked his partner with his eyes as she rapidly picked up speed. Fast… it was all happening so fast… Something still wasn’t right.

Gothitelle began to close her eyes when she felt a pair of arms wrap around her, momentum abruptly changed. Startled, she opened them to see Grovyle there. The long leaf trailing down the back of her head waved in the wind, and her eyes seemed to glisten in the morning light. Gothitelle couldn’t formulate the words to express her gratitude. All she could manage was to hold onto her hero tighter.

Grovyle formed another Leaf Blade and, as she approached the stone wall of the tower, jammed it in and slowed their fall. The blade only slid a mere six inches, and Grovyle could practically feel her shoulder dislocate, but for the moment they were safe.

“Oh thank Arceus, I thought I was going to die!” Gothitelle exclaimed.

“Not as long as I’m around. You’re too valuable,” Grovyle told her. “Don’t rest yet though. We’re not out of this yet.”

It was there, leaning over the edge of the tower and seeing the two girls hanging off the edge, that Slowking remembered that he had seen this somewhere before. His throat quivered in fear as he screamed out to them, “I-I saw- Gr-gr-gro-vyle!” Hearing vaguely her name, she looked up to the large Pokémon waving his arms about.

“What about her?” she asked him.

 Yes!  he wanted to scream. He wanted to scream anything- any actual words to convey his message, but all that came out was indecipherable gibberish. “Th-the b-b-b- uh, M-mar-marow- behi-” was all that came out. But Grovyle didn’t need his words, for she saw what he was trying to convey- Marowak’s bone, that bleach-white color under a film of now-dried blood, was soaring right towards them. Without thinking Grovyle twirled Gothitelle around to her other side and held on to her tightly, removing her Leaf Blade from her hand. The head of the bone stabbed through her abdomen with a vibrant spray of blood. Gothitelle’s scream was one of many that was unable to escape past the chaos of the battle that day. Horror crept over her face as she began to fall, looking into the blank face of the Grass-type who even now still held on tight to her.

They came to a stop on the sands below with a hard thump. Scarlet oozed out of Grovyle’s wound and quenched the thirsty desert. Gothitelle looked to the space between them to see the same blood all over both of their chests and abdomens. The head of the bone was stuck in the Grass-type’s arm. If she hadn’t placed it there… Her breaths shuddered. Tears formed in her eyes.

“Grovyle… Grovyle, are you still-”

“Shh,” the Grass-type trembled. She focused straight ahead on the Psychic-type with a stare that screamed at her, Play dead. For your own good. Gothitelle nodded and let her head fall to the sands, limp. Only now did the pain from the fall set in, but she bit her lip to suppress it. Grovyle’s going through much worse, she told herself. I can at least do this. For her- for everyone.

“Disappointing,” Marowak stated as he meandered over to them. “The devil from a distant domain should have demonstrated a delectable display, yet the damned dame deserted the duel… And discovered that doing such will deal her death.” The Ground-type gripped the bone in his right hand. “Another damned dolt, dominated.” He yanked his weapon out, pulling with it a steady stream of blood. Grovyle clenched her jaw. Her claws scratched into Gothitelle’s back, causing the doctor’s tears to stream down her her face and dripped into the dirt.

“Nice one,” Dragonite bellowed down to his partner. “Taking them both out yourself. How much glory do you need?”

“You,” Marowak snapped. “I could’ve prevailed over the Easterner more promptly if she hadn’t been panicked by you.”

“Then it’s a group effort. That’s what we’ll tell Alakazam,” Dragonite said.

“It doesn’t concern me,” Marowak shrugged. “Let’s clean up here and convene with our comrades.”

“Sure. One last thing.” Dragonite drifted over to the tower and stared Slowking dead in the eyes. “Hey, tubby. If you want to live, don’t leave this here tower, okay? I’ll be back for you. If I, or anyone, sees you running around, I assure you that I personally will drop your fat ass from the atmosphere. We clear?”

“C-c-cr-cryst-tal,” Slowking stammered.

“Good.” Dragonite smiled and began to fly off.

…

Kirlia peaked over into the streets with his dagger held tightly in his hands. For minutes upon minutes, nearly approaching an hour, he and the others had been tucked away in that room, watching the battles go on one after the other. Machamp had cleaved through and lead everyone past them, leaving the majority of the action out of their frame.

Buizel and Luxio had also had themselves tucked away in the corner closest to Kirlia, mostly trying to keep themselves loose without stressing themselves to death. The Roselia and Charmander had themselves hidden away in the back of the room with the unconscious Riolu beside the Fire-type.

There was no clock in that room, so they hadn’t any idea how long it had taken for Kirlia to finally turn to his teammates. “Get up. He’s almost here,” he muttered to them. “At the pace he’s going… One minute until he’s here.”

“Finally,” Buizel yawned. “I’d have passed out if I had to wait any longer for ol’ ‘Stachio.” He chuckled to himself. “‘Stachio’. Gotta love that Machamp guy.”

“What’s the plan?” Luxio asked.

“Simple. I’ll Teleport to his left and get his attention, and then you two flank him. From there we just… improvise,” Kirlia told them.

“Improvise?” Luxio repeated.

“We haven’t seen him fight yet. How do you propose we prepare for something without any information?” Kirlia hissed. “Just… try to stay unpredictable when you move. It’ll make it harder for him to grab you.”

“Got it.” Buizel cracked his neck. “Keep him on his toes.”

“He’s almost here,” Kirlia muttered to himself. Keeping himself hidden, he could just barely see the Alakazam levitating a mere foot or two off the ground. He gently bobbed up and down as he drifted forward, the last of his soldiers running past him and into the fray. His steady gaze was fixed on the battle far ahead, and the behemoth of an Aggron bashing his bell hammer with a warped gong, sweeping up Hitmonlees and Toxicroaks and the like. “When I go, you follow on the count of two. Clear?”

“Understood,” Luxio nodded. His fangs sheened with a coat of lightning.

“And you two.” Kirlia looked to Team Hellraisers in the corner, not living up to their name. “Stay alert and make sure none of you die on me. I know the furball’s the heaviest of you, but I know you two aren’t completely useless. You can haul him far enough, can’t you?”

“If the situation calls for it,” Pyro answered. Rose gave Kirlia a nod to confirm this.

“Good.” The Psychic-type took a deep breath. Alakazam was close enough for Kirlia to see the white of his eyes, and just how frozen his face seemed to be in that stern expression of his. The boy’s grip on his dagger grew tight as a soft light engulfed him, and just like that he was gone.

Kirlia reappeared on the streets below, just behind Alakazam to his left. He brought back his arm and threw the dagger at his back, only for it to suddenly freeze mere inches away from Alakazam’s flesh. The larger Psychic-type stopped and turned his neck to face the boy. “What’s this? A Guild brat all the way out here?” he judged from the emblem on Kirlia’s bag.

The count of two came, and Kirlia’s teammates leapt out from the building. Buizel armored himself with an Aqua Jet and darted over whilst Luxio pounced with a Thunder Fang. Without even a word Alakazam raised his right arm towards them, and they were abruptly halted in the clutch of a Psychic.

“A multitude of them,” Alakazam continued. Kirlia raised his own arm and telekinetically pushed on his dagger, but it wasn’t budging. It was just there, suspended in the air just as his partners were. He gritted his teeth and put everything he had into it, but still there was nothing. “Now, isn’t this intriguing…” The larger Psychic-type’s narrow snout put on a sly grin. “Could you imagine if news got out that Gallade was sending help to the rebellion? And leading them with his princeling, even,” he snickered.

“You’re not gonna make it out to tell anyone,” Kirlia spat. He jumped up and gripped his dagger in his hands before activating another Teleport. The boy reappeared on his other side, mere inches away, and thrusted the short blade, but Alakazam merely shook his head. His teammates’ bodies suddenly flew into him, smiting him from the air and bringing the three to the sand.

“I suppose,” mumbled Alakazam, “that they can do without me for a moment… Boys, tell me: was this all that Scizor had planned for me? An ambush by a group of children?”

“What, did you think we were done?” laughed Buizel. The Water-type scrambled to his feet and opened his mouth. A steady surge of water shot out forward at the Alakazam’s chest. In the clutches of his Psychic Luxio was picked up off the ground and placed in the path of the Hydro Pump, and with a cry of pain the feline soared off, sprawling out some fifty feet away. “Shit, Luxio!” Buizel shouted. “Are you-” Around him emerged from nothing a hundred berry-sized orbs glowing a bright purple. They swarmed around him for but an instant before the Psyshocks pounded into him and burst apart. Kirlia could do nothing but watch as an unconscious Buizel fell over to the ground with blackened fur.

“You’re done now, at least,” Alakazam replied. “Inferior creature… Know where you stand.”

“Son of a bitch,” Kirlia growled, standing up slowly. “Don’t pretend you’re better than me.” Behind Alakazam he could see Luxio back on his feet with only a slight limp. His mane glistened with electricity.

“Oh, sweetie,” Alakazam snickered, taking pleasure in uttering that line. Luxio was abruptly lifted up in the air and bashed against a broken column. Spittle sprayed out of his mouth. His eyes blurred. Just as suddenly he was clutched again by a Psychic and swept into the other side of the street, breaking through a wooden wall. The Electric-type fell to the floor with two large cuts on his forepaw and the right side of his face. He took rapid shuddery breaths as his body spasmed. “You’re the ones pretending here.”

“You…!” Kirlia couldn’t form the words.

“Let’s cut right to it. I have some questions, and if you answer them for me, I’ll knock you out quick. You and your friends will live to see another fight. Maybe. I can’t vow on behalf of everyone else, but… Well, this is the best I can do. Sound doable?” Alakazam proposed.

Kirlia clenched his jaw.  This is such bullshit… how can he be this aware of everything around him?!  He looked to the fallen Buizel, and the hole where Luxio had vanished through.  Time. I need to buy time. For these jackasses to wake up, and maybe for more reinforcements to show up.  “Sure,” he answered, trying his best to mask his bitterness. “I guess that sounds reasonable.”

“Very reasonable, indeed.” Alakazam clapped his hands together like a merchant peddling his goods. “Now, one by one… What stake does Gallade have in this war? I’d thought he was keeping the peace treaty that Garchomp had established before him.”

“He didn’t tell me,” Kirlia answered, picking whatever he could get off the top of his head. “Scizor had sent a job request, and Gallade assigned me to take it.”

Alakazam clicked his tongue. “How obedient… He didn’t even tell his princeling what the cause was? Doesn’t that make you suspicious?”

“Don’t call me that,” Kirlia hissed. “This isn’t a dynasty.”

“Call it what you will,” Alakazam shrugged. “Now, onto the second question.” He straightened out his arms and pointed at the decorative blue cuffs on Kirlia’s wrist. “Why do you have those?”

“What, these?” Kirlia eyed his cuffs curiously. “They… Gallade gave them to me when I first became an Explorer. Why does it matter?”

“So they mean a lot to you,” Alakazam surmised. “I suppose you wouldn’t give them to me if I had asked, would you?”

“What? No, fuck you,” Kirlia spat, protectively bringing them to his chest.

“Boy, do you know what position you’re in? If I wanted, it would take a mere three seconds to make you into pulp,” Alakazam threatened.

“You just told me to answer questions. And I answered you,” Kirlia defended.

“But there are some wrong answers, and I’m afraid you found one. It isn’t too late to change it, but I warn you: I accept nothing less than a perfect score,” he scolded.

“Then piss off. I’m dropping your class.”

“Why, you-” Alakazam gasped as Kirlia’s dagger thrust into his back, just barely missing his spine. The larger Psychic-type froze. Gradually he turned to reach for the hilt, feeling it up in his hand to ensure that it was real. With rage he pulled it out and eyed it carefully. “This steel… I thought I recognized it. We meet again, old friend.” Alakazam laughed and tossed it to Kirlia. “Boy, you don’t know what you’ve done, do you? If you were holding on to that last scrap of hope, prepare to watch it burn.”

“What are you-”  Snap  . Kirlia looked up to the skies and almost immediately noticed a tiny black dot, darker than the sky of the fleeting night. It was growing larger and larger with each passing second, and before he knew it the object crashed through the roof of a four-story building with the sound of a crack of thunder.  A meteor?! Kirlia thought. But he missed hitting anyone… “Did you miss, or…?”

“Juuuuuust wait,” Alakazam smirked. And so Kirlia did. He waited there in silence and awe as the building began to rise from the ground as it quivered in fear. The sound all around him seemed to be sucked in towards the impact site like a vacuum, only to expanded outwards with a reverberating roar. Kirlia closed his eyes and covered his ears as a strong wind overcame him, forcing him to stagger back. Even with his hands acting as a barrier the roar sounded like that of some mythical monster. The sands shook with the force of it. Silence. Fights in the distance calmed down as everyone turned towards the building bobbing up and down. Another roar, this one much quieter but still fierce.

Just as suddenly as the object crashed, the building soared into the air as it was thrown by whatever the monster was. The mass of stone twirled in the air and spun around before crashing down further on into the street. Screams. Chunks of stone flew everywhere as a cloud of smoke built up in the middle. Unable to see what was going on, Rose and Pyro huddled in the corner, terrified. The sheer wind around the impact site began to clear, and revealed the hulking figure of a Nidoking lumbering forward.

“What… W-who…” Kirlia stammered.

“This is indiscriminate death,” Alakazam told him. “I want you to watch as he cuts through this entire battlefield unscathed, princeling. And I wouldn’t have done this if not for you.”

“You… you bastard…!” The boy gritted his teeth. Nidoking grunted and turned his head towards the two Psychic-types. He bared his fangs like a hungry wolf and snarled.

“Oh dear,” Alakazam muttered. He put his hands together and engulfed himself in another Teleport, and then promptly vanished.

“Wait, where-” Kirlia was cut off by the Poison-type’s roar once again. He turned to Nidoking with fear in his eyes to see the monster barreling for him at lightning speeds. Instinctively Kirlia dove for the still-unconscious Buizel and teleported away to around where Luxio had been tossed. He darted his head over to the direction of the Nidoking to see him burst right through the wall of the building Team Hellraisers were hiding him. Then through another wall. And another. And another. Kirlia counted seven different crashes before the monster came to a stop. He must have struck some of the support columns, for Kirlia watched as their hideaway started to lean over. Just faintly he could hear the voices of the two struggling to escape.

Pyro had his claws gripped tightly around the Riolu’s waist as he carried him on his back, frantically looking around for an exit. “Damn it, where-”

“Over here!” the Roselia shouted, waving over her partner towards a window on the other side of the room. The Charmander chased after her, but the floor was beginning to tilt. He couldn’t keep his footing anymore and collapsed on the ground. His arms went in front of him to soften the blow, and the unconscious Riolu, still immobile with the effects of the Hypnosis, splayed out on the floor like a ragdoll. The two began to slide to what was becoming the new floor. “God… damn it!” Rose turned away and placed her floral hands on the chipped windowsill and catapulted herself out towards yet another hollowed building. However, her momentum wasn’t enough to carry her across, and she smacked into the side of the building. Her small body hit the ground with a soft thud.

The structure broke apart on the ground, filling their room with large pieces of stone and shards of glass. Pyro groaned and propped himself up on his arm, shaking his head to regain his thoughts. “What… was that?” he managed to ask just loud enough for Rose to hear. His only answer was a low, long moan from the Grass-type. “Rose?” He stood up on his aching legs and looked in the direction he heard her come from. There was nothing but a wall between them, though a crack just big enough to squirm through revealed the limp Roselia. “Rose! Just hold on, I’ll be-”

The Nidoking screeched with rage at the lack of gore in front of him. Every time he opened his mouth it was like an explosion went off around him, and given the damage he caused, there may as well have been. Pyro’s eyes dilated. He knew the nature of these roars- the nature of this monster. The Charmander began to tremble. These were the nightmares he would have when he was younger, the monster who delivers death for death’s sake. Such things do not hide under the bed or in one’s closet, for these things were out there in the world. And to encounter one here… Rose. No no no no no. She’s out there in the open, where the monster would see her and stamp down on her, and just like that it would be over.

He took two steps forward before suddenly remembering how light he felt, and the load he was supposed to be taking care of. Riley… briefly he turned back to look at the Fighting-type, sleeping without a care in the world. Flashes of Kirlia’s orders appeared in his mind, but his long-time partner was out in the open…  Kirlia wants everyone alive… a-and she’s in more danger right now. Riley might make it- he’s kinda hidden , he told himself.

“Sorry,” he said to the Riolu, blissfully ignorant in his dreams. He took a deep breath and ran for the crack in the wall. The monster roared again, causing tremors in the ground. Its heavy footprints sped up, and as the Charmander peaked his head out he could see the Nidoking charging forward towards the green body against the golden sands. Without wasting any more time thinking, Pyro pushed himself through the crack and stumbled out, rushing over to the dazed Roselia and picking up her small body in his arms. Thorns on her body pricked at his skin, poisoning his bloodstream, but he couldn’t let it stop him. The monster picked up its pace with the excitement of movement before it: live prey. It sneered and snarled and aimed it horn at the two.

Pyro opened his mouth and spewed out a Smokescreen, shrouding the two in a cloud of darkness. With a tight grip around the Grass-type he dove behind a fallen wall. He could hear the beast rush by like a train, through the smoke and through a wall on the opposing side. This time it only took the one crash for it to realize that there was still no gore, and for another splitting roar to shake the air. Pyro pressed himself up against the wall, taking deep but quiet breaths through his nostrils.

“You…” Rose moaned.

“Shh. It’s okay,” Pyro whispered. “Just- stay quiet. He’ll move on in a second, and we can get away from it.”

“But, Riley-”

“Don’t worry about him. He’s still inside,” he said. “Do you think you’ll be able to stand?”

“Yeah, but running might be a little tough,” she answered.

“You two.” Kirlia appeared beside them with another Teleport, nearly causing them to jump out of their skin.

“Arceus, don’t do that,” Pyro silently scolded.

“It’s supposed to be three. Where’s the furry one?” Kirlia asked.

“Inside. Rose fell out in the open; I had to get her out of there,” the Charmander explained.

“And I pricked him,” she admitted, reaching into her bag and grabbing a Pecha Berry. Pyro gratefully took and bit into it.

“At least he’s sheltered,” Kirlia muttered. “I’m hiding with everyone else a block away. Follow me.”

“Hiding from an enemy? That’s so unlike you,” Rose weakly sassed.

“That thing isn’t an enemy. It went after Alakazam, too. He brought it with him, but… I don’t fucking know, but it just tossed a building. We can’t kill it in a fight. We’ll have to use some kind of trap… Buizel and Luxio are out right now. I just need time for them to be in working order again,” Kirlia explained. “And I’ll admit, you guys have your uses. The furball can be decently fast, and against someone without any technique… I don’t know, but we need everything we can get.”

The Nidoking emerged from the hole it had created, and for a moment it was still as its gaze scanned for its prey. This was the first good look Kirlia could get at the monster. It was seven feet tall with thick arms and legs bound in natural purple armor. A long, heavy tail swayed behind him, and a jagged horn protruded from its forehead, with sharp spines trailing behind it and coating its back. Its nostrils flared and its black eyes searched for the children, but behind a thin layer of smoke they were able to evade its sight. The Poison-type lumbered forward and stared into the distant mob as a few hundred Pokémon stared in his general direction. It bared its sharp fangs and began to growl.

“I don’t like this,” Kirlia whispered. “You two, try not to die. I’ll run and get Riley, then we’ll get out-” He froze. Nidoking grunted as his two arms broke into the stone of the fallen building, the very same that Riley was in. The structure rumbled as it was raised into the air. Pieces of it crumbled and fell, and they could see through the crack Pyro escaped through the Riolu limply smacking against what was once the ceiling. “Oh, shhhhit,” he hissed. The monster roared and began running forward, hurling the building like a javelin. Pokémon tried to flee, but the mass of stone crashed apart in the streets. Debris of all sizes sprayed outwards as a cloud of dust raised and masked the carnage. The first scalding winds of the desert day began to blow in from the east, bringing with it the hot dry stench of death. Pyro and Rose knew not what to do. Their mouths hung open and their bodies were paralyzed. “For fuck’s…” Kirlia clenched his fists. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s go- now.” He placed his hands on the two Pokémon and engulfed them in a Teleport, bringing them away from the new battlefront.

Nidoking sneered at the destruction resulting from its actions. It pounded on its chest and hunched over on all fours. There was another void sucking in the sound before exhaling it with a singular bursting screech. Rage. It had been a whole minute and he was still unpainted. He hadn’t any blood or viscera decorating himself for some barbaric ritual. Just dusty purple hide, yet to be dampened. So many vessels of live meat, just over there, waiting for the slaughter. Nidoking gnashed his gnarled fangs and barreled over for his prey.

  



17. Hunting Grounds: Part 1


    
    
  Within a mere ten minutes, the battlefield had turned into hunting grounds for the beast. Signs of a resistance lined the streets. Crystals of ice jutting out of the ground like the spears of an army, sands melted into glass by blazing fire and bolts of lightning, shattered walls of rock erected from the ground, buildings leveled, pieces of bodies strewn about, but nowhere amongst them was the hulking Nidoking. Both sides of the battle had been reduced to prey, and needless to say the fighting had stopped.



  Even the church with all of its fortification had been broken through and reduced to a mound of rubble. Scizor ordered everyone able to retreat further back, including his silent bastion Cain. His strategies were all worthless now, and the only pieces he had left were a single rook and a handful of pawns. Back where the Cacturne was found Gothitelle had been stowed away, tending to the wounded that the others could manage to collect. Though without any bandages or any other supplies other than some thread and her Heal Pulse, all she could do was keep them in one piece. Everything was in tatters. Grovyle lay with dozens of other bleeding soldiers with the hole in her abdomen stitched and soothed closed, though if she moved in the slightest it would rip open again. The same went for the others. The Aggron was above ground keeping watch with the bell hammer. Three minutes in, and there was nothing yet.



  Scizor himself was on the run out on the surface. His transparent wings buzzed as he jumped from one piece of rubble to another. On the other end of town the Nidoking rampaged about after having followed a small platoon. Whatever side they were on, he didn’t know, and he didn’t care. Part of him had been thankful as he offered a prayer to the souls that had been lost to give him more time.



  In the back of his mind Scizor tried to formulate another plan to deal with this monster. Its strength, while its limits are unknown, could likely break through his rook in a few strikes. With that hammer he could hit hard, but the damage it would deal is equally unknown. For all he knew he could be sending him to his death if he pressed on with that. And aside for Scizor himself, his rook was the strongest piece he had. The greatbow had been snapped, and his assassin was hanging on for dear life. And even still, there was the Alakazam and the Machamp to deal with, wherever they are. 
  
    The Guild kids
  
  , he thought. 
  
    I’ll go grab Kit and then look for them. We need everything we can get
  
  .



  Fifteen minutes since impact. Kirlia hopped through the hole where his companions were hidden away. Buizel was still out cold, although remained stable, while a semi-conscious Luxio laid with a constantly-shaking paw. The Electric-type could respond to most sentences with some comprehension of what was said, but there were times that he just mumbled to himself about where he was. The other two sat next to each other in the corner, the Charmander staring into nothing with a melancholic aura about him, and the Roselia curled into a ball. She unfolded himself as she heard the Psychic-type enter.



  “Did you find him?” she asked.



  “No,” Kirlia answered quietly. A moment of deafening silence passed before he inhaled to continue. “He wasn’t amongst the bodies, I think. Some of them were just so… unrecognizable… I tried lifting the rubble, but he wasn’t there either.”



  “I could’ve saved him,” Pyro muttered, shaking his head.



  “Don’t give me that,” Kirlia spat. “He could still be out there. Save your breath until all this is over.”



  “I will once you stop pretending you care,” Pyro spat back. “You’re just worried that you might get in trouble with your dad. Why did you drag us out here anyways?! What, did you just want to impress him for once?!”



  “
  
    Hey!
  
  ” Kirlia roared, nearly matching volume with the beast. He peeked his head outside in panic. Luckily for him, the pattern of chaos didn’t seem to have changed. Kirlia turned to the Charmander and hissed, “I’m not about to be roasted by someone with ‘Pyro’ for their name. If you want to be moody, you can go storm off outside. Because apparently you know everything, and apparently I 
  
    don’t care
  
  . It’s either that, or you listen to me. And 
  
    maybe
  
  , we might make it out of this one alive.” Pyro gritted his teeth and buried his maw in his arms.



  “Listen to him,” Luxio groaned. “He’s harsh, but-”



  “Shush,” Kirlia insisted. “Don’t strain yourself. We need you to be as good-to-go as you can be.” The Electric-type mumbled something that sounded vaguely like 
  
    okay
  
   and laid his head back down. “That Alakazam… Where the hell did he go?”



  “What do you mean?” Rose asked.



  “When he dropped the Nidoking, he just warped away after it charged at both of us. He has to be around here somewhere… and why did he have to drop that thing on us anyways? Why’d he bring something like that?” Kirlia asked himself.



  “It’s Wild,” Pyro mumbled.



  “Excuse me?” Kirlia raised his brow. Luxio raised his head to look at Pyro dead in the eye.



  “The Nidoking. The way it’s acting… I think it’s a Wild Pokémon. You saw it, didn’t you? Did that look like it was civilized and trained?” Pyro asked. “The only thing I can’t put together is its bloodlust, but… everything else just 
  
    screams
  
   Wild.”



  Kirlia placed a hand on his chin and thought about it for a moment. “I should’ve realized that myself,” he admitted. “But I don’t know how that changes anything.”



  “It means, maybe we can take advantage of that,” Rose suggested. “If we can grasp the nature of the beast, then we can manipulate him. He has sheer strength, but his intellect isn’t anything to gawk at. If we can form a trap…”



  “You mean go out there?” Kirlia asked sternly.



  “Then what do you have us do? Wait here until he sniffs us out?” Rose spat.



  “I don’t 
  
    know
  
  , okay? But look at the condition we’re in- two of us can fight to the best of our ability, and 
  
    you
  
  , Rosey, can maybe limp onto the battlefield. And this is assuming that falling with the building didn’t screw up Pyro somehow,” Kirlia said. “I’m half-certain that Luxio has a concussion, so using him could be risky. And Buizel…” He moved over and lightly shoved the Water-type. Still he didn’t budge. Kirlia sighed. “Who knows when he’ll be up?”



  “Should we try and look for Scizor?” Pyro posed. “He’s strong, isn’t he? There’s a good chance he might be somewhere out there.”



  “That might be our best bet, if we can find him,” Kirlia admitted. “I’ll go look for him when Buizel wakes up.”



  “You don’t need to wait,” Rose offered. “We’ll be fine here as we are. Go ahead and start looking.”



  “I appreciate it, but no. The furball’s already gone. I’m keeping everything I can until I know you have someone competent watching you,” Kirlia told them.



  “I’m right here,” said Luxio.



  “Look, I may not be evolved, but I’m strong enough,” Pyro told them. “If things get bad, I might be able to distract him long enough for the others to get out of here. You don’t want us to get hurt, do you? Then why are you keeping us here in one place? We’re all bundled up for the thing to get us all. I’m sure you can track down where everyone’s stowed away, and then come back for us. Sound good?”



  “No. It sounds terrible,” Kirlia scoffed. “But…” He gritted his teeth. “We don’t have any other sound options… Pyro, look at me.” The Fire-type did so, staring directly into the vibrant red eyes of the Psychic-type. “Do you 
  
    swear
  
   that you’ll be able to keep them safe?”



  “I do,” the Charmander claimed adamantly. Kirlia mulled over his response for a moment.



  “For once, you have my trust,” he admitted reluctantly. “And if you break it, I will 
  
    not
  
   forgive you. In fifteen minutes, I’ll make sure to return here. I don’t want to see a drop of blood when I do.” Without even waiting for a response, he leapt back out of the hole in the wall and ran away to scout for the others.



  …



  In the middle of a ruined room in the center of town, there stood Scizor, panting as he tossed about already tossed-about items across the room. For the fourth time he must have thrown that bed frame into the wall as he looked underneath it in fear. He turned over a torn-up rug, flipped up a rickety barren bookshelf, every single stone in this room was turned up like soil in the fields, and it yielded no result. The stoic captain muttered obscenities into his pincer as he paced around the room, scanning it carefully for signs of a struggle.



  But he needn’t not look for long, as he quickly noticed through a window the Dragonite floating in the air outside. Two gashes ran along his hip and across his tail, but otherwise was unscathed, and from the way he carried himself one might presume that he was. Though, Scizor didn’t notice that at first. Immediately his gaze fell upon the figure of a Vulpix he cradled in his left arm. She was out cold, but not noticeably harmed.



  “Put her down,” Scizor demanded, wasting not a single second.



  “If it wasn’t such a tired joke, I’d drop her right here,” Dragonite commented, looking to the ground four stories below. “Unless you would prefer that, I’ll cut the shit and pose you a deal. Give yourself up to be executed, and we’ll let the girl live. She’s only tagging along. She can leave unscathed.”



  “How ‘bout 
  
    I
  
   cut th’ shit and pose ya a deal,” Scizor returned. “Give her back ta me, and I’ll give ya ten seconds to start running. How’s that?”



  “They told me about how adamant you were.” Dragonite rolled his eyes. “She’s innocent in all this, Scizor. I don’t 
  
    want
  
   to kill her, but I will if you don’t give yourself up… I’ll tell you what, I’ll add in a little bonus for you. We’ll even wrangle in the Nidoking for you and leave with your head. And a few of your generals. But everyone else can return back to Lake Purity if they leave fast enough. There’s enough bodies around here to say that we miscounted your troops and wiped them out.”



  “If a single drop of her blood is spilt, I will not 
  
    hesitate
  
   ta rip ya in half,” Scizor warned. “Too many have died ta give up now.”



  “So, the wasted lives are your purpose to continue wasting lives?” Dragonite surmised. “Such an attitude is not healthy for the captain to have, is it not?”



  “One last warning,” Scizor stated through gritted teeth. His left pincer reached into a small pouch at his waist and removed a small orb. It was roughly the size of an Oran Berry, though made of clear blue glass like an early autumn morning. A red and grey double helix pattern connected the top and bottom of it inside. A stone of such rarity and beauty had not been seen in cycles, let alone have its eldritch powers unleashed. The family of these stones were not known for their magnificent names, but rather for their uniqueness and rarity. Less than thirty of them had been found in total, and not one looked identical to another. The one he held in his pincer was known simply as Scizorite. “Give her ta me. Now.”



  “The rumors were true,” Dragonite whispered to himself. “I apologize, but I’m afraid I cannot do that. It looks like today is the first time I’ll be witnessing Mega Evolution. Make sure to leave an impact at the very least- if you’re not bluffing, then this will be the first time someone has transformed in quite a few cycles.”



  It was just before this when Kirlia entered the scene, just seconds early enough to see Scizor pull out the mega stone. He’d hidden himself in an alleyway, just peeking out into the streets where the two Pokémon stared each other down. Bafflingly, in the pit of Dragonite’s arm was a young Vulpix. 
  
    A hostage?
  
   Kirlia assumed. 
  
    From this height, he’s probably going to drop her. With her size, four stories up, landing on sand… Crippling injuries. Maybe death, depending on where she lands.
  
   His eyes traced the path she would’ve taken on her fall, and where the Vulpix would have landed stood a Marowak. The Ground-type leaned against the wall with his bone resting next to him, and a lazy eye passively looking up to his partner. 
  
    Clever bastards
  
  , Kirlia smirked.



  And here, he started to plan to interfere. He needed Scizor to find everyone else a place to bunker down, and the Captain obviously cared about the hostage. Saving her was top priority. Doing so would put Kirlia’s life in danger, but there was nothing that he couldn’t handle. What he would do next was simple: intercept the Vulpix during the handoff. Teleport in, tackle her inside the building, and get as far away as he could and hope Scizor saw enough of this to step in and hold them back. And after that, well, he would have to just play it by ear.



  “Three seconds,” Dragonite warned. He picked up the Vulpix by the scruff of her neck and dangled her in the air. Scizor aggressively stepped forward. Marowak overheard this and braced himself. “Two.” Kirlia placed his hands together and readied a Teleport. “One.”



  “Think carefully,” Scizor told him.



  “You didn’t even wave goodbye. So lo-” From behind a blue blur darted through the air, tackling the Vulpix out of Dragonite’s grip. Under the new weight he pounded on the floor, tumbling over and over until the blue figure was splayed out on the floor with the Fire-type on top of him. Riley put a paw against his head and began to groan. “You son of a…!” Dragonite growled.



  Scizor grinned at the Dragon-type and rasped his pincers together. “Well, lookie here. Ya’ve lost your hostage.”



  “Hey, Marowak? I need your help,” Dragonite shouted below him.



  “Kid, ya alright?” Scizor asked, staring at Riley out of the corner of his eye.



  “Yeah,” the Riolu answered. “A bit sore, but-”



  “Run.”



  “What?”



  “Pick her up, and run. Make sure she doesn’t get hurt,” Scizor insisted. “Clear?”



  “Understood.” The Riolu picked up the Vulpix in his arms, trembling slightly. “Anywhere in mind?”



  “How about hanging here,” Marowak suggested. The Ground-type hopped up to the windowsill and pointed the bone at the young Riolu. “I’ll be hasty in halting your heart rate if you humor my hostility.”



  “Piss off,” Scizor barked. “I’m not letting youer filthy hands touch her. Riley, just get her anywhere that’s not here. I’ll find ya’.”



  “Got it.” Riley leaned forward and started sprinting away through the wreckage.



  “Such a shame,” Marowak sighed. “You’ve sown the seeds of your own slaughter. Scales; seize the stray.”



  “‘Scales’?” Dragonite repeated, a little bit disgusted. “Whatever. Sure.” The Dragon-type flapped his wings and trailed the path the Riolu would have taken from the outside of the building.



  “Youer th’ one who impaled Grovyle, aren’t you?” Scizor asked.



  “That Shivan parasite? Yes, that was me,” Marowak answered. “Perhaps you can present me a more powerful punch than she produced.”



  “Ya needn’t even ask.” Scizor slid his stone back into his inventory and lunged forward with his left claw. Marowak caught it with the bone and snagged it in the joint of his pincer, pushing against the Captain’s might. Now directly in front of Marowak, he noticed the cuts on his arm and through his palm. “My ‘parasite’ managed to knick ya’, did she?” he taunted.



  “Nothing noteworthy,” Marowak shrugged. “I’m now numb to it.” He stepped forward, pushing his weapon further into Scizor’s space. “Now, no chattering like that nonnative newt- no noise should be noticed in our noxious dance.”



  The Riolu dropped into a hole in the floor and jumped outside through a broken window as the Dragonite’s shadow swooped down from overhead. Flames spilled out of his maw as he spat out a Fire Blast at the two. Riley spun around in the air, pushing the Vulpix in front of him to intercept the attack. Fire shimmered around her as her coat dimly glowed like an ember. She burned the pads of his paws as the Fire Blast was absorbed entirely. They hit the ground with a soft 
  
    thud
  
  . Electricity sparked through the irritated Dragonite’s antennae as he charged up a Thunder. Suddenly the Riolu was shoved to the side by an unseen force just as the bolt of lightning crashed into the sand, roughly melting it into glass.



  “Hurry- 
  
    run
  
  ,” demanded Kirlia, sprinting further into the scene. Riley, ignoring his bewilderment to see him here, instinctively obeyed and, tightening his grip around the Vulpix, began to sprint away from the Dragon-type.



  “The hell are you doing here?” Riley shouted back to him.



  “That’s supposed to be my line. I half-thought you died out there,” Kirlia told him.



  Riley smirked. “Out of everything here, I’m not gonna let myself die to a falling building.”



  “Tch. Whatever. Glad to see you’re alive if it means less work on my end.”



  “Aww, does that mean you care about me?”



  “You- this is 
  
    not
  
   the time for that, jackass.”



  “Stand still, damn it!” Dragonite screamed. An Ice Beam shot at Riley’s paw and swept past the two children, nipping at their heels. Frost clung to the end of Riley’s fur behind him. The Dragon-type roared, flapped his wings and sped off after them.



  “Hey, kid,” Kirlia said. “Do you know your way around the city by now? You know where we are?”



  “Vaguely,” Riley answered.



  “Okay, I have an idea. This isn’t the right- 
  
    shit!
  
  ” Kirlia jumped at the Riolu and toppled them over as another Fire Blast burst apart behind them. Blistering hot wind overcame them like an oven. “Get up, get up, 
  
    get up!
  
  “



  “I can’t, you’re on 
  
    top of me!”
  
   came Riley’s muffled cry.



  “Damn it!” Kirlia pounced off him like a quadruped and pulled the Vulpix out of Riley’s grip. “I got her. Follow me- 
  
    now
  
  .”



  “Yeah yeah,” Riley mumbled, scrambling to his feet and running after the Psychic-type.



  “Arceus, she’s heavy,” Kirlia groaned, heaving her over his shoulder.



  “Not cut out for it?” Riley taunted.



  “For the love of- we don’t have the 
  
    time
  
   for this,” he growled. “I have an idea. Do you trust me?”



  “Pretty much.”



  “Good enough. I don’t want him to overhear, but we’re headed west for now. Got it?”



  “Whatever you say,” Riley grinned, clenching his fists. “At least now I’m finally doing something.”



  The Dragonite opened his mouth and shot another Ice Beam, this time aiming ahead of the children and erecting a crystal wall in front of them. Spikes of ice built upon each other and climbed higher and higher, peaking at some three stories high. Riley and Kirlia came to a screeching halt.



  “Finally. Just drop her already,” Dragonite demanded. The kids spun around to face him. “I don’t know how you kids got here, but if you drop the V-” He froze as his gaze hung on the Guild’s emblem presented on their Explorer’s bags. “Guild brats? All the way out here?” A smile stretched across his face, glowing with a Fire Blast barred behind his teeth. “And what nice accessories, too. The boss’d be happy to see that, now wouldn’t he?”



  “Who’re you talking to?” Kirlia asked. Riley scanned around him in paranoia, suddenly aware of the possibility that this might not be his only predator at the moment.



  “Sorry boys, but my offer’s off the table. You ain’t gonna walk away from this,” Dragonite beamed.



  “Yeah, well I wasn’t planning on taking it,” Riley told him.



  “Hey,” Kirlia whispered to the Fighting-type. Riley perked his ears. “I need to get the Vulpix out of here. I can get her with my Teleport, but it isn’t strong enough to get us all to safety. He’d catch up and corner us again quickly after.”



  “Get to the point,” Riley whispered back.



  “I need you to distract him for a bit. Not even two minutes,” he explained. “If you can’t hold out that long, 
  
    run
  
  . Keep a Reviver Seed on you. After a minute or so, bring him over to the west. You know, the street the battle took place on. Trail him down the street.”



  “Got it.” The Riolu stepped forward and barked at the Dragonite. “Hey! I thought you said you weren’t gonna let us walk away! What’s the hold up?!”



  “I was going to allow you your last words,” Dragonite admitted. “It appears you don’t need them.”



  “Get the seed,” Kirlia whispered harshly. Riley removed a Reviver Seed from the small pouch and slid one between his cheek and his teeth. “I’m trusting you here. Just one minute, and then run.”



  “I heard you before,” Riley sighed. “Just make sure you get Kit out of here. Scizor left her to me, so I’ll be taking the blame if she’s hurt.”



  “Don’t make me regret this,” Kirlia demanded. He put his hands together and engulfed himself in a Teleport. In a brief flash of light he was gone, fleeing the scene with the Vulpix in tow.



  “Wha- God 
  
    damn it!
  
  ” Dragonite roared. “Where the hell did he go?!” His wings flapped and he pushed himself a few stories higher. Kirlia had managed to escape his gaze. Nowhere was he to be seen or heard, and neither was any evidence of his being.



  “Hey.” Riley attempted to snap his fingers and catch the Dragonite’s attention. “I’m right in front of you.”



  “Oh well,” the Dragon-type sighed, attempting to comfort himself. “The plan failed anyways. Sorry Alakazam, Scizor’s too stubborn. We can just track them down later.”



  “Again, who’re you talking to?” Riley asked.



  “
  
    You
  
  , on the other hand,” said Dragonite, staring down at the boy, “are still here. Let’s see what you got, Guild brat.”



  His antennae sheened in a coat of electricity as he charged up another Thunder. The Riolu jumped onto a nearby wall and kicked off it with a Quick Attack just as the bolt of lightning shot into the sands. Riley soared into the air, darting towards the Dragonite. With a smug smile he soared a few feet to his left just as the young Fighting-type coursed by. Dragonite spun around and whipped his tail into Riley’s back, throwing him into the wall again. Riley caught himself against the stone and kicked off again, catching Dragonite by surprise and bringing his fist into his opponent’s chin. The Dragon-type was stunned. He brought his hand to where the Riolu had hit him and gently traced over the spot. Riley landed on the sands with a bit of a smile and a proud glimmer in his eyes.



  “That should have hurt,” Dragonite muttered to himself. His jaw stung slightly, true, but if that had been a hit by anyone else here, he’d be tasting blood right now. “Hey. How long have you been an Explorer?” Dragonite asked.



  “‘Bout a week,” Riley answered.



  “A week?” Dragonite repeated, almost disgusted. Someone this young and this inexperienced was his opponent, and was left with no option but to defeat him. At the very least, he had to beat the hell out of this kid and take his shit. Dragonite’s grin transformed into a warped frown. “What the hell are you even doing here?”



  “Doesn’t matter,” Riley growled. “You gonna come down here, or do I have to keep jumping up at you?”



  “I’ll… I’ll just get this over with,” Dragonite sighed. Flames ignited in his throat and began compiling upon themselves. The Riolu shook his head with two clenched fists. A harsh breath rushed into his nostrils in an attempt to blow out the fire that had been sparked within him.



  “Likewise.” Dragonite arched his neck and spat the Fire Blast down at the kid. With the rapid use of two Quick Attacks Riley jumped out of the way and against the wall, then pushed himself off of it and catapulting through the air. Dragonite twirled around and bashed his tail into the Riolu. In turn the kid grasped onto his opponent’s tail and held on for dear life. His fangs sunk into the Dragon-type’s scales, and the flavor of blood seeped into Riley’s mouth. The Dragon-type gritted his teeth as the frigid haze of an Ice Beam began to billow out of the corners of his mouth. As his scales were too slick, the Riolu decided he couldn’t climb any further up and cut his losses, releasing his grip. His fangs slid out of the small wound, and Riley dropped as the Ice Beam grazed the top of his head.



  The boy dropped down to the sands with a hood of ice, wiping the blood off of his lips. He swallowed what little was in his mouth whilst staring dead into Dragonite’s eyes. In turn Dragonite’s antennae viciously sparked with electricity, crackling and snapping as the bolts broke and reformed in the means of charging another Thunder. Riley reached into his Explorer’s bag and removed a jagged, twisted length of metal; an Iron Thorn. He brandished it in his right hand like Kirlia would his dagger. 
  
    Thirty seconds left, give or take
  
  , Riley thought to himself. 
  
    Let’s see what I can do in that time
  
  . He didn’t get the chance.



  It was whilst they stared each other down when something burst through the wall with a boisterous crash. A cloud of dust and debri swept into the street, following the chaos. Dragonite in his surprise unleashed his Thunder, missing wildly and hitting a spot in the sands far away. Riley put an arm over his eyes to protect them as he squinted to make out what was going on.



  There it was. The thing that crashed through the wall lay splayed out on the desert streets, groaning and roaring with an adamant display that it had not yet died; that it would take more than whatever had been thrown at it to finally kill him. It was the Nidoking. Scuffs and scratches showed on its thick hide, but there was not a single crack, a single cut, a single sign that it had been injured. Through the hole it had crashed through lumbered the behemoth of an Aggron, clutching onto his bell hammer like an executioner with an ax. Icy blue eyes focused in on the Nidoking. Cain opened his jaw as a jet of steam rushed out and vanished into the dust cloud.



  “Oh, 
  
    shit
  
  ,” Dragonite muttered to himself, his gaze alternating between the boy and the monster. Riley wasn’t budging. The young Fighting-type stared in wonder at the Nidoking, now grunting as it pushed itself back to its feet. His instinct and his morality pulled him in opposite directions, and with the monster down there, he’d be damned if his instinct of self-preservation wasn’t the more tempting of the two. Living with himself afterwards, however…



  Cain stopped and stared down at the monster with a cold glare. For but a moment, the Nidoking seemed civilized, reachable. Its breaths were heavy but controlled as if it were taking a minute to catch itself before beginning the fight again. It wasn’t hunched over, but now standing up and meeting its opponent’s gaze as the Steel-type towered over it. Nidoking even opened its mouth, its jaw stammering as if to struggle to utter the first few words that it would be able to remember. All that came out however was a low growl, forcing its body to tighten up. Fists clenched, knees bent, horn lowered, ready to spring out at the Aggron.



  With a quiet grunt Cain brought his bell hammer over his head and smashed it down on the Poison-type, hitting it dead-center. A warped 
  
    gong
  
   rang as the brass trapped the monster underneath it with the behemoth’s strength pushing down on it.



  
    I have, maybe, a few seconds or so
  
  , Dragonite thought, psyching himself up. 
  
    You can do this. You can do this
  
  . He took a short breath and swooped down in a flash. Before Riley knew it the Dragon-type had snatched him by the leg, and he was hanging upside-down and being carried away from the fight.



  “What the- 
  
    hey!
  
  ” Riley screamed. Cain gave him a brief glance, but his attention was brought back to his hammer as he felt the handle rumble. “Son of a bitch, let me go!” he demanded, dangling back and forth. Dragonite continued onward and upward without giving the Fighting-type the slightest bit of attention. Another warped 
  
    gong
  
   rang, but the Riolu had his attention elsewhere. With his fangs brandished Riley swung himself up, stabbing his Iron Thorn into the arm of the Dragon-type. Dragonite let out a muffled scream, but his grip remained strong. Two more crashes sounded off below.



  It was when Riley was readying himself to punch the Iron Thorn in further when something caught his eye: Cain. The behemoth of an Aggron soared into the air spiralling like a football. Noticeably bits of stone were missing from his gut, and they could be seen veering off to the far left and far right through the air. He was some hundred feet away from them, and the spinning, broken handle of the hammer flew even higher than they did. The will to fight off Riley’s kidnapper was, for a moment, replaced by awe as he looked down to the seething Poison-type back in the streets.



  “Who… 
  
    is
  
   that?” Riley asked.



  “He doesn’t have a name,” Dragonite answered with his eyes set straight ahead. A few seconds of silence passed. The behemoth landed back to earth like a meteor, leveling two more ruined buildings into rubble and dust in the process.



  “Let me down,” said the Riolu. “I wanna get a closer look at him.”



  “You’re kidding, right?” Dragonite scoffed. Irritated, Riley cocked back his fist and drove it into the Iron Thorn. Dragonite screamed as the twisted metal dug through his muscle and scraped against his bone, relinquishing his grip on the kid over an unstable rooftop. The light body landed on his feet with a pleased smile.



  “Now, where is he?” Riley asked himself, jogging over to the end of the roof. 
  
    Crash
  
  . He darted his eyes to his left. 
  
    Crash. Crash
  
  . Riley could just barely make out the debris scattering through a hole in a building across the street. 
  
    Crash. Crash. Crash. Crash
  
  . Breaking through the outer wall came the Nidoking, barreling through the air and towards the young Riolu. It only took a mere few seconds for it to overcome the gap and loom over Riley, just barely having overshot its jump and landing fifteen feet across from him. Under the weight of the hulking monster the roof collapsed, bringing the two down to the next floor. Riley stood up and stared through the cloud of dust at the Nidoking.



  “Hey, you,” he said to it. Nidoking turned around and glared curiously at the boy- curiosity that only lasted a mere few seconds. “How did you get that strong?” Riley asked it. Nidoking responded with a sneer and a stamp before charging towards the boy. Dragonite swooped in through a window, grasping the Riolu by the neck and narrowly avoiding the monster’s swinging arms. Riley gagged and gasped and kicked and punched as the Dragon-type sped through yet another window and back outside. The Nidoking roared in rage behind them, shaking the very ground itself.



  “What do you think you’re doing?!” Dragonite screamed at the boy.



  “I wanted to talk to it,” Riley choked. His captor loosened his grip slightly to allow air to flow.



  “You 
  
    can’t
  
   talk to him. He doesn’t understand anything,” Dragonite barked. “You can’t reason answers out of him.”



  Riley raised a brow. 
  
    Can’t reason with it? What is he, Wild? And furthermore…
  
   “Wait a second, weren’t you just trying to kill me?” Riley asked. He was genuinely curious, but he was still defensive, cautious, for whatever his enemy would do. A brief pause followed. After Dragonite shifting his eyes about for a moment, looking around for anyone nearby, Riley got his answer.



  “I need your scarf,” he said. “Preferably without any stains.”



  His eyes dilated in a sudden spark of fear, which quickly caught and ignited a flame of protective anger. He brandished his fangs at the Dragon-type. “Piss off,” Riley spat, cradling the smooth red fabric in his hands. Even now it felt so soothing to the touch, like laying in the sunlight on a beautiful summer day.



  “It’s not up to you.” Dragonite stopped abruptly, holding the Riolu over the open air as he struggled for his freedom. 
  
    Crash. Crash
  
  . “Shit. We need to-” An Iron Thorn had been ripped from Riley’s Explorer bag and jammed into Dragonite’s wrist. With a cry of pain he withdrew his arm, releasing Riley to plummet down to the ground with a soft 
  
    thud
  
  . “You little…!” he groaned, carefully grasping the twisted piece of metal in his hand. On the count of two he pulled it out and tossed the bloodied Iron Thorn to the side. “I 
  
    helped
  
   you, and th-” 
  
    Crash
  
  . There the Nidoking emerged once again, from a hole in the wall on the third floor, with its savage gaze set upon the Dragon-type. It flashed a gnarled grin and pushed off the floor, breaking a chunk of it off, and catapulted towards its supposed comrade. In a blind panic Dragonite flapped his wings to push himself backwards whilst firing an Ice Beam at the monster. It hit the thing in the left arm, coating it in a thick layer of ice. Those measly flaps backward were not enough to get him to safety, and Nidoking bashed its ice-covered arm into Dragonite’s head. His eyes blurred. The ice shattered. That one hit was all it took for Dragonite to go out cold and start falling as well with a hundred shimmering crystals around him.



  A soft flash of light appeared in the air beneath Dragonite, and there appeared Alakazam, catching him like a fair damsel. He watched with intrigue as the Nidoking picked up on his arrival and, even whilst still arching back to earth, glared at the Psychic-type with hatred. Not rage, 
  
    hatred
  
  , for all the time Nidoking had spent chained up by its own captor, unable to unleash itself as it was now. If he were to reappear, that would mean going back to the chains; going back to the constant rattling, reminding it that it is in fact bound by its watchful warden. Unacceptable. Kill the warden. Kill everyone.



  Nidoking landed on all fours and turned around to the Psychic-type, snarling like a hungry wolf. Alakazam frowned at this disgusting display. Bitterly he shook his head and spoke to the monster, as if it could understand what he says. “You are an atrocious creature, you know that? If it were up to me, I’d have you killed.” As if Nidoking could hear and take offense to this, it roared in anger and started towards them. “Come now, Dragonite. We can’t have you die just yet.” He shifted his fallen comrade in his arms and stared down at the Riolu brushing the sand out of his fur. “I’ll be back for your corpse later, boy. Presuming that there’ll be one left anyways.” Another soft flash of light shone around Alakazam, and then he was gone. It was just Riley, and a Nidoking roaring in anger that its warden had fled. At the very least, it had a punching bag to take it out on.



  “Well then,” Riley mumbled in a trembling voice as the arbiter of strength focused his attention on him. A barbarian like Nidoking wouldn’t hold back like the others, and the raw power it possessed shattered down walls like they were tin foil. An opponent like this wouldn’t hesitate to rip him apart and decorate with his entrails like a cannibal wedding. Riley couldn’t help but grimly smile and reach for another Iron Thorn, one of four he had left. 
  
    One minute
  
  . Kirlia’s words flashed in his mind. He must’ve been waiting for the Riolu to escort him back, but Dragonite had already been taken care of. His job was done. What’s the harm in testing himself?



  Nidoking lurched forward, covering the distance between them in an instant. Riley only managed to not get tackled and crushed by instinctively leaping out of the way with a Quick Attack, and another 
  
    crash
  
   sounded off behind him. 
  
    Crash. Crash
  
  . It stopped, and then turned around back towards the boy. With a grunt Nidoking began to break through the walls again and enter the streets, and emerging seconds later through a hole neighboring the one it entered through.



  The Riolu leapt forward into the air, clutching his Iron Thorn in both hands. With a thick hide, he’d need as much force as he could to punch through it. If he couldn’t do so much as that, there wasn’t a chance he could do anything. The child roared and thrusted the thorn down onto the Nidoking, who stared with fascination as the kid did so. The tip hit the top of the Poison-type’s skull. It slid right off, scraping against the thick hide as if it were stone. The narrow end of the Iron Thorn bent under the force, and a bewildered Riley crashed against the side of the monster’s horn, holding himself as his gaze was fixated on his weapon rendered useless.



  Nidoking shook its head, shaking Riley and exposing his gut for its left fist to bash into. The Riolu remembered having his stomach pushed in so far that he felt like he was about to vomit up his guts. He remembered abruptly being some two blocks away against a dirty stone wall. He could remember the taste of blood in his mouth, his own this time, and a complete absence of thought. That is, save for one: test failed.



  The next thirty seconds were vague in his memory, but he phased in with the Nidoking lumbering across the street from side to side, turning up stones and looking behind walls in search of its warden. There was a voice that he couldn’t recognize shouting out.



  “Excuse me! Can I please see who’s in charge here?!”



  Confused and dazed, Riley turned to see who this was. The thoughts rushed back into his mind. His blurred red eyes grew wide and focused in on the figures.



  In the light of the morning Gallade gleamed like a radiant hero with the hot desert wind blowing against him. His deep green hair and blue crest shone like a jade crown against the golden sands. Even where he stood now, Gallade retained his usual demeanour. His long pale legs striding down the street, his arms swaying at his side, his head turning from side to side as his single ruby eye looked around for an employee to heed his call- it was as if Gallade had just stumbled onto the site and was asking for directions.



  Riley recognized the Pokémon walking behind him as Blaziken, the guard that took the day shift. Her eyes hung half-open as she followed behind the Guildmaster by a few feet. Flames weakly burnt around her wrists. Through a jumble of thoughts knocked loose, Riley could recall seeing her sat out on the Guild’s porch with a mug of coffee in her hand, seemingly not caring who came or went inside. At the very least she never acknowledged them.



  “Oh.” The steady gaze of Gallade aimed itself over to Riley, only a few blocks away. The boy felt himself constrict from the acknowledgement from his Guildmaster. He pushed himself up against the wall and prayed to God he could somehow slip through. No such luck. “There you are. You can walk, can’t you?”



  “I-… Yeah, I should.” With his gaze set to the ground Riley forced his aching legs to bend, and after a few shaky seconds managed to prop himself up against the wall.



  “Good. Good.” Gallade engulfed himself in a soft glow and Teleported before the child. “Now, where does it hurt?”



  “I’m fine,” Riley insisted.



  “You should know I’m 
  
    notorious
  
   for detecting lies,” Gallade warned him, squatting down to meet the Riolu face-to-face. “And what’s this?” He pointed his left index finger down to an indentation in the boy’s stomach. The fur around there was dampened red, but not bleeding profusely. Riley shifted his gaze to the side. “I’ll tell you, boy, you had me worried. I’m glad you’ve at least held together. If it’s hurting you a lot we’ll have someone around here look at you. If not, Audino will be relieved to see you come back in one piece.”



  “I would’ve been fine,” Riley mumbled. He pointed his finger at the Nidoking, still checking every cavern for Alakazam, like a child tattling on his bully. “He just showed up and started wrecking everything.” Gallade turned to meet the monster grunting to itself as it broke through wall after wall and scavenged for its warden with ever-increasing rage.



  “They’ve got a Wildie, do they…?” Gallade chuckled to himself. “Alright. I think I got it… Excuse me!” he bellowed. Nidoking turned to face the Guildmaster. “I’m looking for the owner of this Nidoking! Are they anywhere within earshot?!”



  For a moment there was nothing but silence, until a long sigh proceeded a dry chuckle. “Well, look who showed up.” Nidoking’s warden popped into existence levitating some twenty feet in the air between Gallade and his monster. “The Mercenary King of Meluja. What business do you have here?”



  “It appears that some of my kids came here without permission,” Gallade admitted. “I was hoping that you could… end this, you know? Everything is in tatters. Both sides can go home and regroup, and hopefully my kids haven’t done anything that would harm the relationship between our parties.”



  “You’re talking to the wrong guy,” Alakazam shrugged. “Our general is out, so if you want to speak to him yourself, I can call him in for you. They released him just for today: Machamp the Cleaver.”



  “Cleaver?” Gallade repeated. “My, you must be desperate.”



  “Furthermore, don’t think I will tolerate your insult,” Alakazam continued. “We’re this close to victory. By sunset we should have them wiped out. You think we’ll just retreat and take the moral win? Give them another good ol’ college try? Sorry. We’re not as naive as those over on the west side of the mountains.”



  “Impressive.” Gallade cracked a smile and looked up to the levitating Psychic-type. “Were you prepared for me? Or did you just make that up on the spot?”



  “You dare again in-”



  “I’ve been around many of this Nidoking’s ilk before,” he sternly spat. “I know their nature- their strength. You’re not going to retreat because you can’t recapture your monster. You’re not going to leave it behind because it would be too great of a loss, and there are those who would not appreciate such.” Silence. The two Psychic-types stared each other down in an ethereal battle for dominance. The Nidoking growled and gnashed its fangs as it trembled forward, only slowed by the heavy grasp of Alakazam’s telekinesis.



  “I should’ve known that no one would know the Wildies better than you,” he sighed. “You’re right. Question is, what’re you gonna do about it?”



  “Well, you need someone to restrain your monster,” Gallade explained. “You might’ve planned to fight him yourself afterwards. Maybe with some of your partners. This would be with a great amount of risk of permanent damage. Allow the Guild to take that responsibility for you.”



  “And why would you do that?”



  “Right to the chase. I like it,” Gallade grinned. “My fee is simple, and quite reasonable if I do say so myself. I only ask for two weeks. Fourteen days of no fighting between your parties or any representatives. Give them 
  
    some
  
   time to regroup on both sides so this can be a proper fight once again. To end a match with so few players doesn’t sit well with me.”



  “A ceasefire…” Alakazam scratched his chin. “Again, you ask for something I cannot give you. The Cleaver is this army’s general. I, however, run a small group of mercenaries, and I do like to repay my debts. Machamp’s a dipshit. He’ll probably keep running in until he’s the last one standing. At the very least, I can promise you that we’ll retire from this job, taking many of his key warriors, and I’ll do what I can with the general. Sound fair?”



  “I’ll take it,” Gallade nodded.



  “May I ask, what your plan is to take him down?” Alakazam floated around and faced the Nidoking. The monster was right underneath him, ready to break his telekinetic shackles and finally kill its damned warden.



  “Me.” Alakazam, Gallade, and Riley as well turned to see Blaziken walking into the conversation. She cracked her neck and shook off her dreary expression. “I’ll be damned if you took me this far just to go on a long walk.”



  Gallade shrugged. “If you insist.”



  “You’re joking, right?” asked Alakazam.



  “Let’s find out,” replied the Guildmaster. All eyes were on the Nidoking glaring up at the levitating Psychic-type, its arms shaking to the point of vibrating, its tail spasming on the sand with a series of loud thumps. The monster opened its jaws and unleashed a mighty roar, sending a tremor through the immediate area.



  Blaziken took a gradual inhale through her nostrils and took a few steps backwards. Flames around her wrist billowed and flared as she tightened up her fists. She focused dead ahead on the Nidoking, glaring directly at its left cheek. The monster’s arms suddenly snapped out to its sides, breaking free of its restraints. It grinned up at Alakazam, squatting down and bending its knees.



  It only took two rapid leaping strides for Blaziken to close the difference between herself and the Nidoking. Before anyone knew it her knee had thrusted into the side of the beast’s head. The left side of its head began pushing itself into the right, distorting the skin for a moment as Nidoking sprawled out on the ground. Drool nursed the thirsty sands as it laid there with its arms outstretched and the spines on its back stabbed into the dirt. Blaziken exhaled, and a scattering of sparks flew out and died in the air. She loomed over it with one leg raised over its neck like a guillotine.



  With a surprising amount of agility for such a creature, Nidoking reached up and snatched her leg in its hand and gripped it as hard as it could. It quickly pried itself out of the dirt and lifted her ankle high into the air. Blaziken opened her mouth and unleashed a stream of fire, but all it seemed to do was course around Nidoking’s thick body as if it were just water. It growled fiercely and swung the Fire-type out of its way, keeping its focus on Alakazam. It put its left hand up to its face and manually repositioned its jaw, and then gnashed its fangs again to test if was in working order. It grinned again.



  “Should… should we move out of the way?” Riley asked.



  “Nonsense,” Gallade answered. He looked up to Alakazam arrogantly. “The show’s just about to start. Stay perfectly still, and observe.”



  Nidoking bent its legs and pounced upwards to Alakazam, only to be met with a spinning flaming kick crashing into its forehead directly next to its horn. The Poison-type grunted and bashed back into the floor as Blaziken spiked him down. With her teeth gritted she darted after it, wrapping her talons around its neck. Nidoking groaned and gasped as Blaziken choked it with her fiery grip and dug into its thick hide.



  With a gargled roar Nidoking grabbed her by the leg, physically dragging her talons out of it and turning the small wounds into gashes along its neck, and smashed the Fire-type into the dirt. Anger burned in its eyes as blood began to seep out. It brandished its fangs and spun over towards her, swinging its fist at the pestering Blaziken. She rolled out of the way as a small explosion of sand scattered into the air. Through the obscurity Nidoking jabbed its thick tail at her and caught her square in the chest. Blaziken groaned as she was pushed backwards. Her feathers began to dampen and turn to a darker shade of red as in turn she began to bleed out of a rough wound.



  The monster stood up. Blaziken mirrored it. Pure black predatory eyes narrowed in at the Fire-type as its nostrils flared, its breath steaming in the desert air. Her blue eyes diligently looked back at it. Strength like this shouldn’t come without training, but to see power in its raw, unskilled form was almost unsettling for a warrior. She clenched her fists. It may have been unsettling, but being unsettled didn’t really matter, now does it?



  Nidoking barreled forward and closed the distance between them. Blaziken lunged forward and hit the thing square in the nose with a flame-coated kick. That didn’t stop it. The jagged horn plunged into Blaziken’s chest and injected its venom into a new wound right next to where the other one was. It pushed forward more until its skull bashed into her chest, and the tip of the horn poked through her back. Nidoking formed a grin and raised its neck, bringing Blaziken into the air. She clenched her jaw and drove her right knee into its cheek and molded an indentation. The impact forced one of its fangs out of the gums and spinning into the air with a trail of blood specks behind it. The Poison-type roared, sending tremors through the ground, and hurled her off the horn and onto the floor. It spun around and whipped its tail into Blaziken’s back, firing her off and into yet another destructible wall.



  Only a few seconds passed before she emerged again standing on her own two feet as if nothing had happened. Even with the two holes in her chest, and streams of blood pouring out of her beak-like nose as she breathed, and even the cold burn of venom in her veins, she still retained her overall apathetic aura. The monster seemed puzzled for a moment, as if its brain was capable of formulating questions, as the organism across from it was still standing fine. Come to think of it, there hadn’t been that piercing 
  
    snap
  
   of her spine breaking in two when its tail hit her. Nidoking started to salivate at the thought of how tough that meat must be, and the taste of the raw power within her. Its arms began to vibrate and its tail to writhe as a euphoric excitement came over it.



  The Fire-type jumped forward as the flames around her wrist billowed into infernos. With blinding speed she drove a bursting Fire Punch into the thick hide of Nidoking’s chest. An explosion of flames pushed the monster off its feet and pushed it to its back several feet away. It began to stand up with a roar, but it was cut off as Blaziken sprinted in and bashed her knee into its chin. Nidoking was silenced. It soared into and through a thin wall. Wood splintered and shattered, and a cloud of dust formed around it. Silence. Blaziken quietly began to pant. Two of the fingers on her left arm grew numb.



  “Holy shit,” Riley whispered, fixated on the same Blaziken he usually saw half-asleep and leaning against the cabin wall. The very same one that sipped on a mug of coffee all morning and, as far as anyone knew, did nothing else day after day. Watching her now made the boy forget about his own injuries.



  “I was thinking just the same thing,” Alakazam said to him. Anxiously he began to stroke his moustache as he studied the Fire-type carefully.



  Nidoking burst out of the dust like a cannonball and tackled Blaziken to the ground. The thing seethed over her, blood dripping from between its jaws and trickling down to her already damp feathers. It held its fists together in the air and quickly brought them down to the sand like a hammer. Blaziken rolled out of the way to avoid the direct attack, but the shockwaves of an Earthquake bounced her off into the air. The already unstable ruins quivered with a low, rumbling choir. They were reduced to their knees and collapsed to the ground in a pile of rubble. Nidoking brought up its leg and kicked it into the side of Blaziken, placing her on top of one of these piles.



  Yet again she stood herself up and looked to the monster without waiting for a single moment to pass. Her nose bled and her hip bore an indentation of the shape of Nidoking’s foot, yet the Fire-type strode down the rubble as if nothing was wrong. Upon hopping down to the sands she glared into the large black eyes of the monster and raised her right leg like a crane. Nidoking flared its nostrils, unleashing two thin clouds of steam into the air, and rushed forward towards the warrior. Blaziken took a deep breath and thrusted forward with a Blaze Kick, meeting the monster’s stomach with an explosive impact. She felt her talons pierce its thick hide and dig into the viscera underneath as a veil of fire billowed out from the attack. Not only did it stop the monster in its tracks, but its feet slid back in the sands as she kept it at bay, frantically grasping for her neck.



  With an irritated groan the monster reached both of its hands at her leg, taking a firm hold of it, and physically pulled the talons out of it. It dug its fingers into her skin and quickly began to crush her leg between its palms. Blaziken tugged back on it, but the monster’s grip held strong. The wet, muffled 
  
    snap
  
   of her bone sent a shock through her body, causing her to wince for the first time in this duel. She gritted her teeth and through them took a deep breath. The usual apathy about her burned away, and for but a moment she seemed to shine with a brilliant… passion, perhaps? As the Riolu watched in fascination, he could not specifically name what he saw, but it was stunning.



  Blaziken lunged forward with her other leg, putting all of her weight on the crushed mass of muscle and feathers that was her right foot, and crashed her knee into the bottom of Nidoking’s chin. Its head arched back with a quiet groan, and it staggered back just a few steps, but its grip still held. If anything it was stronger than it was before. With a fierce battle cry, she spun around on her right leg, twisting it apart in the Nidoking’s grasp. Skin and muscle ripped apart as she twirled around in scarlet hues, until yet another Blaze Kick crashed into the side of the Poison-type’s face. It cried out in pain as a fiery explosion consumed its head, burning part of its hide black. Big black eyes blurred as Nidoking began to fall back onto the ground. Its grip loosened around her leg.



  She fell on the wounded mass of muscle and feathers, wincing again upon contact. Quickly the Fire-type shifted her weight to the other leg and loomed over the fallen monster for a moment. A few seconds passed before she nodded and began to hop towards her Guildmaster on one leg. “Finished,” she said casually. The apathy emerged again from the ashes of whatever that radiance was.



  “Well, I’ll be damned,” whispered Alakazam, gently stroking his chin as he inspected the wounded warrior. “It’s not every day I get to see someone like you emerge.”



  “Cherish it,” she told him, not bothering to meet his gaze. “It’ll be a while until he takes me for a walk again.”



  “That so…?” Alakazam shifted his attention to the fallen monster, still motionless. “Regardless, I owe you my thanks, Guild knightess. You saved me the trouble of having to crush him myself. If you need your leg to be-”



  “I’m fine,” she insisted. “I just need a Pecha Berry.”



  “Yeah, no. We’re getting you looked at,” Gallade said. Riley reached into his Explorer’s bag and, after fumbling around for a second, tossed Blaziken a small pink berry. She caught it deftly and downed it in one fluid motion. “Still though, you did great out there. I’m thankful I brought you along.”



  “Tch. As if you couldn’t have taken the thing yourself,” Blaziken scoffed.



  “I know, but it would’ve been so much more boring if I went by my lonesome,” Gallade laughed to himself. Blaziken rolled her eyes as she came to a stop a few feet beside the Guildmaster. With a subtle but sudden change of tone, the Guildmaster continued. “Plus, who knows if your bomb would still be in one piece if I went at him?”



  “How considerate,” muttered Alakazam. He cleared his throat. “I believe we’re done here. There’s just one more of my guys here, so I’ll find hi-”



  
    Thud
  
  . Marowak landed in the sand roughly a hundred feet away. He was covered in cuts and gashes and was, for his natural color, noticeably pale. The bone was weakly clutched in his right hand in a veil of blood, and he was noticeably panting underneath his skull mask. His harsh gaze looked to the top of a building across the street, just as Scizor landed upon it with the buzzing of his transparent wings.



  “Well, that makes things easy.” Alakazam clapped his hands together. “Hey, Marowak. Pack up. We’re leaving.”



  “Fuck off,” Marowak growled, not moving his gaze from the enemy captain. “I’d be a fool to flee from a fight this fine.”



  “I’m sorry, I don’t remember asking for your thoughts on the matter,” hissed Alakazam through his teeth. “We’re leaving. 
  
    Now
  
  . I gave them my word.”



  “See if you can stop me,” Marowak challenged. “A scornful Psychic such as you isn’t skilled enough to suppress my storm.”



  “What, ya’ aren’t retreating, are ya’?” Scizor mocked. “But I was just getting started.”



  “Oh, were you?” said Gallade. “I’m terribly sorry. That was my doing.” Gallade scratched the back of his head and avoided eye contact with the Bug-type. Scizor froze. He visibly gawked at the sight of the Guildmaster amongst the sands, blinded by the brilliant shine of his jade crown. “We can talk after this. Maybe we can make it up to you somehow.”



  “He bought you two weeks,” Alakazam shouted to the enemy captain. “From us, anyways. Machamp would probably hold out one at the most as he waits for supplies. Use your time well.”



  “No,” Marowak growled.



  “I’ll force you to leave if I have to,” Alakazam warned.



  “You’ve yet to have me yield.” The Ground-type gripped his club in both of his hands and pointed it at the Bug-type.



  Alakazam sighed. “Farewell, Mercenary King,” he waved. The grand Psychic-type appeared in a flash beside Marowak, smacking his palm upon the top of the skull mask. Fiercely the Ground-type swiped his club at him, but before the scene could finish the two vanished from their sight along with the fallen monster. Now there stood only the Guild party and the rebel captain.



  “Gallade…” Scizor muttered. He jumped off of the rooftop with his wings buzzing and drifted to a stop in front of the Guildmaster. “Ya- youer actually here… I can’t believe ya’ve actually come ta help.”



  “Neither could I,” replied Gallade, glaring down at the Riolu. Riley, now out of the euphoria of his awe, bitterly looked down to the floor as he remembered that he’d been caught. “Let’s talk in a bit, shall we? You have some things to check up on. Machamp might still be here somewhere.”



  “That’s true,” Scizor agreed. “Give me an hour or so, and we-” He stopped when he noticed the condition of Blaziken’s right leg, feeding the thirsty sands. “Fuckin’ hell, what happened ta ya?”



  “She took on the Nidoking for you,” Gallade answered for her.



  “All by youerself?” he asked. She nodded. “Arceus… I can’t thank ya enough. Come- I’ll have Gothitelle look at it for ya. She might be swamped, but in just a few minutes she’ll make ya’ able ta walk normal.”



  “An hour sounds good,” Gallade nodded. “I need to check up on the rest of my kids anyways and talk to them. Isn’t that right, Riley?”



  “Yeah,” the boy mumbled.


  



18. Hunting Grounds: Part 2


    
    
  
  The hour seemed to crawl by for many of the remainders of the city’s ruins, but it seemed that the battle was over for the day. Machamp had taken his survivors back past the horizon, for all the carnage had been stolen by the monster that invaded the battlefield. “I’ll come and get you when there’s more of you to cut down,” he warned Scizor. The captain answered him with a simple “We’ll be waitin’ for ya’,” waved him goodbye, and then returned to his business of checking the survivors. They counted at a total of 47 now, over half of which were injured. With treatment they would be good to move, but straining themselves would risk ripping their wounds once again.



  It was in the empty space around the tower that the Guild’s party had waited for Scizor to arrive. Pyro supported Rose in his right arm as she limped over and leaned against the stone wall, just a few feet away from Riley who kept his gaze at the floor. Luxio remained in the shadows and attempted to lay down and rest whilst Buizel, stuck in a daze upon waking up, wearily stood beside him. Kirlia posted himself at the front of the group, ready to take the brunt of the Guildmaster’s wrath as he loomed over them. Gallade’s single red eye burnt into the children’s minds the fury he was not allowed to show.



  “I didn’t think my orders were that unclear,” said Gallade through his teeth. “‘Don’t go to this area’. It sounds pretty unmistakable to me. So, which one of you kids couldn’t follow directions properly?”



  “It was me, sir,” Kirlia boldly claimed. “I thought it would-”



  “I didn’t ask what you 
  
    thought
  
  . I just needed to know who was responsible,” Gallade interrupted. Kirlia clenched his fists. “You know, I had a feeling that it would’ve been you. You’re always forcing your teammates along with you.”



  “Sir, he didn’t force us,” Luxio defended. “Buizel and I went with him on our own will.”



  Gallade glared at him. “You followed willingly…? Well, this makes punishment a lot simpler. Shame on all of you. And how did you find out about the mission, anyways? This job request was supposed to stay private.”



  “You left your door open,” Riley stepped in. Gallade focused his gaze on the young Fighting-type. “While you were fighting with Rhyperior. The door was open, and Kirlia and I overheard you. I don’t know about him, but it sounded like fun to me.”



  “And that just leaves you two.” Gallade looked to the Roselia and Charmander.



  “They just wanted to keep me safe,” Riley said.



  “Sir.” Kirlia called for his father’s attention. His father obliged. “They… The two members of Team Hellraisers went after me to retrieve Riley. I thought they might tell you, so I… I hypnotized them all and brought them with me.”



  “You… did 
  
    what?
  
  ” Gallade seethed. “You irresponsible 
  
    brat
  
  , you could have 
  
    killed
  
   them! If I hadn’t been able to diffuse the situation, you could have endangered the entire Guild! Just because you didn’t want to deal with the consequences?!”



  “I know. It was irresponsible. But I-”



  “Hey, don’t give him all the blame,” barked Riley, angry that his own agency had been taken by the younger Psychic-type. “He didn’t force me. He didn’t force any of us. We could’ve turned back any time. Don’t treat us like we’re just his underlings.”



  “Well, whad’ya know. You’re finally right about something,” Gallade replied. “Sorry Kirlia, you don’t get to be a martyr. Each and every one of you will be punished for this.”



  “Punished how?” meekly asked Rose. The burning red spotlight turned to her, nearly causing her to recoil.



  “I’ll decide later,” he said. “I’m not in the right mind to decide your fate. But don’t you worry.” He laughed a grim, angry laugh. “I’m not going to boot any of you out of the Guild. That’d just be getting rid of the problem, and I prefer to solve them rather than to abandon them.”



  “Y… Y-yessir,” she stuttered.



  “My point, I believe, has been driven across,” said Gallade, sweeping his gaze across the children. “I only have one thing left to say.” The Guildmaster stepped forward towards Kirlia and grabbed him by the head, lifting him into the air so that they met eye-to-eye. Everyone else was too paralyzed by fear and intrigue to interfere, and none was more inflicted than Kirlia himself. All other noise in the remnants of the battlefield vanished, and the Guildmaster’s words rang clear as if delivered from God himself.



  “As it stood before, you were to be the next Guildmaster after me. I thought to instill in you the virtues of your blood and hoped that, one day, you would make me proud to pass down the title.”



  But another sound interrupted God’s sermon. The meek voice of the blasphemer, clasped in the hands of the almighty, spoke up with a passion that emerged from deep within.



  “Guildmaster, sir, I did not mean to go against your wishes like this,” shouted Kirlia into his father’s face. “You said before, ‘The existence of that desert empire is a backwards system from an age the world should be leaving behind,’ sir. I thought that by assisting Scizor, you…” He paused. The young Psychic-type’s jaw quivered as he looked through watering eyes at the Guildmaster’s face. Gallade’s stern, single red eye softened. Kirlia had to force the last words out of his throat as they burnt up inside him, leaving a bitter-hot taste in his mouth on the way out. “I thought you’d be proud of me.”



  For what felt like several minutes there was a wordless void filled only by the heavy, embarrassed breathing of Kirlia’s. The remaining children looked to each other for confirmation of what they had just heard. Gallade mulled over his response for what was in reality only a few seconds. The harsh gaze of his single ruby eye faltered and aimed to the ground for but a moment, seemingly lost in the past. Abruptly Kirlia was jerked forward into the Guildmaster’s arms as Gallade embraced his child.



  “You’re a fool if you think I’d be proud of your recklessness,” Gallade muttered into his child’s ear, just loud enough for everyone to hear. “Your actions have consequences. I won’t always be here to make sure things are alright. I 
  
    thought
  
   I wouldn’t have to lecture you on this, but today I’ve been shown otherwise. 
  
    Think
  
   about what you have to lose, and ask yourself if you really can let all that go for a single victory… We clear?”



  “Y… Yes, sir,” answered the still-frozen Kirlia.



  “Good.” The Guildmaster placed him down once again and put on his usual diplomatic smile. “That only leaves Scizor, and then we can go back home.”



  “No, hold on a second. I can’t pretend that didn’t happen,” Buizel interjected. “That 
  
    did
  
   happen, right? I’m not still out of it?”



  “I was thinking the same thing,” Luxio added, his gaze aimed a few inches to the left of the Guildmaster.



  “What do you mean?” asked Gallade in his usual chipper tone.



  “I mean… It’s…” Buizel struggled to find and order the words he needed. In the end he shook his head and looked to the less-injured of them for support. The Roselia understood his plea and tagged in to take his place.



  “It’s unlike you to act like this,” she said. “Pardon our surprise, but it’s odd to see you so… normal. It just caught us off guard.”



  Gallade chuckled. “What, you don’t see me as a strict, unreachable figure, do you? It’s in my beliefs to never be cold or stern to those that haven’t called for it.”



  “That isn’t what I meant,” she backtracked.



  “I was more surprised by him lifting Kirlia up by the head,” Riley interrupted. “I half-thought he was gonna rip it right off.”



  “Drop it,” Kirlia insisted, so frigid that he seemed that he could snap with even the slightest push. Still his eyes stared far into the distance at nothing in particular. “None of it matters anyways.”



  “Aww, look guys,” Buizel teased with a grin stretched across his face. “He’s awll embawassed because daddy hugged him in fwont of his fwiends.” A quiet but grating snicker raised up from the group and swarmed around Kirlia, rabidly nibbling at his exposed ego.



  Kirlia whirled around and glared at the Water-type. “At least mine’s still around.” he bitterly countered. The usual cold look about him had melted out of his red eyes to be replaced by something that Buizel had not seen before in his partner. His grin withdrew, and all the Water-type found himself able to do was look back at Kirlia and, hurt and confused, try and read what the hell was going on with those damned red eyes. For the life of him, whatever had briefly emerged from beneath that frozen layer, pinning Buizel there in its sights like a needle through an insect inside a pristine exhibit, would remain alien to him and everyone else there.



  Thankfully the attention was caught by a shifting stone from a mountain of rubble, smacking against its larger cousins as it violently tumbled down to the sands below. The group turned their heads towards the poor stone to see who claimed the peak of the hill. A crimson sheen surrounded Scizor in the mid-morning light as he stood there for a moment, searching for the Guildmaster. Rather quickly the Captain caught sight of him, and with a wide smile Scizor waved him down and began to quickly descend the mountain.



  Gallade mirrored this smile and began walking towards the Captain, who was now virtually sprinting down the rubble with his wings buzzing. Scizor slid to a stop in front of the Guildmaster and held out both of his arms. Gallade did likewise. Each firmly gripped the other’s forearms just below the elbow and, with a low but barbaric grunt, lunged forward and bashed their foreheads together. They held their heads there for a few seconds, meeting each other’s gaze, before they began to laugh the hearty laugh of friends reuniting after decades apart.



  “So ya do remember, eh?” Scizor beamed.



  “Like I could ever forget,” Gallade returned. “I may be busy, but I take the time here and there to think about things. You’re among them, of course.”



  “The old mon would be happy ta hear that. Even to his dying day, whenever ya and youer kids made the news, he’d try and take some credit for it like he were youer own dad,” said Scizor.



  “Yes, that’s right. He passed away a few cycles back, didn’t he?” Gallade asked carefully.



  “Three cycles, yeah…” Scizor shook his head and playfully punched the Guildmaster. “Enough o’ that somber crap. This is reason to celebrate, ain’t it? The famous Gallade of Gallade’s Guild is here amongst my ranks. What’d the world think of this?”



  “About that…” Gallade’s smile faltered and leveled out into a flat, dull line. “I’ll talk as friends all you want, but I feel I need to make a correction for my kids. Gallade’s Guild cannot afford to take part in this war.”



  Scizor froze up suddenly, caught between expressions. “…What?”



  “These kids,” stated Gallade as he gestured to the six behind him, “snuck off on their own to help. They acted on their own wishes instead of my orders. I merely came to apologize on their behalf and try to clear things up.”



  “But, I thought… Ya’ve always talked about ridding Arushar of the crown that bound it,” Scizor pleaded. “Youer 
  
    own
  
   Guild fought for freedom decades ago. Please, Gallade.”



  “The circumstances are different,” Gallade defended. “You know I have the kids to look after now. I can’t risk their lives here. Please understand me, Scizor.”



  For a moment Scizor looked like he was about to get down and beg, but he held back the tears. With a deep breath he forced himself to be bold enough to take refusal with his chin up. “I… I can’t say I’m happy ta hear this. But I get it. Not all youer kids are soldiers. It’s… It’s my problem, after all.”



  “I’m sorry,” Gallade bowed. “If the situation changes I’ll gladly lend a hand, but until now… Well, all I can offer right now is moral support.”



  “No no, don’t apologize. I should’ve known that it was stupid ta ask ya for help when ya’ve ta look after th’ kids,” Scizor said. “I was just… I don’t know. Ignore me.”



  “To make it up to you, I’ll strike you a deal,” Gallade said. Scizor raised a brow. “If you end up establishing your own Guild by the dusk of this whole event, Gallade’s Guild will vow to assist you. We’ll recognize you and, if something arises, ally ourselves with you if chaos strikes. We’ll even give you the funds to construct a hall after the war. You’ll base yourself out of Lake Purity, correct? That close to the ocean, you can take the issues across the seas… You can negotiate that some other day. Perhaps with Guildmaster Leavanny as well.”



  “I… I’d like that,” Scizor answered. “But, I must correct one thing.” This time Gallade raised his brow. “Lake Purity is no more. Recovering it is nigh impossible. We’ve decided ta rename it… Ashen Lake.”



  “Ashen Lake,” Gallade repeated, letting the sound of the words settle in his ears. He nodded in approval. “Gotta admit, I do like the sound of it. Nice and grim.”



  The sister of the previous stone had been kicked off the mound of rubble behind them, bouncing off the hunks of rock some few dozen times before landing a distance away from her brother. Again all eyes turned to see who pushed her off the mountain to see Blaziken once again in her usual apathy. Her once-torn leg was tightly bound in white bandages. Gallade welcomed her with a kind smile.



  “Ah, there you are. Did they patch up your rips?” the Guildmaster asked. Blaziken merely nodded and began her descent down. “Good to hear. I wouldn’t want you to limp all the way to the nearest town.”



  “About her,” Scizor muttered, putting a weary gaze on the Fire-type. “I’m not positive, but isn’t she-”



  “Ex-Knight Captain Leora,” Gallade interrupted. “You’ve keen eyes.” When the Bug-type looked to the Guildmaster again, the gaze of his single eye had grown much harsher- challenging, even. 
  
    What’re you gonna do about it?
  
   it seemed to ask.



  “As I thought,” Scizor muttered to himself. He shook his head and retreated back into his usual demeanor. “We’re in th’ same boat. This news don’t need to go anywhere else.”



  “That’s awfully kind of you,” Gallade smiled, though the way he did so made it seem like a threat.



  “Welp,” said Scizor. “I guess, that’s all I have ta say.”



  “Likewise,” Gallade nodded. “I wish you good luck in your battle against the crown.”



  “One last thing.” The Captain leaned in to Gallade’s ear and whispered just under his breath. “Ya oughta be careful with youer Riolu there. The traveler’s tongue slipped earlier. If anyone smart had overheard him, he’d have been strung up by now.”



  “Is that so…?” The Guildmaster’s face didn’t budge. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll do what I can.”



  “See ya some other time,” Scizor said as he stepped away from the Guildmaster.



  “Sorry it was so short. If I get the time I’ll come and stop by again,” Gallade waved to him. Scizor nodded and then quickly sped off, passing Blaziken in a few quick strides. In only a few seconds he disappeared behind the rubble, leaving only the faint buzzing of his wings for the Guild party. That would be the last most of them would hear of the Captain for a long while. Gallade giddily clasped his hands together. “Guess we’re about done here,” he stated. “Time to walk home.”



  “Wait,” said Rose. “Did you just say ‘
  
    walk
  
  ‘?”



  “Yup. 
  
    Walk
  
  . You know, with your legs,” Gallade teased. A collective groan sounded off from the group. The Guildmaster chuckled. “Now now, I didn’t raise a bunch of whiners. It’s just a short walk. Nothing more, nothing less. You came all the way out here to fight a battle. Are you telling me that you aren’t even capable of walking back?”



  Six exhausted 
  
    no
  
  ‘s were his answer.



  “Good. Now get your asses moving.”



  …



  It was a few hours before the next dawn when they had arrived once again in the cold starry night of Astraean. Thankfully Gallade showed them mercy and they only had to walk back to the nearest town from Scizor’s battlefield, and they had been dropped off by a Salamence and Zebstrika. The kids crammed together on the dragon’s back whilst Gallade sat behind Blaziken on Zebstrika’s saddle. They dropped them off at the edge of town and walked back to their headquarters. Each glimmering streetlight above them shone down on them like a thousand accusing stares. The shame grew heavier as the group headed through the main streets of the town they had so nearly endangered. Quickly they reached the main intersection of Astraean, and down one right turn there was a long road that lead up to the hill where the Guild’s unsuspecting cabin lay perched. Faintly they could see the jagged yellow lines on Dusknoir’s body as he lazily strolled about in the moonlight.



  “Hey, Blaziken,” Gallade called. The Fire-type turned her head to face him. “Do you mind taking them in for me? I have something I need to do.”



  “Sure,” she shrugged.



  “Perfect. I’ll be back in an hour or so,” he stated. “Riley, you’re coming with me.”



  “What? But I’m 
  
    tiiiired
  
  ,” Riley moaned.



  “Then let’s hurry up and get this over with,” Gallade returned. “And I thought I told you not to whine.” With uncertainty the Riolu looked back to his teammates, who in turn only gave him the sliver of sympathy they could muster in their groggy states. The Roselia and Charmander felt bad for their partner, true, but they wanted more than anything to put this event behind them- to wake up with whatever punishment they were to be dealt and prove that they would still be loyal.



  “Fine,” Riley sighed.



  “Good luck,” Pyro wished him. Blaziken started towards the Guild, and the remaining five children began to follow her without another word.



  “Am… Am I being kicked out?” the boy asked.



  “Not yet,” Gallade answered. “Come, child. Follow me.” The Guildmaster turned around and, instead of taking a right with the others, headed straight down the path.



  “Where are we going?” Riley ran to catch up to him.



  “It’s a surprise.” Gallade didn’t even look at him.



  “Good or bad?”



  “Depends on how you look at it.”



  “I’m not getting any concrete answers from you, am I?”



  “Nnnnnnnnnope.” Riley huffed, crossed his arms, and begrudgingly followed the Guildmaster through the empty night streets. Shadows danced in the flickering light of the torches. Crackling flames and soft footsteps were their only music to pass the awkwardly silent time. Cobblestone roads bled into a packed dirt path, and the brick buildings alongside them shifted into simple wooden houses growing more and more sparse. Eventually all that was left in front of them was rolling grassy hills dyed blue that night.



  When Astraean was a mile or so away, reaching the top of one of these hills, Riley froze when his gaze met a series of sleek stones bleached white in the moonlight. They were cut and smoothed to regulation and lined up perfectly with one another. Here and there these grim gray one-room buildings with small stone paths leading from them, around the neatly-cut tablets. The lot ended abruptly at the edge of a cliff that dropped off into the barren rocky fields beneath.



  “A graveyard?” Riley stated. “The hell are we doing here?”



  “We’re gonna talk,” Gallade replied. “There’s someone you should hear from.”



  Riley rolled his eyes. “Can’t we just talk about this at the Guild?”



  “You won’t be talking like that in a bit,” Gallade teased. “You see, the old bastard we’ll talk to used to run the Guild before me.”



  The boys ears perked up involuntarily. “He did?”



  “Yep. There’s a lot I need to tell you,” said the Guildmaster. “Let’s not waste any more time. We need to see the old guy already.” With a hint of a smile Gallade descended the hill. Riley masked his excitement and hurried alongside him.



  “So, what kind of guy is he?”



  “This old Garchomp. Big guy- ‘bout the size of that Nidoking, I’d say. Little bit thinner, but just as intimidating,” Gallade described. “Garchomp had been there for me as long as I can remember. For many of us he was what we’d consider our dad. To the world… Well, his legacy is a bit mixed.” He paused, evidently for a second too long.



  “Go on,” Riley urged.



  “If you’re on the western side of the Sawtooth Mountains, Garchomp is unanimously a hero,” Gallade explained. “I’ll explain why shortly, but to a lot of the east, he was scrutinized heavily. There were so many names. ‘Idealest’. ‘Naive’. ‘Stupid’. I can’t say they’re wrong about the old bastard. On the other continents it was even more extreme.”



  “Other continents?” Riley’s red eyes glistened.



  “Oh yeah. Right now there’s eight other continents out there. Six of them are inhabited. Each one has their own cultures and traditions. One day you’ll have to travel out there,” Gallade said. “There used to be fifteen continents out there, but…”



  “But?!”



  Gallade had to hold back his laughter. He took a right on the stone path, now in the graveyard, neared the edge of the cliff and halted in place. Riley stood beside him, and the two looked down to the barren rocky field.



  “When I was a boy of sixteen,” Gallade said wistfully, “I remember looking down this cliff at a shimmering ocean. My brothers and sisters dove in from the clifftops after a hard day’s work and washed away the sweat in the saltwater. One night, Garchomp ordered every one of us to dive in and swim for as long as we could. The next morning, there was an earthquake that lasted for almost half an hour. Then, there was this barren mess, and the mountain range in the distance.”



  “…What the hell?” Riley muttered.



  “We thought the same thing,” Gallade shrugged. He continued walking. Riley followed. “Garchomp had received a message the day before. ‘Meluja is being claimed as a territory of Implentur. Brace all your structures. Your continent will be dragged and sculpted into place this time tomorrow.’ And hey did just that. This continent we’re on is known as Arushar. Implentur formed it themselves by harvesting nearby continents and suppressing them.”



  “H… how did they drag continents?” Riley demanded to know.



  “Just another moment. I’m telling a story,” Gallade replied. He cleared his throat. “I guess, this best shows the type of Pokémon Garchomp is. You see, that day, he assigned the Guild to attend to the chaos the earthquake caused. He took off on his own after that and walked to the capital of Implentur with the letter in hand. After being granted audience to the king, he said-” The Guildmaster took a deep breath and spoke through a gravely filter. “‘I appreciate your offer, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline your offer to be a territory. I’m happy how I am.’ He was an odd bastard. The king thought so too. He laughed the old guy out of the room.”



  Gallade paused. He ground his teeth together before taking a sharp breath and continuing on. “The cultures of the different nations didn’t get along. Personally I think the king saw Garchomp as some kind of threat, and since he was a strong guy, he saw this as an opportunity to make us an example. He… He did not send an army.”



  “Then what 
  
    did
  
   he send?” In just a few minutes Riley had unknowingly been immersed into the story Gallade told.



  “This.” Gallade stopped in front of a pale white tomb in an eldritch, rounded shape just against the edge of the cliff. It was a skull, almost twice the size of Gallade himself. It was perfectly bleached white as if it were in a museum. Four smooth fins protruded from the top of its head that, sloping down the face, coursed together into one point where the nose would be. Fangs bigger than spear heads lined its massive jaws that lazily slacked on the ground, providing a sliver to look into the blackness inside the empty cavern. Between the jaw and the curve of the fins, there were two gaping holes where its eyes must have been. The gaping voids reminded him of the vacant black pupils of the mindless Nidoking. Its ferocity was communicated by the two round spikes on the sides of its head, perfectly sharp as it had ever been. Whatever monster it used to be, the means to its death was clear. A rough gash cut between the middle fins, through its forehead and down through to just above its jaw.



  “He sent this thing at us, to turn over the town. Lord of the land, with the power to shape the face of the planet to his own desires… Groudon.” Gallade reached up and traced his finger along the rough gash on its forehead. This was where its only stain resided, as the bone around it had been charred into a deep, dark brown. Placing his fingertips upon it brought up the sensation of burning flames once again. “I remember being paralyzed by the sheer scale of this monster. He treaded through solid land like it were mud. The town was evacuated, and Garchomp took only his finest to fight it. There were twenty-three of us, not counting Garchomp himself. By the end, there were five. Two of them were permanently crippled and never went out again.”



  “What happened?” Riley asked.



  “We killed him, of course,” Gallade answered. “It was a close fight. We met him at the edge of the Sawtooth Mountains. Didn’t manage to kill him until he was breathing right on the Guild. My brother and I dealt the final blow. The cut on his forehead was his work. Mine? I summoned all my strength and cleaved through his neck.”



  “I didn’t know you had a brother,” Riley stated.



  “Not by blood,” Gallade corrected. “The three of us that survived uninjured, as well as Garchomp himself, walked back to the desert kingdom by foot the next day. We delivered the body of Groudon back to the king. ‘I thought you’d might like this back,’ he said. ‘Sorry about its poor condition. It didn’t really hold up all that well.’ I remember just how scared the king looked upon his balcony as we left the body outside his gates. Garchomp just smiled, gave him a polite wave and shouted up, ‘See ya, neighbor!’ We mirrored his wave, and then went home.”



  “So what ended up killing him?” Riley’s tail wagged behind him.



  “Old age got him,” he said. “One day he just got up and said to me, ‘Reaper’s knockin’. I’ve got… Maybe, a week or two left. Guild’s yours. I’ll spend the last of my time where I grew up.’ I protested. Tears were shed. He left that afternoon, and I took office. Two weeks later I went to find his body, and after a few final words, I brought him back and buried him under Groudon’s skull. I couldn’t think of a better tomb.”



  “Oh,” Riley sulked.



  “Now, onto the point of this.” Gallade cleared his throat. The deep green on the top half of his body glowed in the cosmic light from above and bathed him in that heroic radiance- perhaps stronger than it was the morning prior. “What do you want to accomplish here? What do you want to experience in this new world?”



  The gears in the Riolu’s head whirred and sparked as Riley mulled over a response that wouldn’t sit the wrong way, but also one that would remain honest. Eventually he found the words and, somewhat uncertain, gave the answer he formed. “I guess, I just wanna see what’s out there. I wanna have fun and learn to fight. One day I wanna be able to tell stories like the one you just did.”



  “That’s… I can’t call that noble, but you’re still young. Acquiring strength is not a bad thing by itself. One day you’ll find a cause to use your strength for the betterment of the world,” Gallade explained. “It was Master Garchomp’s, and my own, belief that every lifeform wants the world to be better. Conflict arise over their visions of a better world. 
  
    You
  
   would like a world where you’re still alive to make a difference, wouldn’t you?”



  “Ideally, I want to be alive,” Riley sassed.



  “Then, you need to be aware that you’re not welcome here,” said Gallade. “You’re a human; an outworlder. You merely being here is unnatural. To the world, you’re an abomination.”



  “Thanks,” the boy muttered bitterly. He was still putting on sarcasm, but his words did genuinely sting. An abomination….



  “Fear of the unnatural is found in every sentient being. Your life is not natural, so it should not be allowed to continue. Simply put, you might be killed,” he continued. “Since you don’t 
  
    want
  
   that, you need to be wary.”



  “Where is all this coming from?”



  “Scizor told me that you mentioned Scotland to him in conversation. Scotland is, in fact, a nation in 
  
    your
  
   world. If your tongue slipped around the wrong Pokémon, you might be under suspicion. And if they track down your history to find that you just woke up one day in a field, the world wouldn’t take any chances. I’d be forced to get rid of you.”



  “You… you aren’t going to do that, right?” he asked, already knowing what the answer would be.



  “As it stands, no. You’re still one of my kids. You messed up, but luckily, Scizor doesn’t have any stakes in the issue. He has his own issues to deal with. Until then, it’s best not to mention anything like that again,” said Gallade. “If you’re about to mention something you don’t remember hearing about here, 
  
    don’t
  
  . Play it safe. Make everyone believe that you’re just another Pokémon.”



  “Got it. Be smart,” he said. In his head he could practically hear Rose scoff at him, 
  
    Good luck with that
  
  .



  “That wasn’t part of my main point I wanted to make, for the record. I just needed to clarify that I can’t have you being outed as a human. It would make me look bad, and the only way to recover would be to rip your heart out.”



  “No no, I get it.” Riley raised his hands in front of him as if to magically stop Gallade where he stood. “I like my heart where it is, thank you.”



  “My main point requires, quite simply, the same thing: 
  
    be smart
  
  ,” Gallade insisted. “It sounds like an insult. And it is. 
  
    Don’t. Run off. And put. Everyone. In danger.
  
  “



  “But-”



  “There isn’t anything to argue about,” Gallade growled. “You want strength. Do you want to be a hero, or a warlord?”



  “‘Hero’ sounds nice,” Riley answered, eyeing the Groudon’s skull.



  “Then start acting like one,” the Guildmaster scolded. “Legends aren’t made by reckless children. They’re written down through carefully selected actions in order to cause change in the world.”



  “What if I don’t want to change the world?” the boy asked.



  “Then there’s no point to living if you don’t want to leave any influence.” Gallade’s harsh words left Riley frozen in place, leaving only the soft whisper of the night wind blowing by. A blanket of clouds rolled over the moon in the sky, depriving them of its gorgeous pale rays, and that only left them the dim starlight. “We’re done here now. Let’s go back to the Guild. Get some sleep. I’ll assign you a job in the morning.”



  “Yes, sir,” Riley replied. Gallade placed his hand on the top of Riley’s head, engulfing them in a Teleport. The two vanished, and once again the graveyard was empty.



  …



  The hatch dropped back over the ladder as the kids were rushed back to their rooms. A weary Blaziken strolled over to the bed in the corner and collapsed upon it with her face pressed into the pillow. Through the still-open door, Dusknoir drifted into view and set his single eye on the Fire-type.



  “Rough day?” the Ghost-type asked. His deep voice had an odd reverberation to it, like a funeral bell in an empty, expansive cave.



  “Yup.” She rolled over and placed her hands between the back of her head and the pillow. “Mind taking the morning shift for me? I’ll take over some time before noon.”



  “I can do that, free of charge,” Dusknoir offered her. “You didn’t miss much. The circus will be showing soon, but that’s about it. We’ll be diligent.”



  “Mm.” Merely a noise to affirm that she heard him.



  “How were things there?” Dusknoir asked her. His huge hand pointed to the bandage around her leg. There was a faint stain of blood on it and a few smears of dirt, but otherwise she appeared to be patched up. “Things got heated, did they?”



  “Just a little,” Blaziken shrugged. “They were having trouble with this Nidoking tearing up both sides. Ol’ Gallie negotiated that we would get rid of it if they’d absolve us of any potential charges. They accepted, I volunteered, and we traded blows for a little bit.”



  “And your leg?”



  “Hm? Oh. I spun around and ripped it myself. Gave the bastard a hell of a kick though. They’d a skilled doctor put it back together, but I can’t strain it for… a week, she said.”



  “You never cease to amaze me,” he sighed. “At least we’re not being dragged into the conflict. I’d been worried when he decided to intervene, especially when he decided to bring you as his retainer. You weren’t recognized, were you?”



  “By Scizor. He was busy with his own things though, so I don’t think he’ll do anything about it,” she said. “Luckily the only other guy who knew me couldn’t speak.”



  “Come again?” Dusknoir withdrew his head. The single red eye rolled about in the vacant socket.



  “That’s right. Our old buddy Cain was there,” she clarified. “He was 
  
    pissed
  
   to see me there. I half-thought he was gonna crush me as the doc was patching me up. Glaring at me with that icy look on his face… Can’t say I blame him. If it had been you, I’m sure he wouldn’t have restrained himself.”



  “I suppose, that isn’t too surprising,” Dusknoir muttered to himself. “Of course he’d be amongst Scizor’s ranks. The guy has some power, and after my orders I’m sure he detests the crown. I bet he can’t wait to crush it beneath his weight like he always does.”



  “He’s a freak, that Cain. Being that big’s gotta cause problems. I wonder if Scizor’s just using him for his power,” she thought aloud.



  “Well, cut him some slack. Gallade’s using us. Doesn’t mean we’re not, to some degree, friends,” Dusknoir defended.



  “True,” Blaziken muttered. “Kinda makes you think where Scizor got the rest of his top crew if Executioner Cain is his bastion.”



  “Maybe it’s a tradition for Guildmasters.” The ghostly red eye looped as it rolled a circuit around the vacant socket.



  “To be fair, Audino’s clean,” Blaziken replied. “And Ampharos. And the cooks haven’t done anything too bad… So, I guess it’s only the ones that’re worth a damn that your rule applies to.”



  “I shouldn’t be thinking about this,” Dusknoir sighed. “Just thinking about the damned sands again is making me stressed.”



  “No one’s forcing you to. Go ahead and look up at the stars some more if you wanna forget about it.”



  “Easier said than done,” he said.



  “Ha. It’s a bit late for remorse, buddy,” she taunted.



  “Remorse? I wouldn’t call it that. Just…” Dusknoir held up his right hand and reflexively squeezed a nonexistent object in his palm. “I can’t think of the words. You know what I mean, don’t you?”



  “Pretty sure I do,” she shrugged.



  “Imagine how it’ll be if they succeed in forming a Guild. Meetings are gonna be awkward to say the least.”



  “I really couldn’t give a shit,” Blaziken yawned. “Don’t mean to be blunt, but I’m tired. Let’s put a pin in this for later, okay?”



  “Don’t even bother pretending we’ll start talking about this again,” Dusknoir told her. “Eight hours, and I’ll wake you up. Sound good?”



  “Sure.” Blaziken turned over in bed and put her face against the wall. Her eyes pulled over their covers, and quickly thereafter she fell into a light sleep. The mouth along Dusknoir’s stomach formed a soft smile. He reached out for the doorknob and gently pulled it closed. The mechanism 
  
    clicked
  
   into place, and carefully the ghost drifted back, as if he were tiptoeing away as to not rouse a child from their dreams. His yellow lips outlining the mouth on his belly parted slightly, releasing a tender whisper into the night winds.



  “Sleep well, Leora,” he wished to her. One… Two… Three… Four… No answer. Relieved, the wraith folded his large arms behind his back and turned around. The dim glow of his detached red eye, loosely rolling around in the vacant socket, aimed to the millions of stars in the sky. In the emptiness around him, he began to hum to himself, as his right hand reflexively squeezed and released, squeezed and released, an object that was not there. Regardless, he still felt the resistance with each motion, as if he were cutting through tough dried meat, and he felt thrashing and squirming against his hand. Dusknoir hummed louder.


  



19. Espeonage


    
    Weavile burst into the Knowall library, kicking the door open hard enough to slam it into the wall. She stomped in and grabbed a book from one of the shelves. “Hey, you piece of shit! Get out here!” she roared, throwing the book at the spiral staircase in the center of the room. As it approached the stairs, it froze in its place in the air. For but a moment, all was silent, save for the heaving of Weavile’s breathing, and the noise filtering in from the streets.

“This  is  a library, you know,” Espeon sighed as he stepped down the spiral staircase into the main room and moved the book back to its shelf. “The general rule is to be quiet.”

“Listen here, you jackass. I have the right to be loud!” Weavile snarled.

“Oh? And why might that be?” Espeon asked. With a sense of what was to come, the doors quietly drifted shut.

Weavile growled like a wild beast, brandishing her fangs. “You snitched on me and got Breloom killed.”

“Breloom was killed?” Espeon’s ear twitched, but his expression remained apathetic.

“Don’t you play dumb with me,” Weavile warned him. “Breloom was handed over to that Ghost-type bastard. Of course he’d be killed!”

“Listen, it’s hardly my fault that you failed your mission, and it definitely isn’t my business what Kuroba does with his victims,” Espeon explained coolly. “You should have expected this to happen, really, with such a poorly thought-out plan.”

Weavile was trembling with anger. She glanced around, making sure no one else was in the library, before responding, “If you knew my plan all along, why didn’t you kill me?”

“Because there’s more reason for me to keep you alive than to kill you,” Espeon responded as he went over to the book return box.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Weavile asked as she watched him lift the books out with Psychic.

“Exactly what it sounds like,” Espeon replied as he trotted over to the shelves to organize them, “there’s more use for you alive than there is dead.”

“So you’re just using me for your personal benefit?!” Weavile exclaimed.

“What else would I be using you for?” Espeon turned to look at her with a mix of surprise and amusement in his eyes, “Wait, don’t tell me you thought we were  ‘friends?’ “

“Of course not! Who would ever want to be friends with a dick like you?!” Weavile screamed.

“Well, that’s good. If you know that much, then leave.” Espeon waved his tail around as he placed books on the shelves.

“And what are you going to do?” Weavile asked.

“What do you mean?” Espeon responded.

“You know that I’m plotting against Persian now, right?” Weavile clarified. “Are you going to inform Persian of my treason?”

“I don’t see why I would.” Espeon responded nonchalantly, “Would there be any benefit for me?”

“He’s your friend, isn’t he?” Weavile questioned.

Espeon laughed, “Where did you hear that? I’ve never referred to Persian as a friend.” The Psychic-type finished restocking the books and placed the box back in its usual position, “Listen. I don’t have any particular loyalty to Persian. I report to him because that’s my job. If you want to take over his position, I don’t have any plans to stop you.”

Weavile paused to think about this. There was nothing to insure that Espeon’s words were true. “Well then,” she began cautiously, “Would you be in  favor  of me replacing Persian?”

“I don’t care either way.” Espeon answered. “Tell you what: I’m going to continue my job and report to Persian as usual, but since you might become my new boss in the near future, I’ll help you out a bit here and there, too,” he offered.

“Really? What would you gain from that?” Weavile asked warily.

“It’d make you leave faster. I have shit to do.” Espeon retorted.

“Fine. But don’t think I’ve forgiven you!” Weavile spat as she turned and strode out of the library.

…

In the dark center of Carrion Woods, Kuroba was humming a light-hearted song as he wiped the blood off the walls.

“Hey, Kuroba,” a voice called from behind.

Kuroba jumped slightly, then grinned at the Espeon that had appeared in the center of the room, his tail wrapped under his waist. “You startled me,” the Ghost-type stated.

“Do you remember the Breloom I sent you a while ago?” Espeon asked.

“Sure, what of it?” Kuroba responded.

“What did you do with him?” The Psychic-type pressed.

“Killed ‘im.” Kuroba answered matter-of-factly.

Espeon sighed, “I figured as much. Didn’t I tell you  not  to kill him?”

“I couldn’t help it. He bit his tongue off. ‘Sides, what does it matter if a traitor is killed?”

“No matter who I talk to, it’s all the same…” Espeon muttered. “Whatever. What’s done is done, I guess. But please, at least  try  to follow instructions next time.”

“I don’t have to listen to you. He wasn’t anyone important, right? What with the direction his life was going, he’d have died within a few cycles, anyway.” Kuroba cackled.

“And that makes it okay? Yeah, sure. If you value your job, you’ll do as you’re told,” Espeon threatened.

“Hah! Whatever. If that’s all you came here for, then get out. You’re stinking up my room,” Kuroba waved his arm at Espeon, as if wafting away fumes.

Espeon scrunched up his nose, “It already smells like blood and rotting flesh. Any smell I bring in would be an improvement.” He then sat down, “But there  is something else I came to tell you.”

“Oh?” Kuroba grinned at him.

“From the information floating around, I feel like things are about to start heating up. You’d better watch yourself, because I might not be able to.”

“So things are going to get fun, huh? I can’t wait,” Kuroba gave a foreboding cackle.

“Listen, don’t forget the reason we’re here,” Espeon sighed.

“Yeah, yeah,” Kuroba dismissed him.

“I’ll continue checking in, then. Be sure not to arouse suspicion,” Espeon turned, and with a flash of light, he was gone.

…

At the old mansion on Skyspear Mountain, Arcanine stood in front of the master bedroom doors, trying not to listen to the noises coming from inside.

“Harder,  harder! ” a female voice demanded. The old king-sized bed made sure to leave nothing to the imagination.

Espeon appeared before the Fire-type standing guard. “Hey, can you get Persian?” He requested.

“He’s busy right now,” Arcanine responded.

“Yes, I can hear that,” Espeon tipped his head as the female let out a blissful moan. “Tell him it’s important, or I’ll go in there, myself.”

Arcanine hesitated for a moment, then stood up and nudged the door open with his nose. “Persian, Espeon wants you. He says it’s important.”

There was a pause, then a soft sigh before Persian’s reply came, “Fine. Give me a moment.”

Espeon waited as Persian fixed himself up. “Leave the Poké on the nightstand and get out,” Persian told the female.

“O-okay…” She sounded disappointed as she exited the room, revealing herself to be a petite Illumise, wrapped in a white cover. She hurried past Espeon with a curt nod.

“Alright, come in,” Persian ordered. Espeon stood up and entered the room.

Inside, the Classy Cat was laying in the bed with the blanket covering his lower body. Espeon sat a few feet away from the bed, his tail tapping the floor like a cat.

“Most Pokémon do that sort of thing at night, y’know,” Espeon commented.

“Whatever. I have work at night,” Persian retorted. “What did you come here for?”

“I figured I should tell you that Weavile of the Renaissance division is planning to overthrow you,” Espeon stated.

“Why is it that every time you say you have something important, it’s never actually important…?” Persian sighed.

“So you already knew, I presume?”

“Of course I knew. That girl can’t keep a secret to save her life,” Persian scoffed.

“What are you planning to do?” Espeon asked.

“ Should I do anything? I mean, you’d get mad if I killed her, right?” Persian put his head down on the bed.

“Since when have you ever cared about other Pokémon’s feelings?” Espeon pointed out.

“Well, according to you, she’s gonna leave soon anyway, right?” Persian replied. “What’s the point in killing her when she’ll just leave on her own?”

“That’s true…”

“I doubt she could take over, anyway. This will be a good chance to test the fortitude of my subordinates.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that. She seems pretty serious about taking over. Plus, she’s got Joker with her, and we both know how charismatic  he is,” Espeon pointed out.

Persian laughed, “We’ll see. Plus, if she manages to actually defeat me, then good on her. I’ll let her have some fun, see what it’s like in my paws for a while, then she’ll go home and I’ll kill all the traitors.”

“And if she kills you in the process of defeating you?” Espeon asked.

“Then I can’t really do  anything , now can I?” Persian rolled his eyes. “But let’s try to stay realistic, shall we?”

“If you say so,” Espeon shrugged and stood up, “but I’d watch that ego if I were you.”

“I don’t need your advice on how to live my life. Last time I checked, I’m older than you.” Persian scoffed.

“Really? Then isn’t it time you started acting like it?” Espeon retorted.

“Get outta here already,” Persian waved a paw at Espeon.

“Yes, sir,” Espeon replied in mock-militant obedience as he disappeared.

…

In the desert capital of Sandset City, a large castle-like structure towered over the buildings it was centered around. The gray brick stood out against the sandstone of the rest of the city, highlighting it even further against the sky. On the large central tower was a giant stained-glass window depicting an elegant Leavanny. The red flag posted at the top fluttered in the breeze, flaunting the green symbol of two thin leaves crossed over each other, a circle cut out of both of them.

Espeon appeared before the building for a brief moment to take a look at it from the outside, before Teleporting straight to the highest room behind the stained-glass window. Inside, he was faced with a room of the same elegance as the exterior, with red carpets and a beautifully spotless wooden desk. Espeon looked around at all the pictures on the wall. A Leavanny smiling with a Petilil and a Sewaddle on his lap; the stern portrait of the same Leavanny standing beside a Mightyena; a Scolipede standing between the Leavanny and the Mightyena, both noticeably younger.

“Reminiscing?” a voice asked from the doorway. Espeon turned to see a Leavanny leaning against the door frame. He was similar to the one in the pictures, but not the same.

“Hardly. I was just looking at how dusty your room is,” Espeon scoffed. “You’ve really let this place go.”

“Say what you want, but I’ll do what I please. This is  my  Guild, after all,” the Leavanny responded with pursed lips.

“I noticed,” Espeon retorted.

“Of course, if you want to join, then I’ll be sure to take your opinion into careful consideration,” Leavanny prompted.

“Nice try, but my answer is the same as it’s always been. I’ve already had my fun in a Guild,” Espeon sat down. “I just came to see how you’re faring.”

“How considerate,” Leavanny left the doorway and strutted towards the Psychic-type, “but for some reason, I can’t bring myself to believe you.”

“That’s quite rude, don’t you think? It isn’t strange that I would be worried about my Guildmaster’s son.” Espeon hummed.

“Did you come to ask about my stance on the war?” Leavanny guessed.

“Among other things.” Espeon admitted after a short pause.

“Well, since you’re  dying  to know, I’ve made sure to remain neutral towards the conflict in Implentur.” Leavanny explained.

“I suppose that’s good, then.” Espeon smirked. “Wouldn’t want  your  kids to also get their asses beat out there.”

“Also?” Leavanny echoed.

“But I actually came here to ask about how much information you’ve been able to gather about that secret crime organization.” Espeon stated.

“Wait, no, what do you mean ‘also’?” Leavanny pressed.

“‘Also,’ what?” Espeon tipped his head.

“You said my kids would  also  get their asses beat.” Leavanny elaborated.

“Oh…” A brief pause. “Well, don’t worry about it. Just a slip of the tongue,” Espeon waved his paw. “Anyway, about the criminals…”

Leavanny thought about pressing further, then sighed. “You mean the one run by that Persian?” He moved over to his desk and ran his leafy blade along its wooden face. “Unfortunately, he’s as elusive as ever. I know his hideout is on the west side of Sawtooth, but since that’s Gallade’s territory, my searches there are rather limited.”

“I see. Unfortunately, I also wasn’t able to gather much information about him. I assume you already know this, but he has connections in just about every location on the continent, each one highly trained in concealing evidence and hiding identities,” Espeon informed. “It would be wise to assume there’s a criminal hideout in every major town, but trying to find it will only bring unwanted attention, and probably won’t yield any results.”

“I see… I’ll have to be careful, then,” Leavanny concluded.

“Oh, also, keep an eye open over the next few weeks. I feel like from what I’ve been able to observe, turmoil is brewing within the organization. Pretty soon, the tension might build high enough for something to pop, and it’d be best for either you or Gallade to be on the scene when it happens,” Espeon advised.

“I’ll keep a look out, then. But you’re quite incredible to be able to pick up on that from such a secretive enemy,” Leavanny praised.

“Please. I wasn’t the best tactician in the Guild because of my type,” Espeon retorted as he stood up. “Things will probably get pretty busy for me from now on, so I won’t be able to come visit for a long while.”

“As if you come and visit, anyway.” Leavanny scoffed. “I’d be lucky to see you again after a full six months. And you’re always suspiciously absent when I come to visit you at your library.”

“Well, then you understand how rough my workload will be when I’m even busier.” Espeon smiled as he sauntered to the door. “I probably won’t be able to drop by for another cycle or two, so I’ll tell you this now: Good luck tracking down that Persian, but don’t deeper than you can handle. This isn’t someone you can catch overnight, so don’t be hasty, or you’ll be looking at quite the large casualty count. I’m saying this not as an advisor or an information broker, but as a friend of your family. I really don’t want to see your head roll.” He gave a soft smile as he stood in the doorway, then he left just as suddenly as he arrived.

  



20. Peccant Parade


    
    In Astraean, an air of excitement was wafting through the common Pokémon. Everyone had one thing on their minds: the circus performance. The big tent that was set up at the north side of the town was just as attractive as the parade of performers marching from the south side towards it.

Joker waved to the crowd and twirled a baton on a giant float painted with various colors and adorned with glamorous ribbons. On either side of the float were the performers: stilt walkers, jugglers, acrobats, and clowns. Confetti and streamers rained down from the sky, gathering around the parading Pokémon and resting on the cobblestone road for a moment, before disappearing. Onlookers clapped and cheered as the float passed by, then gratefully took flyers to the show and discount coupons from the Pokémon walking behind the paraders.

As the parade ran through the center of the town, a young Guild member walked with his client along a minor road, acting as a bodyguard for the paranoid Carbink.

“We should hurry before they find us,” panted the Carbink. He moved briskly, but his Combusken guard wasn’t as keen on hustling.

“Listen, I hate to see you waste your Poké just for me to follow you around all day,” Combusken told him.

“I’d rather lose my money than my life. I’m sure they’ll come to silence me soon,” Carbink muttered in a paranoid tone.

“As I said before, unless you tell me who  they are, I can’t really help you,” Combusken sighed. “But with the parade going on. I doubt they’ll do anything right now.” Carbink turned around to look at Combusken, preparing an argument, but then his eyes went wide as he looked up at something behind the chicken.

Before Carbink could utter a warning, his small body was pierced through with an Iron Thorn. Combusken jumped to alert and twirled around to see an avian figure atop a nearby building, silhouetted by the rising sun.

“Catch… Him!” Carbink coughed as he lay against a wall.

“Don’t strain yourself.” Combusken moved to the Fairy’s side.

“Hurry, you have to… apprehend him,” Carbink wheezed, “before he gets away…”

Combusken hesitated for a moment, then turned and charged towards the building. He pushed off the wall and jumped onto the roof just as a flash of white disappeared off the other side. Combusken ran across the stone tiling, then jumped down and chased after the assassin. The mysterious Pokémon weaved through the back alleys, and Combusken following behind.

“Wait!” Combusken screamed, but the Pokémon continued on. The Fire-type pushed through the crowds in pursuit towards the main road, but as he reached the front lines, he was faced with the parade.

Cheers echoed from all around him as Combusken scanned the area. None of the onlookers were suspicious. The Guild member desperately looked to the parade performers for clues. A Walrein was bouncing a flaming ball on his nose. A Girafarig passed over him on stilts.

Combusken swept his eyes over the parade float, until he spotted a Swanna sitting on the back of it.  That’s the one!  He thought and pushed his way towards the float. Combusken tried to get close, but the performers seemed to be blocking his path. Before he could get past them the Swanna disappeared from his sight.

Combusken struggled for a bit more, searching for where the bird might have gone, until he was forced to give up, standing alone in the wake of the paraders, bits of confetti disappearing around him like magic.

…

The next day on the circus grounds, Buneary and Bunnelby stood at the entrance to the large multicolored tent, greeting visitors as they passed. The tent was at the very center of the festival, and over the entrance hung the circus’ banner, with the words “Joker’s Traveling Circus,” scrawled across it in big, stylized letters.

As the two Pokémon stood before the entrance, visitors would wander over, curious as to what was inside. “Sorry, the show’s not startin’ jes yet,” Buneary told the Pokémon that approached. “Enjoy our side shows and stands fer a while longer!”

“Guard duty is so boring…” Bunnelby sighed.

“Well, once our shift’s over, we kin go have some fun,” Buneary responded. The two of them looked over as three small Pokémon approached the large tent. A Roselia and a Charmander walked beside one another with a rather dutiful, but still relatively cheerful expression, while a Riolu adorned in an unworldly red scarf sulked behind them. “Sorry, we’re not ready to start the show yet!” Buneary smiled at them.

“I’m aware,” replied the Roselia. She reached to her side where her bag was resting and presented it to the two rabbits. There gleamed an unmistakable emblem of a brilliant shield in front of a pair of angelic wings: the symbol for Gallade’s Guild. “We’ve been sent on the request of Combusken to investigate.”

“Investigate?” Bunnelby repeated. “What are you investigating?”

“A Swanna had been reported attacking a Carbink within city limits,” the Charmander added. “And what’s more, when chasing this Swanna down, the witness had seen them standing on the parade float.”

The two rabbits exchanged a wide-eyed glance, then looked back at the Guild Pokémon. “That seems rather serious,” Bunnelby commented. “I’m not sure if Joker would appreciate you running around on your own right now, though. Things are getting really busy in preparation for the show.”

“With all due respect,” said the Roselia, cocking her head to the side and feigning a smile, “the law doesn’t care if he would appreciate it or not.”

“Well, I guess not…” Bunnelby glanced into the tent, “But we should probably see what he thinks, anyway. Buneary, could you…?”

“What? Why d’ Ah gotta ask ‘im?” Buneary protested.

“Because I’m sure as hell not gonna bother him so close to the show time,” Bunnelby responded.

Buneary grumbled something under her breath, then moved to enter the tent, “Fine. Butcha owe me one.”

The Riolu stopped a few feet behind the other two and raised his grimace up to the circus tent. The makeshift roads, outlined by food stands and merchandise stalls, were bustling with performers and visitors. The vibrantly colored tents clashed against the cool blue sky in a gaudy fashion that suited the overall tongue-and-cheek feel of Joker’s troupe. “The circus,” Riley muttered. “Of all the places I could go, I’m playing detective at an expensive light show.”

“For the love of…” Rose shook her head. “And here I thought that you’d hold to your word and stop complaining.”

“Whose fault do you think it is that we’re out here?” Pyro countered.

“Yeah yeah,” Riley sighed. “I’ll behave from now on.”

“You better,” Pyro threatened. “We might not live through another incident like that.”

A moment later, the small Buneary returned. “He said he don’t mind, so long’s they stay out the way. He wants me t’ guide ‘em ‘round, though, so they don’t git lost.”

“We appreciate it,” Rose replied. Riley just gave a casual shrug.

“Right, then. Ah s’pose ya wanna start in th’ back where the performers gather ‘n’ such. Follow me an’ Ah’ll show ya,” Buneary began moving towards a dark red tent set up slightly behind the main one.

She threw open the entrance flap and gestured inside, “This here’s the storage room, where all th’ equipment fer th’ show’s kept.” Inside the tent, various boxes were placed randomly, with items such as bowling pins and hula hoops scattered around them. “As ya kin see, no one hangs ‘round here often.” Buneary released the flap of fabric and turned to resume her tour.

“Over here,” she continued as she led the three to a large yellow tent, “is th’ practice tent.” She held the entrance open for her guests to enter. Inside, many Pokémon were performing various tricks. A Pachirisu was spinning plates on a stick, a Petilil was spinning and twirling ribbon, and a Herdier was trying to balance on a large inflatable ball. “But as ya kin see,” Buneary observed, “there ain’t no Swannas here.”

She continued to a cluster of smaller gray tents, “These’re th’ performers’ sleepin’ quarters. Alla their belongin’s’re kept here.” On each tent, a fabric banner was hung over the entrance, each with its own unique symbol, most likely to label whose tent it was.

“Hmm…” The Charmander swept his gaze across them all before returning to the other two Guildmembers. “Do you… mind if I check this out?”

“Sure,” Buneary looked around, then called out to a passing performer, “Dragonair!” The thin Dragon-type turned her head towards the group, then made her way over. “These three’re with th’ Guild on a special ‘vestigation. Could ya guide this one through the sleepin’ tents so he kin search ‘round while Ah continue on with th’ other two?” Buneary gestured to the Charmander.

Dragonair looked down her nose at the Fire-type, then sniffed disdainfully, “Fine. Come on.”

Buneary continued on with the remaining two Pokémon, “Over here’s the stockroom,” she gestured to a large green tent, “where all th’ merchandise is kept.” She held the entrance open to reveal a room full of boxes, each one filled with plushies, posters, clothes, and trinkets. There were two Pokémon organizing the boxes, but neither of them appeared that suspicious.

Buneary then led the two to a large orange tent with a skylight on top. “This here’s the cafeteria,” the entrance flaps were already clipped up, and inside were many Pokémon sitting around tables and chattering amongst themselves. “In here, Pokémon kin talk with some a’ the performers that’re off duty, so it’s a very popular hang out.”

“What’s over there?” Riley nodded towards an opening on the opposite side of the cafeteria tent.

“Oh, that’s jest the kitchen. No one but th’ chef ‘n’ Jokah’re allowed in there,” Buneary dismissed.

“The  kitchen ,” Riley repeated quizaciously. “We can’t leave any stone unturned, can we?” His gaze met with the Roselia’s, who merely rolled her eyes. “I’ll give that a quick look, if that’s okay.”

“Go fer it, Ah guess. Ah’ll continue with th’ tour withoutcha. Ah trust ya can find yer way.” Buneary turned and walked away.

“Normally I wouldn’t leave you alone,” said the Roselia as patronizingly as she could manage, “but I’ll trust you this time to manage without a chaperone. Remember, if you get lost, just go find an adult and they’ll take good care of you.” She feigned another smile and followed the Normal-type.

“You…!” Riley growled and shook his head.  Investigation  , he thought.  That’s all I need to do, right?  He looked around the cafeteria at some few hundred Pokémon eating amongst each other. The room was filled with an amalgamation of their chatter and laughter. Each one existed in a different state of flare and style, too. Some of them looked like they just walked off the stage with the spotlight still on them, while others, presumably backstage workers, were veiled in a week’s worth of filth.

As the Riolu walked through the cafeteria, further and further into the mob of circus members, he started sensing eyes on his back. They were quick but definitely noticeable, like a thousand momentary pin pricks on his sixth sense. Instinctively he clenched a fist and flipped his bag around, pressing the emblem against his hip. But what bothered more was that no one did anything. Some fifty  who’s this stranger?  glares aimed directly at him, but no one so much as moved towards him. Even as he passed others in the aisles between the tables, they all gave him room. After an uneventful minute, he stood in front of the flap separating the cafeteria from the kitchen. A few curious glares met him there, gathering more by each second. Riley took a deep breath and swiftly swooped into the next room.

Inside, there were various portable kitchen appliances: a small stove, a makeshift sink, and foldable counters. Riley’s attention immediately fell upon the center table, where a Swanna was laying dead. The White Bird Pokémon sat with its head removed and it’s feathers partly plucked. Riley slowed down for a moment. He tilted his head and curiously approached the bird. All he could manage to do, looking over the body of the Pokémon, was think  Found them somewhat tonelessly.

“That’s funny, I was sure this area was closed off to guests,” a voice hummed from behind him. Riley whirled around to see a Floatzel with a red tear under one eye and a blue star under the other: the same marks of the Floatzel from the caravan. The very one that nearly hurled him off onto the roadside, and beat the hell out of everyone else.

“You…!” Riley bared his fangs and bored his eyes at the Water-type.

“Oh, have we met?” Joker tipped his head in confusion.

“Don’t feed me that!” Riley bristled. “Remember five days ago? On the caravan?”

“Oh, I remember that! Wow, how nice to see you again!” Joker laughed playfully.

“Don’t talk like none of that happened. And just how do you explain this?” Riley gestured to the body of the Swanna.

“That? It’s tonight’s dinner. We have a tradition of having a freshly cooked feast after big shows, and what with such a large troupe, we need at least a whole bird.” Joker explained, “Come to think of it, aren’t you looking for a Swanna?” His voice seemed to contain a hidden arrogance, as though he were taunting Riley.

The young Fighting-type stepped forward and cracked his knuckles. “We are, but something else caught my eye. I’m settling this.  Now .” He lurched forward with a Quick Attack, and Joker charged forward to meet him in an Aqua Jet. Riley quickly pushed off the ground to jump out of the way, and Joker skidded to a halt on the other side of the kitchen.

“You’re pretty quick aren’t you?” the Water-type commented.

With a frustrated growl, Riley jumped up and dropped a High Jump Kick towards Joker, who countered it with a Water Gun. Riley pierced through the harsh spray of water and delivered his blow on his enemy’s shoulder. Grunting, Joker leapt back and shot a Swift.

Riley ran and slid under the table, deflecting a few of the stars, but he was hit with most of the onslaught. Pushing through the pain, he built up a Force Palm and jumped up, slamming it into Joker’s stomach. As Joker took the force of Riley’s attack, he formed Ice Fang, digging his frozen teeth into the jackal’s shoulder. Before Riley could retaliate, he was shot clear across the room by Joker’s Water Gun. The force of the current sent the jackal straight into a cart that held stacks of plates. Riley stood back up as the piles of ceramic crashed around his feet.

“Well, we’ve thrown some punches and broke a good amount of plates. I think that’s a good place to stop, yeah?” Joker suggested. Riley brandished his fangs and plunged in yet again with his Quick Attack. Joker sighed and sent another Swift towards his opponent. Riley rolled behind a counter and grabbed a pot that was stored underneath it. Using the pot as a makeshift shield, the Fighting-type continued toward Joker.

As Riley got close, Joker shot a Water Gun at him. The Guild Pokémon quickly sidestepped and went in for a Force Palm, but Joker turned and transitioned to Ice Fang, grabbing Riley’s outstretched wrist in his teeth.

The young Fighting-type tried to pull away in surprise, but Joker’s teeth were locked into place. Panic filled Riley’s mind for a split second as the ice crept up his arm and chilled his blood, but he quickly snapped back and decided to switch to attack, kicking a Counter into Joker’s stomach. The Floatzel released Riley’s arm and coughed as he staggered backwards, putting a paw over the area of impact. He gave a pained expression for a moment, then switched to a vengeful glare as he shot forward with Aqua Jet.

Riley prepared to dodge, but found Joker’s attack flew past him anyway. Joker turned his jet mid flight and began circling Riley. His circles were tight enough that the water streaming behind him created a full ring around the Fighting-type. Joker then went up and dropped his Aqua Jet directly on the bewildered Riley, for an unavoidable head-on attack.

The Riolu stood back up after being knocked down by Joker’s attack, his fur soaked through. Joker stood a few feet away as he shook away the daze. Riley jumped forward yet again, and Joker met him with another Aqua Jet. The Fighting-type tensed his muscles to sidestep the torpedo, but as soon as Joker got close, the watery jet burst open and the weasel slid to a stop directly in front of the startled jackal. With one fluid motion, Joker called forth a Swift, and Riley found himself unable to react fast enough.

Riley, faced with a full Swift from nearly point-blank range, was forced to take the attack straight on. The sharp points of each star sliced through his fur as he could only protect his vitals with his arms. He jumped back a few times, reeling from the pain of the dozen skin-deep cuts. The versatility of his opponent’s motions had him beaten. Misleading the audience with one grand motion, whilst they’re creeping up with another; such is the way of the Floatzel’s lightshow. Joker was far more experienced in battle, and the only way Riley could fight that would be, simply, to learn and adapt.

The jackal took an Iron Thorn from his bag and gripped it in his paw. Then he jumped up and dropped down with a High Jump Kick, and Joker tensed in preparation to side step, an Ice Fang building in his mouth. But in midair, Riley stopped his attack and landed on his paws, then shot forward with Quick Attack and slashed Joker with the twisted scrap of metal.

The surprised Joker quickly distanced himself with Aqua Jet, landing on the other side of the kitchen. He put a paw on his chest, where a faint line of blood began to form. The Water-type looked from his fresh wound to his assailant with an almost childlike smile. “Did you always know how to transition, or did you learn that just now?” he asked with slight awe.

Riley took a fresh breath and went in again, a Force Palm in one paw and an Iron Thorn in the other. Joker shot a Water Gun at the approaching Riley, but Riley sliced through the torrent of water with his Thorn. However, the water suddenly stopped and was quickly replaced with Swift.

The Riolu jumped back, trying to block the stars with his Thorn. For every star that ricocheted off Riley’s weapon, another one ripped through his skin. As he was busy deflecting, Joker charged down on him from above with Aqua Jet. The frantic Riley tried parrying with his Force Palm, but was knocked down to the ground.

Joker stood panting as he watched Riley slowly stand back up. Both were fairly wounded, but Riley was certainly feeling the pain building up. “You don’t give up, do you?” Joker chuckled. “I don’t want to hurt you  too badly.”

“Yeah? Well I do,” Riley grinned. He took a step forward, wincing as his paw touched the ground.

“Step down,” ordered a voice from behind. The jackal turned around to see, just ahead of the flap, the Charmander. The blue flames of a Dragon Rage flickered out of the corner of his maw.

“What’re you doing here?” Riley barked.

“Looking for that.” The Fire-type pointed to the body of the Swanna, but his burning blue eyes stared straight ahead to the Floatzel. “But look who I found instead.”

“Hey, now. Two on one isn’t exactly fair, is it?” Joker laughed, a hint of nervousness in his voice.

Pyro roared and opened his mouth, launching the ball of fire towards the Floatzel.

“W-wait- aah!” Joker quickly jumped out of the way, and the blue flames continued to the tent wall. Fabric ignited and the fire began to consume the walls. Joker jumped back and stared at the crackling heat with his eyes wide.

“Whoops…” Pyro mumbled.

“Quit gawking and put it out!” Riley barked to the Floatzel. “You’re a Water-type, now act like it!”

“I, uhh…” Joker’s breathing became more shallow as he looked towards the two. His eyes had lost all playfulness or hostility, and now held only pure fear.

As Riley was left puzzled over this unexpected reaction, the fire continued eating up the fabric walls. The two Guild Pokémon looked at each other, the same question reflected on their faces:  what should we do? 

“I’ll… get help,” Pyro decided, and he turned and ran out into the cafeteria.

Riley moved towards Joker warily. “Hey… can’t you do anything?” he asked.

Joker was gasping for air and staring wide-eyed at the flames as he bent down into a squatting position. As Riley put a curious paw on Joker’s shoulder, he could feel the Water-type shaking.

Suddenly, performers burst in through the entrance. “Fire!” they shouted. Water-types began dousing the flames, while a Furret pushed Riley out of the way and threw a blanket over Joker’s shoulders. His eyes were wide and unfocused and he was visibly trembling. The Furret was slowly nudging him towards the entrance. “Joker, can you hear me?” He asked repeatedly, but Joker was unresponsive.

“Jesus,” Riley muttered.

“Rose is gonna kill me,” Pyro groaned as he came to stand beside Riley, gawking at the gaping singed hole.

“If the performers don’t get to us first,” Riley replied. “We should probably go find her and get out of here.”

A Dewott came over to the two. “It’s not safe here, please evacuate outside,” he told them as he ushered them out of the kitchen. “Don’t worry,” he assured them, “we have everything under control.”

…

After the fire had been extinguished, rumors and stories spread through the performers just as fast as the flames had eaten up the kitchen tent. With the ringmaster injured in the fight, the performers had halted everything to make sure he was okay.

Dragonair slipped into the gray tent marked with a top hat, to see Joker sitting huddled up into a ball, his eyes half open as he stared off into space, with Furret wrapped comfortingly around him. The weasel was exponentially calmer than he was before, but he was still trembling slightly, with his fur standing on end.

“How’s he doing?” Dragonair whispered.

“He’s calmed down a lot.” Furret responded. “He should be fully recovered before the show time.”

“That’s a relief… I’ll tell the others.” Dragonair moved out and stood in the entrance, looking over the small crowd of performers that gathered worriedly around their ringmaster’s tent. As soon as Dragonair emerged, she was barraged by questions.

“How is he?”

“Will he recover in time for the show?”

“Is he hurt?”

“Are we gonna cancel?”

Dragonair lifted her tail to signal silence, then waited for the murmuring to die down before speaking, “Joker was injured in his fight with the Guild kid, but was untouched by the flames. Furret says he should recover in time for the show.”

The performers breathed a collective sigh. Dragonair continued, “While he is recovering, I shall take over as stand-in ringmaster. We should all continue preparing for the show, business as usual. I want the performers on street-duty back out to entertain the visitors and assure them that everything is taken care of,” she ordered.

The performers murmured amongst themselves as they dispersed to their individual tasks. Dragonair poked her head back into the tent for a last look at Joker. He was staring towards the ground with his eyes glazed over.

“Don’t let anyone enter here,” Dragonair told Furret.

“Roger,” Furret nodded.

…

“Is this true?” asked Gallade, perched behind his desk. His office was dyed a soft, delectable orange from the sunset outside. Folded hands covered his mouth as he stared straight ahead with a stern expression.

“It is,” Pyro nodded. “The Floatzel we saw at the circus was the very same one that attacked our caravan five days prior.”

“We would have reported this earlier,” Rose added, “but none of us were sure if we could trust our memories since we had been injured.”

“This is… upsetting, to say the least,” Gallade admitted. He leaned back in his chair and rested his legs on his desk. “What of the Swanna? Did you find any trace of them?”

“I did find  a  Swanna,” Riley told him. “But it was in the kitchen ready to be cooked. That Joker guy said something about it being dinner.”

“Damn,” Gallade muttered. “It’s probably too late to perform an autopsy on it. We could likely find the bones, but there wouldn’t be nearly as much we could find out… Still though… civilized meat…” The Psychic-type shook his head and turned his attention back to the team. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“Like what?” Rose asked.

“Well,  anything . The public might turn to favor the ringmaster if we were to arrest him, so if we could get any more evidence against him it would help control the damage,” the Guildmaster explained. “Marks on their ‘meal’? Suspicious Pokémon wandering about? Maybe some of the other bandits from the caravan?”

“When they attacked five days ago, Flo- excuse me, Joker came in after the other three. They seemed surprised to see him,” Rose said. “I don’t believe he works directly with them, but they were definitely friends.” Her floral hand traced over where his Ice Fang had ripped into her frail arm.

“I couldn’t find anything condemning on my search,” Pyro added.

“Nothing I didn’t already tell you,” Riley shrugged.

Gallade held his chin in his left hand and looked dimly at nothing. “If that’s all you have, then you may return to your rooms. Goodnight.”

“What, that’s it?” Riley scoffed. “We found the bastard. You can’t just stop us here.”

“Back down, kiddo. This is entering a field you’ve no business or interest in,” Gallade warned. “Unless, you want to learn a whole new system of laws?”

Riley took a step back. No, he didn’t. “N… nevermind.”

“Dismissed.” The Charmander and Roselia bowed to the Guildmaster and left the room. Riley mimicked them and closed the door behind him. Gallade spun around in his chair and faced the orange sky. The cursed patch of barren land just outside looked like it was on fire. From a drawer in his desk, Gallade removed a wooden sphere and placed it in his palm, where he rolled it around therapeutically.

What to do… the Guildmaster thought. If I managed to find the wagons and the rest of the scene the attack took place, we could examine it and match them to Joker’s claws and fangs. With some witnesses, that’d be condemning enough. But the common folk might take his side regardless. And accusing a local idol is enough hot water as it is, but if someone finds out that I stirred the nest up with the desert kingdom, it wouldn’t end well. I might have to take further action to keep up the Guild’s reputation.

The ethereal claw of Garchomp’s right hand rested itself on Gallade’s shoulder as the spirit of the old bastard joined him in the twilight.  Having troubles, are you?  asked the gravely voice of the Dragon-type.  Don’t overcomplicate things, child. It’s simple what you have to do  . Garchomp chuckled to himself as he always did to his kids, watching them pretend to be grown-ups. Just imagining it made Gallade smile.  The rotten fruit they may throw will wash off, and the insults alongside them only hurt if you believe they’re right. If that’s all you’re afraid of, wash it off and prove them wrong. If I’m not mistaken, this little circus weasel- Joker, you call him- he has quite a few threads, does he not? Perhaps you could pull on a few of them for a little while. 

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Gallade grinned.

 Sure, give me the credit  , Garchomp shrugged. He removed his ethereal claw, and the old bastard stepped away towards the elegantly-patterned doors.  You know where to look if you need my wisdom again . The memory of the old Dragon-type retreated back into the crevices of Gallade’s mind.

“Setting ablaze a part or two of their nests matters not when they never leave the shadows,” he said aloud. With a faint smile, he turned around from the sunset and grasped a piece of paper in his left hand. Bold text on top of it clearly read out  warrant  , and below that were a few blank lines lead in by only a few words. Gallade yanked his quill, a glistening blue feather plucked from the backside of an Articuno that to this day held its perpetual shimmer, from the inkwell and neatly wrote down the document’s recipient:  Joker, Floatzel .

  



21. The Outworlders


    
    It was rare for the Pokémon of Astraean to see Gallade walking alone through the streets in the mid morning. He was his usual self, giving his warm smile and an inviting wave to those that met his eye, and many were inclined to return the same onto him. Nothing about him made them feel that something was amiss, so aside from a few glances no one bothered being worried. No one bothered being unsettled or afraid of what roused the Guildmaster from his office. Rare meant nothing- Gallade has been known to take a walk or two now and then. There hadn’t been anything to be suspicious of. No one knew where he was heading or why. Perhaps that was for the better.

His morning stroll took Gallade to the front of the circus, where today a Seviper and an Arbok stood in front of the main entrance to the makeshift path. Behind them, Pokémon were preparing for the upcoming day.

The Pokémon in the stands and booths were counting the money they had made yesterday, as well as how much merchandise they had left, while the performers were maintaining their tools and brushing up on their tricks.

“Morning!” Gallade called to the two snakes. “Sorry to disturb you. I’d like to speak with your ringmaster and clear a few things up.”

“You’re the Guildmaster…?” Seviper eyed the Psychic-type suspiciously. “Sorry, but Joker’s very busy with preparations, and isn’t allowing visitors at the moment,” he sneered.

“I don’t suppose he’s willing to make an exception?” Gallade asked, already aware of what the answer would be. Arbok sternly shook his head. “Yeah, I had a feeling. It’s your job to make sure no one sneaks through. I can respect that.” He took a short breath. “I also know that some of my kids caused some damages yesterday during an investigation, and as the Guildmaster it’s my responsibility to clean up when they make a mess. Please, you’ll insult me if you refuse my hospitality. At least let me come and break bread with your ringmaster.”

“Like I said, he’s busy,” Seviper hissed.

“Are you being mean to the Guildmaster?” A voice came from behind the serpents. They turned around to see the Floatzel with painted fur, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders and a slightly weary look in his eyes. “Lying is mean, you know?” He gave a friendly smile as he approached.

“It isn’t a lie. We don’t allow visitors during setup,” Arbok defended.

“You should know that Guildmasters are an exception. This is his town; he can go where he likes,” Joker scolded, then looked up at the Psychic-type. “Now, to what do I owe this visit?”

“I understand that there was a scuffle the other day, and during that my kids caused some damage to your property,” Gallade explained. “First of all I’d like to cover the cost, and then spend a few minutes talking about what happened. Just to clear the air.”

“You think we need you to cover the cost?” Seviper scoffed.

“You’re not the first ones to pick a fight. We can pay for our own equipment,” Arbok added. Hostile murmurs of agreement came from the performers that had stopped to see what was going on.

“Anything you have to say to Joker can be said in front of us!” a Dewott joined in from a few feet away. The side chatter grew a bit louder and more forceful.

Joker’s friendly smile quickly dropped as he shouted, “Enough!” All at once, the conversations stopped and all eyes were on the Floatzel. “Gallade is my guest, and you shall treat him as such. Have any of you been a Guildmaster before? Do you know exactly how much work it takes to run an organization of that size? Yet Gallade has taken time out of his busy schedule to pay us a visit himself, and you throw stones at him? He’s even kind enough to offer to pay for the damage done by his subordinates, yet you have the gall to refuse him so rudely? I didn’t think that was the way we ran things here.” The weasel swept his steely stare across the grounds, meeting the gaze of each and every performer present. The Pokémon dropped their gazes to the ground, some remorseful, but others spiteful. “I believe everyone here has something they should be doing, hm? We’re under the clock here - get to it!” The performers sulkily returned to their tasks. Joker then returned to his usual smile as he looked back at Gallade. “I’m terribly sorry you had to see that. Tension can get rather high during setup; everything has to be perfect, after all.”

“Not at all,” Gallade returned a friendly smile.

“I’ll accept your compensation gratefully for the damaged tent, although it really isn’t that big of a deal. Now, about that private talk…” Joker turned and trotted down through the makeshift path, gesturing with his twin tails for the Psychic-type to follow him. Gallade allowed the ringmaster to lead him through the aisles of food stalls to the performers’ personal tents. Joker entered the largest of the tents, placed in the very back, with a picture of a top hat painted onto it. “This is my personal tent. No one would be back here for any reason, so feel free to speak as loudly as needed.”

“What a cozy place you’ve got here,” Gallade observed. The tent was large enough to comfortably fit four Pokémon of Gallade’s size. The inside was fairly empty, with only a bed of hay and feather, a colorful toy box sitting off to the side, and a mirror propped against the wall. “I mean, considering that it’s supposed to be nomadic. Practical, but still personal.”

“I’m honored to hear that,” Joker responded.

“Though I must say, the attitude shown by the members of your circus is very disheartening,” Gallade stated.

“As I said, tension-”

“Tension? That wasn’t tension, Joker. I’ve seen that attitude many times before. One might think the circus to be an oppressed colony. I haven’t wronged your group, have I?” Gallade asked him. “Arbok said that my kids weren’t the first to cause a mess, so that couldn’t be the reason. If it were, covering the cost should have broken some of the atmosphere.”

“I agree. Such behavior is inexcusable, and in no way represents what the circus stands for,” Joker apologized. “They aren’t normally like this. Promise. Stress brings out this… ‘oppressed minority’ in them, continuing your metaphor.”

“It’s concerning to see your group like this, and I’d hope to improve relations in the future, but I don’t believe that I can do anything today to fix that,” Gallade shrugged. “And besides, I did not come all this way to give your customer service a review. First, the matters of yesterday. During an investigation two of my boys caused some damages whilst looking for a Swanna. One got in a fight with you and traded a few blows. By the way you’re carrying yourself, it must’ve been more than a skirmish.”

“The Riolu.” Joker put on a much weaker version of the childlike smile he had found himself wearing the other day. “He’s an amature, but he’s interesting. I don’t know what it is, but you have something on your hands with that kid.”

“It’s nice to hear that. I’ll tell Riley what you said, but I’m not sure if he’ll be happy about it,” Gallade told him. He cleared his throat. “The other, the Charmander, accidentally burned part of your tent. Whether you want a patch or a whole new tent, I can cover the cost of it by tomorrow. We’ve been saving for a rainy day. Surely we can afford to clean up this little puddle.”

“A patch will do just fine. It’s just the kitchen tent, and giving it an extra splash of color will be cute,” Joker decided.

“Sounds doable,” Gallade assured. “Tomorrow the circus will receive its funds. I’m sure you have your own tailor to make your tent, so I’ll leave that to you. However, these same kids did act for a reason. I’ll cover for the damages, but the report they gave me is enough for investigation. They were looking for a civilized Swanna, but instead they just found a ‘wild’ Swanna that was being used for dinner. A coincidence like that doesn’t come along often. I could easily call for further investigation solely on that.”

“Are you accusing us of murder?” Joker asked testily, his smile fading to a stern expression similar to the one he had when he scolded the performers.

“No one’s listening, Joker. Don’t get defensive on me. I couldn’t care less if you shadow-dwellers off each other, got it? If it was anyone else, what you did to Carbink would be repaid tenfold, but I’ll spare you just this once. Just stay the hell off my streets,” the Guildmaster warned him. The Water-type stood silent across from him, staring into the single red eye of the Psychic-type. It hadn’t changed in demeanor, but the words he spoke were so unlike him. For a moment Joker wondered if in fact it had been someone else who said them.

“For now,” Gallade continued, “the subject of this Swanna matters not to me. I didn’t come all this way just for your domestic affairs.” Gallade reached behind him into a neat, leather bag and pulled out a letter sealed with blue wax. In it was a shallow imprint of the Guild’s sigil, signifying its origin.

“Ooh, fancy. That’s never a good sign,” Joker smirked. He grabbed the letter from Gallade’s hand and peeled the lip back, removing the seal. Joker took hold of the contents inside and unfolded the piece of paper, revealing the bold black text at the top: Warrant. “Why don’t I ever get any fun letters?” he sighed.

“Six days ago, my kids witnessed you and three others robbing a small caravan they were defending,” Gallade told him. “Right now we have three witnesses off hand. Contact has been made with the victim, and we have pieces of the scene this took place at to match to your arsenal and your own prints. Simply put, you’re being charged with assault and theft. Do you plead guilty, or shall we go to trial?”

“You’re quite well prepared, aren’t you?” Joker grinned. “That was indeed me. I felt kinda bad for a while afterwards; I bit that Roselia pretty hard.”

“That makes things much simpler.” Gallade clapped his hands together and pulled out a pen from his bag, accompanied by a sponged ink pad. “Alright. Signature at the bottom, followed by your paw print. Then the date. Read the fine print if you wish.”

“Sure thing.” Joker did as he said, taking the pen and scribbling down his signature. “What’s the punishment gonna be?” He put his paw on the ink pad and left his print to the right of his signature.

“Well… I’ll just say it.” The Guildmaster cleared his throat. “First, you’re being fined. One wagon, one chest, and four hundred and seventy-three Joy Seeds. The latter will be a hefty price. Florges, the victim’s boss and owner of the stolen property, said that she will allow you to divide the fine into payments. On top of this, you have to spend ten days in prison.”

“Ten days? That’s not gonna sit well with the performers…” Joker muttered.

“You’ve committed a crime. As the law incarnate, I’m obligated to punish you for it,” Gallade stated. “I’ll leave it to you to tell your friends. It’s likely that they’ll put the blame on me as a result, and they’re free to do so. If they so choose to be wrong, that’s their right. But, just in case…” The Psychic-type raised his left hand in front of his face, and a moment later an object darted out of nowhere into his gentle palm. It was a bone, fresh, brittle, and with a few teeth marks on the length of it. The meat had been stripped off of it, but along the end there remained a bit of cartilage where the joint would have been. The Guildmaster looked at it carefully for a second, twisting it around and studying it under his single red eye, and then nodded and tucked it in his bag. “Tomorrow at eight in the morning, your ten days starts. Bright and early. This leaves you the whole rest of the day to plan out your circus for when you leave.”

“How very generous of you,” Joker smirked grimly.

“Oh, and by the way, I need to remind you.” The Guildmaster coughed twice and stared into Joker. “If you don’t show up tomorrow, I’ll hunt you down myself. Do be prompt.”

“As much fun as it sounds to play such an extreme game of tag, you can expect me at your door no later than eight o’clock,” Joker smiled, a hint of a challenge in his eyes.

“We’ll be waiting.” Gallade turned around with his hands tucked behind his back. He whistled a sharp tune as he meandered to the opening, pushing the flap open and letting it flutter behind him. There was a brief flash of light, and the whistling abruptly stopped as the Guildmaster was swept away in a Teleport.

Joker sat on his bed of hay for a moment, thinking over what he was going to do next. With the festival still ongoing, he wasn’t sure how the performers would react to this news. With a sigh, he heaved himself up and made his way to the main path.

“Nairy,” he called to Dragonair as she was helping to inflate beach balls.

“What did I tell you about calling me that?” Dragonair hissed testily.

“Never mind that. Call everyone together in the main tent. I have news.”

“Regarding the Guildmaster?” Dragonair guessed.

“Well… It’s a surprise!” Joker winked and gave a goofy grin. He then turned and slowly made his way to the main tent. He made sure to give enough time for Dragonair to spread the message and for everyone to arrive before him.

Inside the giant multicolored tent, every Pokémon in the circus sat in the bleachers, chatting amongst themselves. Curiosity and tension mixed in the air as everyone was waiting impatiently for the ringmaster to explain what had happened.

“Greetings, everyone!” Joker waved as he sauntered through the entrance to the center of the stage. “I’m sure you all have a shit-ton of questions, but I’m here to tell you all that I know!” He paused to let the chatter die down before continuing. “As many of you know, Guildmaster Gallie paid us a visit earlier this morning, under the guise of compensation for the damaged tent. However, he actually came to discuss a legal matter.” He stopped again and waited for silence as Pokémon began asking question to him and each other. “A little while ago, I helped a good friend of mine rob a caravan. Gallie told me I had to pay the caravan owner back for the damaged property and stolen goods, as well as spend time in jail.” An uproar broke out as the performers could no longer sit still.

“Jail time?! Who does he think he is?!” Dragonair scoffed.

“Doesn’t he know we have a show to put on?!” Dewott exclaimed.

“It ain’t fair! You were jes’ helpin’ a friend! How come you’re th’ only one gettin’ punished?!” Buneary protested.

“Everyone, settle down!” Joker shouted over the chatter. He waited patiently for the performers to find their seats again. “I appreciate the concern, but you misunderstand. It’s only ten days, and the fee isn’t anything we can’t handle.”

“Even so, that’ll throw a huge wrench in our schedule,” Dragonair pointed out.

“No, I want you all to continue as planned. You’ll finish the shows here today and tomorrow, then pack up and leave tomorrow night. I’ll catch up to you once I’m out.” Joker explained. “I’ll have a substitute ringmaster for when I’m gone. Let’s see…” he took a sweeping glance across the room, “Dewdrop will do it.”

Dewott straightened up in surprise, “M-me?” Murmurs filled the room. “But I’m just a street performer. I think Dragonair would be a better choice.” Dragonair looked away, trying not to look displeased with Joker’s decision and failing miserably.

“I think you guys have some misconceptions about the ringmaster… my job is not to be a king,” Joker explained. “There’s no circus hierarchy. While it’s true Nairy is a very skilled performer, that’s exactly why she isn’t the substitute ringmaster. The ringmaster’s job is to simply organize the show. I’m not the main event or anything. No one comes here just to see me; they come to see all of you. A ringmaster without his performers couldn’t possibly attract a crowd as large as we do. Similarly, Nairy may be a finale performer, but that doesn’t make her any more important than anyone else. Without the tech crew, she wouldn’t have a spotlight. Without the stall operators, she wouldn’t be able to fund her tour. I chose Dewdrop to take my place simply because he is not scheduled to perform in the main show for a while. He can juggle his job as a street performer and mine as the ringmaster with the least amount of difficulty.” The performers murmured uncertainly to themselves.

“I suppose that makes sense…” Dewott admitted.

“Great!” Joker clapped his paws together, “We’ve wasted enough time here. Everyone, back to your tasks! We have two hours before our doors open once again, and this place has to be perfect!” The performers quickly began swarming towards the exits, eager to return to their assignments. “Dewdrop,” Joker called to the Water-type, “Follow me and I’ll teach you what you need to do in my absence.”

…

Most of the Guild had left by the time Joker came in to begin his ten days, but those that had the day off were more than surprised to see him walk up to the Guildmaster. However, it turned even more heads when the two turned down one of the halls and into the dungeon. When Gallade emerged alone he was barraged with questions, but he just answered as everyone expected him to: All I did was charge another criminal. Don’t act so surprised.

News spread quickly, but Gallade answered to no one. Some dozen townsfolk showed up at the door in less than an hour only to be urged away by the silent but unfaltering Blaziken. Despite the fit everyone had been in, the Guildmaster had not been moved because of how famous the criminal was. He stuck to his duties as he always had.

Roughly an hour and a half after his incarceration, Gallade was in front of the wanted boards, taking down outdated posters and putting up the new ones, as well as returning a few of the posters that had been confidently ripped down only to return attached to someone whose head drooped over the floor. It was just as he finished the wanted board, ready to move on to the job requests, when he overheard the conversation of Kirlia’s team in the messhall.

“Who’d have thought that Joker was a criminal,” Luxio commented. “How’re you taking all this? He’s your brother, isn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Buizel sighed. Brother…? Curious, Gallade quietly began walking towards the archway. “I mean, I know he’s changed, but I never thought he’d rob a caravan.”

“What do you mean by ‘changed?’” Gallade asked them.

“G-Gallade!” Buizel jumped out of his seat, nearly stumbling back and falling on his ass. “Wh-what’re you doing here?!”

“How has Joker changed?” Gallade pressed. Buizel shook his head and took a deep breath.

“W-well, it’s just as I said. He changed. One day he was… reserved, and caring- a lot like Luxio, actually. The next, he was like someone else. Giddy… adventurous… I remember being somewhat unsettled, but I kinda liked it. But there were times that he had this look on his face I just couldn’t understand,” Buizel explained. He sat down once again and put his chin on his left paw.

“You don’t have to do this,” Luxio assured his partner. The Electric-type looked up to Gallade. “Please. None of this really matters to the case, does it?” he pleaded.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Gallade answered. “Go on, Buizel.”

“He… he left for days at a time.” The way Buizel spoke was distant, to no one specifically, as if he was just reminding himself of the past. It was unsettling for Luxio to hear his partner act in such a way. “Said he was looking for someone, but he never said who it was. Over time he became more distant towards me and our mom. He refused to fight. Didn’t even spar with me anymore. One day this was flipped on its head. Said he needed to get stronger, and he ran off into the forest. He brought home kids and injured Pokémon that needed to be rescued. Mom didn’t have the resources to care for them all, but she didn’t want to push away her son. It really got to her. There were nights where she didn’t eat so that we would. Maybe he knew this, because he began traveling around with them. Then he formed the circus with them. Started calling himself ‘Joker’ and stained his fur. I haven’t talked to him since. Now poor mom’s all alone…” He buried his face in his paws and didn’t come out for a while.

“It’s okay,” Luxio attempted to console, but he lacked the insight to provide anything meaningful. “So?” He bitterly looked up to the Guildmaster. “Was any of that of help?”

“It just might be,” Gallade muttered to himself as he mulled over the story he was told. He nodded twice and turned around. “Thanks for the information,” he said before leaving the archway.

At the end of the faculty hall there stood a thick steel door with a clear label written on the wall above it: Dungeon: Restricted Access. Gallade placed his open palm against the cold metal. Mechanisms slid and clicked into place upon his touch, and the heavy handle twisted to the side. Slowly the door swung open on its own, and the Guildmaster shoved it closed behind him as he descended the stairs. The dungeon itself had sixteen cells, but this was a dormant part of the cycle. The only other inhabitant other than Joker was an Ariados, who Gallade struck with a Hypnosis as he passed her by.

Third from the back on the left, the Floatzel laid comfortably across the cement ground, plucking at a guitar string and jotting down notes on a makeshift music sheet. He was humming what one could only assume to be the melody of the song he was in the process of writing, using the guitar string to confirm the pitch.

Standing in front of the prisoner with his arms crossed, Gallade opened his mouth and began to speak in a tongue that wasn’t his own, and that was not built for him. Joker knew it well, but how the Guildmaster spoke it was sloppy and brutish, for it was not of this world. He spoke, through what appeared to be an accent, English. “I know what you are, Outworlder,” he boldly claimed.

Joker looked up from his music with shock, then quickly shifted to a giddy grin, “I didn’t know Pokémon could even speak that language. I applaud you for being able to learn it; it’s quite difficult, even in the other world.”

“So I was right,” Gallade muttered to himself through his gritted teeth. “And you seem so casual about this. Do you know what I could do with the knowledge I have?”

“You could very well destroy my circus, I’d imagine. No one would come to our show if they knew the ringmaster was an Outworlder.” Joker held the guitar string taut between his paws, at half the length of the full string, then plucked it with his fang like a piece of floss.

“I have no interest in your surface business,” Gallade told him. “What interests me…” He cleared his throat and began to speak again in the tongue that was not of his world. “What interests me is that you’ve managed to worm your way in here, and I didn’t even know it.”

“You say that as though I’m not welcome here,” Joker said with a mock hurt expression. “I haven’t done any harm to anyone. Well, not any more harm than is normal in such a combat-oriented world.”

“That’s a lie,” Gallade scoffed. “Your ‘brother’ is upstairs right now. Just a minute ago he had his face in his paws. He was lamenting you, lamenting his family, Joker.”

“Buiz is here?” Joker sat up, an excited look on his face. “I haven’t seen him in forever! I guess he did say he wanted to join a Guild or something…” His happy grin faded as he looked down at the floor with a sad smirk. “I really did think of him as a little brother, despite everything. He has every right to think bad of me now, I guess.”

“I can’t say I agree with you there,” Gallade stated. “It isn’t your fault that you’re here now. You have my sympathy, good traveler. But, I am only an acception. Much of the world sees you as an abomination; a bad omen; a threat. As of now, there’s nothing I can do about that.” Gallade leaned back against the cell opposite Joker’s with his arms loosely folded across his chest. “With a testimony from your brother, as well as my own admission of your confession, I could have you suspected of being a human. I would only need a few tests after that to condemn you. Taking your head would make me the good guy. Fact of the matter is, you’re not welcome here. By killing you I’d be a hero. Now, isn’t that a little…” Gallade went back to speaking in the tongue that was not his. “Fucked up?” he asked the Floatzel.

“Pokemon aren’t that different from humans. You fear the unknown, and so you work to get rid of it. While it is true that condemning someone to death simply because of who they are is ‘fucked up,’ it isn’t anything different than what goes on in my world.” Joker shrugged. “I’m not sure what you’d accomplish by ratting me out, other than a boost in your already immaculate public image, but I won’t protest if you do. I’m a criminal, after all. You, the warden, can do what you please to me. I’m fully prepared to be exposed, and honestly I didn’t think it would even take this long for someone to find out.”

“Again, I’ll have to disagree with you. They don’t fear an unknown. I shouldn’t expect someone like you to be versed in our history.” The Guildmaster cleared his throat and switched his language back to English once again. “You aren’t the equivalent of a ‘nigger’ or a ‘spic’ here. You don’t practice ‘black magic’ or any other made-up threat.” He took a small breath and returned to his native tongue. “This isn’t a purge of the undesirables. Don’t misunderstand,” he warned him. “As for your second point, I am the warden here as you say. However, killing you isn’t what I’m after. Do not think of us as enemies. I can help you, Joker.”

“Oh, really? I wasn’t aware that I needed help,” Joker replied in almost a snide tone.

“Not many of you are,” Gallade answered him. “I don’t mean ‘rehabilitation’ when I say help. I couldn’t give a single shit what you do. Criminal acts will be punished no matter who you are. Joker… I can say with certainty that you know someone else who is a human. Who are they?”

“As they say, birds of a feather flock together,” Joker grinned as he laid back down on his side. “I don’t have any intention of telling you about my acquaintances. None of us are in any real danger, so I don’t see why you have to know.”

Gallade gently placed his hands together, consuming himself in a soft light. In an instant he warped inside the cell and sat across from Joker. “Of course you don’t see why I have to know. You have your reasons. Maybe it’s just ignorance. Maybe it’s a lack of resources. Perhaps, it could be that you’re afraid of what the answer would be. Most likely it’s just simply wanting to protecting you. Who knows?” The Guildmaster leaned forward and gently tapped the end of the Floatzel’s snout. “That’s who,” he said. “Whatever your reason may be, if you’re willing, I can provide you with the answer,” Gallade told him. “Ariados, she will wake up in about fifteen minutes. The full history would take much longer than that. An abridged version… ten minutes or so. Of course, I can skip that and just tell you the answer if you’d prefer.”

“Sounds like story time to me,” Joker smiled happily, “There’s no way I’d skip it.”

“Alright then, Joker.” The Guildmaster shifted on the bench to fully face the Water-type. Dim blue light from the smooth luminescent plate in the ceiling cast an outline on the Psychic-type, casting a shadow upon Gallade’s face. “This is a tale that has been lost to history for hundreds of cycles. It will be missing most of its details. You may not take notes. You may not ask for a full version. Most importantly, you may not tell anyone what I tell you here. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Okay.” The Guildmaster folded his hands and rested his chin upon them, leaning forward. His one red eye gazed down to a crack in the floor and refused to move. He took a sharp inhale of the cold, mildewy air that filtered in from the vents, and when he spoke, it did not sound like the proud Guildmaster. No longer was his voice that of the hero who slayed the mighty titan cycles ago, the incarnation of the law that held this land together. It was now just a grim murmur, barely loud enough for Joker to hear. “It started long before time ever began, when thirteen angels of judgement were born, armed to destroy the world.”

…

Riley arrived back in Astraean in the late afternoon with another assignment from his Guildmaster finished. Having this downtime was something he hadn’t been used to, especially since he hadn’t been able to release some of his pent-up energy as he had yesterday. Upset though he may have been, Riley wasn’t alone in these droning tasks, and he felt the pressure from his teammates to stop being an emotional burden on them. Most of his sulking had been internal as he waited for the period of punishment to pass, and for a more exciting job to come his way.

“Hey, Pyro,” called Rose to the Charmander ahead of her. “Can you do me a favor?”

“I’m not gonna commit before I know what I’m doing,” Pyro answered.

“I need you to get me a TM for Riley,” she said. “Iron Tail. We have the funds, and he’s not going anywhere.”

“Wait, really?” Such words awoke Riley into his usual juvenile excitement. “A new move?”

“Why do I have to buy it?” Pyro asked her. “And why now?”

“One, because the shopkeepers like you more, and two, we may as well try and make him somewhat useful,” she answered.

“But-… Fine,” he sighed. “I’ll go pick up an Iron Tail. Where do you wanna meet up?”

“Either behind the Guild in the rocky outcrops, or somewhere outside of town. You know, where no one will get hurt.”

“Hurt? What, are we sparring?” asked a hopeful Riley.

“Maybe a little,” she shrugged.

“Yeah, alright. We didn’t have anything else planned either,” Pyro said, albeit reluctantly. “Behind the Guild sounds fine. It’ll be a bit of a hike, but aside from a few slopes it means being quicker getting home.”

“‘Kay. See you in a bit,” she said.

The Charmander branched off and took a left whilst the other two continued on the route to the Guild. Riley was grinning ear to ear as he waited in anticipation for his new move like a child waiting to get home to play with their new toy. At the base of the Guild’s hill, there was another side path that went off to the right. It was barely even visible, and if Rose hadn’t lead the way through it Riley would have never noticed it was there. Following it brought them around the hill and into a comparatively narrow stairway. From the look of it, anyone around Rhyperior’s size would have had to find another way down. Rose stepped down first, and Riley soon after. The stairs were carved out of the stone to be perfectly smooth and parallel with each other, and they were cool to the touch of the Riolu’s paw pads. The temperature only decreased as they went further and further down under more and more layers of shadows.

Riley was beginning to wonder why they would have such a neatly kept path for something that no one ever used, but he was caught off guard when halfway down the Roselia spun around and stared him dead in the eyes. “What are you?” she harshly asked, placing her hands on her hips and leaning forward. Whatever answer Riley would give, it was clear she made up her mind.

“What do you mean?” Riley asked back, noticeably withdrawn from her presence. He looked behind him nervously.

“I mean, none of this makes sense. And I think I know why. You’re a human, aren’t you?” she accused.

“I…” He hesitated. That mere second of silence already spelled his doom. An innocent person would have laughed that off or immediately just said ‘no.’ The corner of her lips formed into a grin as she saw him fall into her trap. Just play her game, he thought. Worse comes to worst, I can push her down the stairs and make a run for it. Riley cleared his throat and finally gave her an answer. “Yeah. And what’re you gonna do about it?”

The thin smile opened up on her face as she began to laugh in the Riolu’s face. She shook her head and looked down to the ground between them. “Man… I can’t believe it took me this long to put it together. Waking up in a field with amnesia? It’s all so obvious now.”

“Just what the hell do y-”

“Relax, furball,” she said, raising the blue floral hand between them. “I’m not gonna rat you out. In fact, quite the opposite. I, too, am a human.”

“What?!” Realizing he shouted, Riley looked around anxiously to see if anyone had heard him, only for him to realize again that he’s in a stairwell. Rose chuckled to herself. “You mean, you’re-”

“Just as I said: a human. An outworlder. A traveler. Whatever you want to call it,” she said.

“And what about Pyro?”

“Him? Oh, no, he was born here. He just found me one day and took me to the Guild,” she answered. Riley, whilst staring intently at nothing in particular, stumbled backwards and sat upon one of the stairs. Rose did the same and sat on the step below his.

“So, your parents named you Rose, and you conveniently became a Roselia?” Riley thought aloud.

Rose laughed and shook her head. “No, no. It wasn’t that convenient. I couldn’t remember my name when I woke up, so I picked Rose. It was supposed to be ironic, but looking back on it, it’s not that clever. I just sound like one of the Pokémon my sister would have named when she was six. Pyro was named in the same vein,” she explained.

“You don’t remember your name?” he pressed.

“No. Well, I think I do, but Rose kinda stuck with me,” she said. “Changing it now would be a pain in the ass… Well, enough about me. What about you? Did anything come back for you yet?”

“Nothing,” he answered. “All I have is a name.”

“Is that it?” Rose asked. “After my first week, I had the image of my mother’s face. Maybe, it differs from one traveler to another… You know, a few of my memories came to me through dreams. Did you have anything weird like that?”

“No, I-” He froze upon remembering days ago, waking up in a fright from being swarmed by those black squiggles, and those muffled voices. The name, Hank. The feelings the voices stirred. Indeed they were perplexing, but there was nothing to report in that dream that was useful information. It may as well all have been a drug trip. “Yeah, no. I got nothin’.”

“Well, you shouldn’t be too worried. Memories will come in due time,” she said.

“How long have you been here, anyways?”

“Let’s see,” she muttered to herself. “It’s probably been somewhere around one and a half cycles now.”

“Damn. I was expecting, maybe, two months or so,” said Riley.

“Nope. I’ve been looking for a way back, but shockingly I haven’t found any leads,” she continued. “It’s not so bad here at least, so I’m in no rush.”

“Huh. So… what does this mean now? What’re we gonna do?” Riley asked.

“Nothing, really. There isn’t anything to do. Just thinking about your whole circumstance was bothering me. We’re gonna keep our mouths shut and keep on living as we had.”

“Does Pyro know about any of this?”

“No, he does not,” she answered with a hint of sternness. “And please keep it that way. If he found out I wasn’t from here… Well, I don’t know what he’ll do, but neither Gallade nor I want to take the risk.”

“Loud and clear. I won’t say a word to him,” he assured.

“Thank you. If anything comes up, just remember you’re not alone,” Rose promised him. She stood up and stretched her arms over her head, popping her back. “But ‘til you do, pretend you are. Don’t bring any of it up. Not a word.”

“I get it. Keep my trap shut,” Riley grumbled. He stood up after her and watched as the small Grass-type began her journey down the stairs again. After asking all these questions, he felt his mouth open to pose one last one that had been gnawing at him since he saw her. “So how did it feel to suddenly be one foot tall?” he asked.

The Roselia froze. She turned around and stared into the Riolu, who, especially now that he was five steps above her, loomed over Rose with a quizzical expression. Anger flared inside her, but it was quickly diffused when she saw that it was a genuine question, instead of that patronizing grin that Kirlia would have given her. She shook her head and bitterly laughed to herself. “It was… even weirder when I first woke up as a Budew. Gaining a bit of height was nice, but I’m still waiting to have fingers again.”

“You don’t… but how do you hold things?”

“With my petals. It’s like having a hundred little nubs that aren’t good for much. Anatomy is weird here. In our world, Pokémon like Dunsparce would have gone extinct a long time ago,” she explained. “If I had the resources I’d be studying how this world works. But, I don’t. I’m just treading carefully so I don’t get caught.”

“I remember being off-balance when I first woke up,” Riley told her. “What’s the point of having a big head like this, anyways?”

“Yeah. It’s not just us, either. When you evolve it takes a while for anyone to get used to their new form,” she said. “Pyro should be back soon. Come- we don’t want him to overhear us. Get excited again. Iron Tail, remember?”

“Oh, yeah.” Riley’s usual smile spread across his face, and he began bounding down the stairs again. He rushed by the Roselia, taking three or four steps in each stride, only a single slip from missing a step and tumbling the rest of the way down. Rose found herself smiling at the sight, overlaying his newly-revealed identity upon the Riolu. It all made sense now: he was just some kid doing what seems like fun. There was something alluring in that to her, despite how frustrating it would be at times.

She had been lost in thought, absently walking down the stairs, when she noticed that Riley had stopped at the bottom step. His head poked out of the stairway and far to the left, observing something that she could not see. Rose opened her mouth to speak, but she abruptly halted when she heard it: the thwack of a blade cleaving into wood. Twice, in fact, in rapid succession. Silently she began down the stairs again, listening to cleave after cleave, until she reached the bottom and peeked out with the Riolu.

Kirlia stood panting in the barren field with his dagger clutched in his right hand. His breaths were heavy, his lungs trying to push themselves out of his chest, but still he did not take a break. With his left hand as a medium for his telekinesis, Kirlia lifted up two thick wooden poles and set them upright on the ground. They were covered in deep scars from top to bottom, each one of them fresh. With a smirk on her face, the Roselia hopped down from the bottom stair.

“Well, isn’t this a sight to behold,” she said aloud. Kirlia spun around and glared at her with his dagger-arm cocked back. “I wonder what you-”

In the blink of an eye a Teleport swept the Psychic-type away and out of her sight. The two logs collapsed to the ground with heavy thuds and slowly, slowly rolled their scarred bodies along the uneven floor of the barren, rocky outcrop.

“…you’re doing here all alone… Asshole,” she cursed him. “You could’ve at least let me finish before bailing.”

“The hell was that about?” Riley asked.

“Normally he doesn’t train. Maybe he’s shy about it,” she bellowed, in case Kirlia was still within earshot.

“Who’s shy?” The two turned to see Pyro shouting back at them from the top of the stairs with a silver gem in his hand.

“Kirlia,” Rose shouted back. “He was training down here, and bolted when he saw us.” The Charmander laughed to himself.

“Hey, quick question,” Riley whispered to the Roselia. “You said ‘TM’ right? Where’s the disk?”

“Technique Mineral. And before you say it, I was mad too,” the Roselia whispered back, and Riley inwardly groaned. With a quick breath she returned to her normal speaking volume. “But it works, I promise. You’ll get a kick out of this move. C’mon Pyro, get over here already.”

“Alright, alright.” The Charmander cautiously began to rush down the stairs with the gem clutched to his chest. Upon joining the group again, Pyro outstretched his arms and offered the disk to the Riolu. He pushed the pun aside and took the TM eagerly in his paws. It had a strange, almost plastic feel to it, and there were weird, arcane runes carved into each of its faces.

“Admittedly I’m surprised you’re here this soon,” Rose told him.

“Yeah, there wasn’t much of a line at the shop,” Pyro replied. “I would’ve been here even sooner, but I ran into Buizel and Luxio. They were gonna grab something to eat. Looked really gloomy.”

“Without Kirlia?” Rose thought aloud.

“Nope. Luxio said he’s been in bed ever since we got back from the desert,” Pyro continued. “Must’ve hit him hard.”

“A-anyways,” Rose said, “time to get this done. Iron Tail, remember?”

“Right,” Riley said, keeping his gaze fixed on the smooth thing in his paws. “So how do these things work?”

“Mentally. The TM just kind of takes effect and takes the place of whatever move you want the least,” she explained. “They’re weird. I heard Ampharos makes them, if you want to learn about how they work.”

“Ampharos? Who’s that?” Riley asked.

“The Guild’s technician,” Pyro told him. “She usually stays in her room, but she does a lot around here. In her free time she creates these things. Orbs too, mostly, but she also does things like fixing the plate lights, or some of the forensic work for violent cases.”

“‘Usually.’ That’s putting it lightly,” Rose scoffed. “She’s like a damn ghost, emerging only in the middle of the night. Half the time I forget she even exists.”

“Hm.” Riley held the gem in both hands and raised it above his head. “So, how do I work this thing?”

“Simple. Put the TM against your forehead,” Rose instructed. The Riolu did as she said, pressing the disk between his eyes so that it scraped against his muzzle. “Now close your eyes, and concentrate… Take deep breaths… That’s good. Visualize the move… Let it become a part of you… Have it ta-

Before he knew it, the Fighting-type’s tail was coated in a silver sheen as it was transmuted into an Iron Tail. A startled Riley threw the gem up in the air as the weight on his backside dragged him to hit the rocky floor on his ass. His teammates held in their laughter as a baffled Riley grasped his metal tail in his paws.

“Holy…” Riley grinned, his eyes mirroring the shine of his new move. “God damn, this is cool. Heavy, but cool.”

“Of course it’s heavy. It turns it into metal,” Rose mocked. “You gonna sit there and gawk at it, or are you gonna test it out?”

“Test it, obviously,” he beamed. The Riolu leaned forward and pushed himself to his feet, only to have gone a bit too hard and stumbled forward in a blind panic. Pyro lurched forward and grasped him by his arm to force him to stay upright. With restrained laughter, Riley shook his head and looked the Charmander in the eyes. “Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t mention it,” Pyro insisted, retracting his claws.

“Well, for the save, too, but more for the move itself.” Looking back at his silvery tail, Riley raised one foot off the ground and spun around. The Iron Tail moved with him, nearly bashing into the Charmander as the Fire-type leapt back. His movements were sloppy, to be expected, but the strength of being a Fighting-type was quickly giving him the balance Riley needed. “It’ll be a hell of a lot more fun now.”

“Yeah, just be careful with it,” Pyro muttered. “It’s like Rose said. We’re not getting rid of you, so we may as well get serious about training you. You’re one of us now, got it? I don’t remember if we did it officially, but… Welcome to Team Hellraisers.”

“I’m honored,” Riley answered, sincerity masked by his glee.

“Enough of this,” Rose interjected. “Come on already. Give the new move a spin!”

“On what?” Pyro asked her.

“You, of course.” The Roselia pointed her red flower directly at the Fire-type, freezing him in his tracks. “He can’t get any good experience from a few poles. What’s the harm of some light sparring?” Riley perked his ears at the mere mention of the word.

“That’s just it: light sparring,” he repeated. “I’m not sure if he even knows how that’s done.”

“What, are you afraid of a rookie like him?” she taunted. “All you have to do is dodge for a while as he gets used to his Iron Tail. I’ll even tag in for you. Keep on going until we drain the furball of all his energy. What say you, Riley? Sound like fun?”

“Lots of fun,” Riley said eagerly. “C’mon, Pyro. I won’t hit you too hard, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

“If that’s how it is, I guess I have no choice,” the Charmander sighed in an exaggerated manner. He put his claws behind his back and turned to face the Fighting-type. Orange flames spilled out of his mouth and lapped at his lips. The fire on the end of his tail surged with a sudden burst of energy. Playfully, Pyro continued. “I’ll make you regret those words!”

The mock-match went on for hours as Riley attempted to use his new move in tandem with his others, and through this he learned that Iron Tail had replaced Counter as a weapon in his arsenal. It was no great loss, and it was more than made up for by the exhilaration of the rest of the duel. Though it was not nearly as intense as the battlefield in the desert, it was still remarkably fun for everyone involved. By the time the sun set, Pyro and Rose were covered in bruises, and Riley had a fair share of his own. Patches of his fur were singed and cuts lined his arms and chest, and the exhausted trio lumbered back up the stairway. Blaziken paid them no mind as the three entered the Guild’s cabin and descended down the stairs in the corner. After arriving during the tail end of dinner, they grabbed tonight’s meal (sandwiches and a roasted apple for dessert) and retreated to their room, where they collapsed for the night like everyone else.

It didn’t take long for everyone to pass out, and after twilight had ended the only noise was that of a low collection of snores. This was normal. During the night there were only a few sets of eyes still open. Some of the Guild staff would work late into the night, eventually dropping in the midst of their work into a heavy slumber. On a typical night, the only active being in the Guild would be Dusknoir.

So imagine the night guard’s surprise when he overheard and witnessed Kirlia at the base of the cliff with his dagger locked against his arm. In a flurry of rapid motions the boy savagely ripped apart the wooden poles with the blade. His breaths were heavy but his actions unrelenting and brutal. Every time he hacked off a piece it would fly back into line with his Psychic, forcing his victim to stay in one piece.

“Hmm…” Dusknoir tilted his head as he studied the boy from the top of the cliff. His glowing red eye rolled in his vacant socket. “Hmmm-mmmmmm…” The ghost hummed to himself in his perplexion as he watched the Guildmaster’s son move faster and faster, as if taking a second to rest would give the pole the opportunity to retaliate with all the hatred that had been beaten into it. “Interesting,” Dusknoir muttered to himself. “Such basic training, but performed with such intensity…” He leaned over the cliff edge with his large hands folded behind his back to carefully observe the child. Abruptly Kirlia stopped in his tracks, the tip of his blade mere inches away from another cut into the pole. The boy raised his eyes to glare up at the Ghost-type looming over him.

“If you’re trying to be sneaky, maybe you shouldn’t talk to yourself,” Kirlia bellowed up to him.

“My apologies. I did not intend to interrupt your exercises,” Dusknoir assured him. “Please, continue like I’m not even here.”

“Seighast,” the boy called to him. Dusknoir twitched upon that word, reflexively clenching and unclenching a fist behind his back. “Don’t you have guard duty to attend to?”

“Oh, my… Now, isn’t this something. I’m certainly in a pickle,” he said, just loud enough for Kirlia to hear. “I wonder where you picked that up? I certainly haven’t heard that in quite a while. ‘Seighast…’”

“Just turn around and leave me alone,” Kirlia ordered.

“I’ll respect your orders,” Seighast replied, “but it’s perplexing why you’re doing this in secret. Being honest, I never could get a read on you.” Kirlia bit down on his lip and aimed the end of his dagger at the single glowing eye of the Ghost-type. Dusknoir smiled and shook his head. “Ah, the angst of the youthful,” he sighed. “You’re doing nothing wrong, so I don’t need to stop you. Having a bad attitude isn’t a crime. Hopefully you’ll retire soon and get yourself a good rest for tomorrow.”

“Tch.” Kirlia turned away from the Ghost-type and cocked back his arm. Like nothing ever happened he began his savage dance again against a foe that could neither fight back or flee.

“Perplexing, indeed,” Seighast whispered. The ghost turned around and began drifting towards the porch again. He hummed his distant melody in his low, jolly voice, drowning out the sound of Kirlia mutilating his inanimate prey.

  



22. Dreaded Investigation: Part 1


    
    Weavile slammed her claws down on a table. “I can believe Joker was arrested!” she exclaimed.

“Do you not know how libraries work?” Espeon sighed from his desk.

“You said you’d help me, right?” Weavile pointed out. “Do something, then.”

“What should I do? Break him out?” Espeon asked.

“Well… no… but there has to be something!” Weavile sat down in one of the chairs.

“If you want to be the boss of the syndicate, you need to make the most of a bad situation,” Espeon advised.

“Make the most… hmm…” Weavile sat forward and buries her face in her arms. The quiet ticking of the clock on the wall and the scribbling of Espeon’s quill were the only sounds that filled the room.

“Do you need a hint?” Espeon asked after a while with a slightly patronizing tone.

“Hang on…” Weavile mumbled from her position at the table. “What if we… yeah… I got it!” She suddenly jumped up.

“Do you?” Espeon hummed, uninterested. His quill was gliding over a piece of paper, effortlessly printing word after word in a neat cursive handwriting.

“We can make it look like the syndicate is falling apart under Persian’s rule. With Joker behind bars, a huge amount of Pokémon are no longer usable to us.” Weavile explained, “I’m sure everyone’s on edge. We can spread rumors about how Persian fucked up, and make it seem like Joker was arrested because of a reckless order from Persian.” Weavile paused to think, then grinned and continued, “But why stop there? We’ll also tell the Guild about Sableye’s warehouse, and have that shut down. Pokémon will start thinking that Persian’s way of running things isn’t good enough.”

“Oh? You’re really going all out,” Espeon commented.

“Of course! I have to rally the majority of the syndicate behind me. In order to do that, I need to ensure that they think I’d be a better leader than that cat.” Weavile grinned. “I’ll start whispering around. Could you go tip off the Guild?”

“Why do I have to? It’s your plan,” Espeon complained.

“You’ll get there way faster,” Weavile pointed out. “You said you’d help me, yet you haven’t done anything yet. This will be a good time to do that.”

Espeon rolled his eyes. “If it’ll get you out of my library faster…” he was suddenly enveloped in a soft light, and in an instant, he was gone.

The Psychic-type reappeared on the outskirts of Astraean. He trotted in an easy going manner to the small cabin atop the hill that made up the Guild, his tail swishing behind him. Espeon stopped in front of the porch and looked at the Blaziken sitting in a rocking chair. “Excuse me,” he greeted her, “I have something to discuss with your Guildmaster, regarding something of great importance.”

Blaziken looked down at the fox with her half-closed eyes as she absently pushed herself back and forth with her talons. The wooden chair squeaked every time it was forced back on its heels. She clicked her tongue and placed her head on a clenched fist propped up on the chair’s arm. “Well the Guildmaster hasn’t told me to let you through,” Blaziken shrugged.

“Of course he hasn’t, because he doesn’t know what I need to tell him,” Espeon replied, trying to keep the edge out of his tone, “If he knew the information I have, it wouldn’t be so imperative that I tell him.” His tail waved in the air as he sat down, an indication that he wasn’t going to leave so easily. “I am the Espeon that created the Knowall Library. I have transcribed hundreds of books, and I continue to expand the collection for the townsfolk’s enjoyment and pursuit of knowledge. Obviously I wouldn’t waste my time making the trek to this Guild if I didn’t have information worth hearing.”

“Well holy shit. Look and behold, it’s the one and only librarian,” she said in her usual monotone, tired voice. “How dare I try and explain anything to the creator of the Knowall Library, who single-handedly writes down hundreds of books? You came all the way out here to share with us a single drop of your vast reservoir of knowledge. How could I turn you away? Please, come and bastardize the system Gallade worked so hard to put into place. Don’t even bother with that process. Job request forms? Scheduling appointments? What the fuck even are those? Not important enough for a librarian, that’s what. Don’t let me waste any more of your time, now. Gallade’s next appointment isn’t for an hour. I’m sure he’s drowning in paperwork, but he can make time your oh-so-critical news. The hatch is hidden in the corner on the right. Go on in.”

“If everyone in this Guild has a tongue like yours, this journey might prove entertaining after all.” Espeon smiled dryly as he hopped up onto the porch. The cabin, he noticed upon entering, was a dull one-room shack unworthy of being the Guild’s face to the outside. Aside from a window in the back to give a view of a grassy hill that abruptly dropped into the rocky field beyond it, the walls were entirely empty. To the left of the doorway there were two beds, one empty, one containing a rotund Dusknoir with a red blanket draped over him, and the right held merely a table and a counter where a coffee pot now sat.

As the day guard had said, the flooring at the back right had a small seam in it, so small that it would have been invisible to a lesser Pokémon. Espeon gripped it in his telekinesis and lifted the flooring up, revealing a spiral staircase that had hastily been installed but a few days earlier. Without skipping a single beat in his stroll, he descended the stairs into the heart of the Guild.

They led him into an indentation in a hexagonal room, with each wall branching off into its own room. A mess hall, an infirmary, a series of dorms, a vault, and a pair of elegant doors that stuck out in this hand-carved cave. Presumably, the only bit of class in this Guild had to be where the Guildmaster sat, behind the doors that had seemed to be ripped straight from a temple. Espeon lifted the door knockers in his psychic grip, and hit the door firmly twice.

The Guildmaster answered with with an exhausted, frustrated groan at his unexpected guest. “Who is it?” he demanded for the name of the sinner.

“Espeon of Knowall Town Grand Library. I wish to speak with you regarding a certain crime organization,” Espeon spoke through the door.

“I don’t recall you signing up for an appointment,” Gallade shouted back. “Blaziken actually let you in, did she…? I’m busy right now, but I can spare five minutes, if you wish to speak of something so important. Come on in.” Mechanisms in the door clicked into place, and the door creaked open. The Guildmaster pushed to the side a stack of pages and returned his Articuno quill into the inkwell. He folded his hands and leaned forward towards his guest. “Well, librarian? What is so important that it brought you all the way here?”

“I heard you have arrested the ringmaster, so I figured this would be a good time to add to your prison,” Espeon took long, confident strides into the room. “I came to inform you about a certain storehouse in Churchwell Village that smuggles and stores illegal goods.” He took a coin from his bag and moved it towards the Guildmaster with his psychic power. “This forged coin was taken from there, as evidence. They haven’t been able to perfect the replica, and I was hoping you could put a stop to it before they do.”

“Sableye’s, I presume,” Gallade stated. He snatched the coin out of the air and carefully inspected it in front of his face. The pattern of a five etched into the side was a bit rough, and as he scraped his finger along the surface he noticed that it was merely gilded. “Well, isn’t this interesting… This evidence isn’t enough on its own, however, but you likely have what I need: a written testimony.”

“So, you want me to write down what I just told you,” Espeon summarized. “You sure know how to create more work for Pokémon. You can expect a letter by tomorrow morning. This problem had better be solved soon,” he turned and stalked out of the Guildmaster’s room, muttering under his breath, “‘written testimony,’ my ass… what a pain.”

“Or you could, you know, write it down for me right now,” Gallade suggested. “You might be breaking our rules here, but since you came all this way, you can write it down and sign it with your print. Or do you just want an excuse to complain?”

Espeon groaned and turned around again, not taking a step closer to the Guildmaster, but instead standing in the doorway. “Alright, fine. Mind if I use this?” Espeon asked as he took the Articuno quill and a sheet of paper in his psychic grip, not waiting for Gallade’s permission. The Guildmaster bit his lip. “I’ve already been gone for nearly three hours, and I’d like to not leave my library unattended for too long,” he explained in an irritated tone as he scribbled words swiftly onto the top of the page in a rushed but somewhat neat handwriting.

“Well if you did things normally, you wouldn’t have had to leave it unattended,” Gallade told him, tapping his finger on his mahogany desk.

“Don’t you talk to me about managing things normally,” Espeon grumbled moodily. “Normally, an organization that upholds the law would hire Pokémon that follow said law.”

“Ho…” Abruptly Gallade froze his finger in the air, and a sly smile grew on his pale face. “Testy, aren’t we? So eager are you to try and put me in my place, that you can somehow pull up the past right out of your ass.” He folded his hands together and placed his chin upon the bridge they formed. “Why bring this up, hm? Did you think it would shock me? Paint me as a hypocrite? Did you come by just for that, or did you decide to bring it up because you don’t like being called out on your own stupidity?”

“Aw, did I strike a nerve, stormblood?” Espeon hummed as he placed the quill and paper back onto the desk. “I finished the testimony, so I’ll see myself out now. It’s been a joy to speak with you.”

“There’s still a few minutes left, just for you,” Gallade offered. “Are you sure you want to turn down such a prime opportunity? Or are you just the kind of guy who likes to stir the nest and then run away?”

“Boy, you pegged it. But it’s all in good fun, so just keep your head on,” Espeon swished his tail as he sauntered out of the door, giving a pause for an over-the-shoulder comment as he left, “or at least try to.”

As he exited the doorway, the magnificent doors drifted shut. The mechanisms inside clicked and locked shut. Gallade was alone, as he frequently was, in his office, with not a trace of noise from the outside, and yet he still found himself smirking to his audience of none. He even chuckled, breaking out of his diplomatic pose as he slid the testimony over in front of him. To his dismay, the basic information of the job form had not been filled out, but not even that could change his expression.

Now, isn’t this a surprising turn of events, Gallade thought to himself, reaching for the shimmering Articuno quill. Here I thought I would have to go after them myself. This’ll be much simpler now. He dipped the point in the ink and began to write in the details that his guest had either forgotten or, more likely, not cared enough to do himself. Though I do wonder just how stupid that librarian thinks I am, he continued. He rarely leaves the library. It’s odd enough that he made an exception to come here. Him going up to Churchwell all on his own? Ha. Someone else is having him expose Sableye for them. The Guildmaster stopped writing. His smirk faltered. But what would that reason be? Who else has incentive in this…?

He shook his head and convinced himself, using the same words that Garchomp would have told him in his usual it’s-no-big-deal tone of voice. Come now, boy. The law isn’t allowed to hesitate. Just do your job as usual, alright?

“Yes, sir,” Gallade muttered, and finished writing the request himself.

…

The main room of the Guild was filled with the active members as they all crowded around their Guildmaster that morning. Under Rhyperior’s watchful gaze they remained silent. A weary Riolu stared through his half-open eyes at Gallade as the low amount of news trickled out of his mouth. He only picked up a few words here and there as he slowly began to shake off the dreams from the previous night. The only thing his conscious mind took note of was, yet again, the absence of one of his fellow Guildmembers. Buizel and Luxio had gone out that morning whilst Kirlia was nowhere to be seen.

“With that out of the way,” rang the Guildmaster’s voice, “you’re all dismissed. Get to work!” A resounding Yessir! answered him. The crowd dispersed back into the dorms, or up to the job boards, or wherever else they wished to be. The Roselia pivoted around to join the swarm of others, but she was pinned in place by the Guildmaster’s gaze.

“You three,” he said to them. “Team Hellraisers. If you have nothing else selected else already, I have a job for you today.”

“Us?” asked the Charmander, his head cocked to the side. Riley mirrored his confusion. “Why us?”

“Because I said so,” Gallade replied. He pulled out a sealed envelope from a clean leather bag that hung at his hip and tossed it towards the Fire-type who caught it out of its clumsy, lopsided flight. “It’s simple, but I want you three to take care of it.”

“Let’s see here,” he muttered, as his claws peeled back the fold and skimmed over the basics of the request. The essentials had been filled in by Gallade’s neat handwriting, labeling the task as “domestic case: counterfeit currency,” evidence of which was tucked in the bottom of the envelope in the form of a gilded coin. Pyro paused for a moment and looked up to the Guildmaster. “You’re giving us a domestic case?” he asked.

“That’s right,” he nodded. “There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“What’s a domestic case?” Riley asked.

“Criminal activity,” Rose answered him. “It means we’re heading out to enforce the law. No dungeon today.” His ears drooped.

“There’s nothing wrong with it,” Pyro stated, “but it’s just not what we’re used to. Why give it to us?”

“Because this needs to get done,” Gallade answered. Rhyperior, passively listening in, rolled his eyes. “I figured that you’re competent enough to get the job done, and if things go sour you have the means to restrain them.”

“That’s true,” Pyro muttered.

“We can handle it,” Rose offered. “What’s the case?”

“Counterfeit,” Pyro answered, lifting the paper out of the envelope to reveal the testimony the client provided, certified with a signature and pawprint. “It’s been tracked to… Sableye’s place?!” he shouted in disbelief.

“What, really?” The Roselia stepped forward and quickly began scanning the testimony, until she stopped upon the words Sableye’s Storage. “Holy hell,” she said, practically whispering. “If this is true, just imagine the impact it’s gonna have.”

“And for good reason,” Gallade added. “I trust that I can leave this to you three?”

“Yes, sir,” Rose stated, tightening her posture into a salute. Pyro mimicked her, and Riley, still a bit confused, angled his arm to put his paw to the side of his head and put his legs together.

“Then what’re you still doing here? Go on now. Get to work.” The kids looked up to him, then amongst one another, and then, with a blend of a passive shrug and a determined nod, joined the rest of the crowd and headed up the stairs, through the cabin, past Dusknoir as he ended his shift, and into the dawn to begin their job.

A sharp exhale rushed out of Gallade’s nostrils. He stretched his arms above his head and twisted his back so that he was facing the large Rock-type. “Hey, Rhyperior,” he groaned. “I’m going out today. Mind looking after the Guild for me?”

“Tch. Let me guess, that means paperwork, too?” Rhyperior growled.

“Naturally,” Gallade nodded. He twisted his back the other way with a series of muffled pops. “None of the hard stuff, though, so don’t fret. Everything that isn’t a request you can leave for me. I’ll be back this afternoon.”

“Fine, I’ll do it,” Rhyperior sighed. “Just a reminder though, my handwriting is hideous.”

“I’m aware.” He hopped twice in place. “So long as it’s legible, I couldn’t care less. We aren’t writing a book here.”

Rhyperior shrugged and lumbered over to the office doors. Gallade flicked his wrist towards it, letting the mechanisms slide into place and gradually swing open. “It’s not like I can go anywhere, anyways,” he grumbled. “Just make sure you know what you’re doing out there.”

“What’s this? Have I done anything to make you doubt me?” Gallade asked with a sly smile.

Rhyperior shook his head. “Your actions haven’t,” he told him. “Just… Get out already. I want to spend as little time as possible sitting at your damn desk.”

“Yeah yeah,” Gallade sighed. “Remember, take the guest quill. I don’t want to risk the Articuno feather with your clumsy hands.” The Rock-type rolled his eyes. He pushed the door further open and slammed it shut behind him. “Tch…” He began forward through the near-empty Guildhall. The only underlings he could see were those that had the day off and were returning to their rooms. I wish the guy could get out more, Gallade thought to himself as he ascended the spiral staircase. If I get the chance, I’m bringing the guy somewhere. Maybe once this is over…

…

It was sometime in the middle of the morning as a Rapidash galloped across the fields. Her fiery mane shimmered behind her as her guests basked in the warmth upon her saddle. The Charmander took in the most heat himself, while the Roselia sat behind him lost in her thoughts. Riley laid upon the back, holding his paw just over the flame to test how close he could get without burning himself. He waved it back and forth over the flickering fire, fascinated by its glow and the game he made of it.

That is, until a sharp and sudden prick in the back of his neck shocked him from it. With a high yelp he jolted away, spinning around and clutching the punctured-point with his paw. There he saw the small Roselia with her arm held out over him and brandishing her harsh, beady gaze. “Stay focused,” she demanded.

“On what?” he asked. “There’s nothing for miles but farms and hills.” He waved his left arm outward to the landscape. There were exactly six houses visible, some of which might have been barns or storage places, amongst all the fields that birthed rows of wheat and corn and cabbage, and many other crops that blended into greens and browns in the distance.

“Our mission. You know, why we’re all the way out here?” Rose snapped. Pyro awkwardly stiffened his posture and stared forward, pretending not to hear.

“What’s so special about it?” Riley moved his paw in front of his face, staring at a small red splotch on the pad. Though the wound stung slightly, he couldn’t feel anything running through his veins as he did before, so he decided not to confront her about it.

“Well, let’s see here,” she said. “It’s the first time you’re tackling the law now. Do you remember a single thing about it?”

The Riolu mulled over his thoughts for a moment. “Well… I didn’t learn much from the circus, really, and neither of you really taught me much.”

“If anyone knew about this…” she muttered. Rose looked over to the Rapidash that carried them. “He’s only been with us ten days, so-”

“If you’re talking to me, I’m not listening,” Rapidash answered, keeping her gaze forward. “It’s a habit we tend to pick up. May as well have earplugs.”

“Hm… Well, that’s good to hear,” Rose replied. Their ride didn’t answer. “Anyways… Pyro, you wanna take things from here? You got this down better than I.”

“Oh, uh, sure.” The Charmander twisted around. “Should I just go over the basics, or do you want a full lecture?”

“The basics will do,” Riley requested.

“For now, yes,” Rose concurred. “Later though, we’ll have to give him the rest of it.”

“Yay,” he muttered in a monotone voice.

“Right.” Pyro cleared his throat. “I guess, it all starts at a job request. When someone needs help with something, they’ll ask the Guild for help in exchange for a reward of sorts. Members interested in the job, or said reward, will take it on. It’s the only tax we have have around here.”

“I get that part. I’ve done this a few times now,” Riley told him.

“Just makin’ sure,” Pyro said. “With the nature of Mystery Dungeons, a lot of issues tend to involve going in there. Of course, there’s also domestic issues. They can be small, like theft and counterfeit. Obviously, things like murder and assault and destruction are more severe, but, we’re not tackling that today.”

“Mmhmm.” Riley nodded to confirm he was listening.

“Jobs like these require a lot of investigation. Searching around, asking questions, putting things together, a lot of things like that,” he explained. “When we go in, we have to announce ourselves to someone in charge. Since we have a testimony and valid evidence, that gives us a warrant to explore their place to our satisfaction. Jobs like this can take days to weeks.”

“I’d be surprised if it took less than three days,” Rose added. “At minimum. A crime like counterfeit, in an organization as big as this one? I don’t know what Gallade was thinking, assigning us to this job.”

“Maybe he thought it’d be a good learning experience,” Pyro shrugged.

“Three days?” repeated a disheartened Riolu. “We’re spending, at least, three days searching for some damn coins, or whatever we’re after? But… What’ll we do? Where will we sleep?”

“Oh shit, that’s right,” Rose said. “He doesn’t know about the barracks yet.” Riley perked his ears.

“You want me to take that on, too?” Pyro offered.

“Nah. I’ll give you a break,” she replied. “Towns from all over make deals with the Guild to have a handful of us, about a dozen or so each, to be posted in some building in town. The mayors pay for them to stay and patrol to try and prevent any crimes from going on. Whenever an investigation goes on out of town, there’s always a few rooms open for them.”

“Okay, but, that doesn’t fix the fact that we’re doing three days of investigating,” Riley scowled. He turned around and scanned the vast landscape around him. “You think we could just bail and find a dungeon around here?”

“Not an option,” Rose proclaimed.

“Hold on,” Pyro asked of him. “If we catch them, we’ll get to run after and detain them. They might even fight back. Forging money is a severe crime, so they’ll be put away for a long time.”

“Dungeons sound more fun, if I’m being honest,” Riley admitted.

“I don’t want to pull this card,” Rose scolded, “but you promised to stop whining about this crap. Are you gonna play along, or will we be forever incapable of trusting you?”

“You-” … They were right. Damn it, they were right. These were his only friends here, and he certainly wasn’t making it easy for them. The last thing he wanted was for them to feel like his babysitter. “Alright,” he gave, reluctantly. “I’ll comply.”

The Roselia raised her floral hand and wiped her brow. “Thank God. I’m already upset as it is,” she muttered. “I hate jobs like this, too, but you don’t say ‘no’ to Gallade. He doesn’t let you.” The Guildmaster’s welcoming, unchanging smile flashed in Riley’s mind, as well as the method of gentle sternness to carry his orders across.

“What’s his deal, anyways?” Riley asked. “This Sableye’s place sounds like a big deal. Why leave it to us? Why not give it to the guys who specialize in this stuff?”

“The Guildmaster works in mysterious ways,” Rose muttered quizaciously.

Rapidash sprinted across the dirt path, winding through the countryside, and up the hillside, where their destination came into view. Small cobblestone houses lined up beside similarly-built shops formed the village of Churchwell. It was a quaint, cute town nestled in the fertile valley. There, at the north end, loomed a tall stone tower, far greater than anything Churchwell otherwise held.

“There it is,” Pyro absently said as he stared forward.

“Lovely,” Rose sighed. “You guys ready for this?”

“Nope,” Riley answered, “but it doesn’t matter. We still gotta do this, right?”

“That’s right,” Pyro confirmed.

“We’ll be dealing with a lot of older, bigger Pokémon,” Rose continued. “Just remember not to make yourself seem so small. Don’t let yourself get intimidated, or lose your cool. Stay professional.”

“I’ll try,” Riley told her. Rose begrudgingly accepted his answer, for she knew she would get nothing better.

…

Rapidash dropped the team off on the main road and galloped away, joining the light traffic of the late morning. The bazaar in Knowall was over, and that meant that the kind of activity from a week ago was long gone. Then the village was filled far past its small capacity as merchants rushed in and out like a colony of ants scavenging all of its valuables, but now that there was no urgency to economically pick them clean, all that remained was the small population of Churchwell and its usual business.

Riley raised his arms above his head and popped his back as he stretched himself back out again. It was a relief to be back on his feet again, even if it was for such a tedious job. There was at least something he could do to find entertainment, or so he told himself. The brain knows itself well enough to convince itself of anything.

His gaze, along with his partners’, fell upon their destination at the north end of town. It was undoubtedly the most advanced structure within fifty miles. A great tower loomed over the village that sprawled out at its feet, much taller than anything around it. It was at least some ten stories tall, probably more (Riley was never a good judge of height, and being so much smaller didn’t help), of sleek gray stone. On each floor there were holes leading inside, the details of which they could not see from this distance. Flying-types would land in and take off from these as they brought in and took out trace amounts of goods.

“Huh.” Riley cocked his head to the right. “Can’t believe I didn’t notice this last time. It’s… pretty impressive, compared to everything else around here.” But it ain’t nothing like up in Wrytsberg, he thought. Visions of the colossal architecture and the towering windmills passed through his mind as he again thought of the great city between the mountains. If he ever had the time, he would try and go back there, if for no other reason than to sightsee.

“We’ll get the chance to explore it first-hand,” Rose replied, noticeably sunken in her posture. “Thoroughly.”

The Charmander spoke up in a low, monotone voice unusual for his typical mannerisms. “What a joyous opportunity,” he murmured.

“Hey,” Rose scolded, shooting Pyro an accusing stare. The Fire-type gave her a weary look. “To be fair, this is an opportunity most don’t get. Not everyone can explore this building all the way… Every single floor… For the next while at least… This is going to be painful.” She shook her head and covered her forehead with the petals of her blue rose. “Let’s just get this over with.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Riley.

It was a short walk, no more than fifteen minutes, to get to the other end of Churchwell at a brisk pace. Admittedly, hurrying through such a peaceful village earned their fair share of glances, but lingering around to sightsee wasn’t all that enticing. There wasn’t much around here to see, at least on the path they took, so it was just a mere fifteen minutes of the two boys moving as fast as they could without leaving the small Grass-type behind.

Sableye’s Storage was written above the entryway in a stylized cursive font. Wooden double doors stood before them, both ancient and dusty, yet gleaming in a coat of polish in an attempt to mask their age. Only to the untrained and uncareful eye would this work, and there was no such eye in the party that day.

The Roselia closed her eyes and took a deep breath in an attempt to conjure her charisma to veil her. “H’okay,” she whispered. “We can do this. Just… Just don’t get intimidated. Don’t let them get to you.”

Riley, warily looking over at her, leaned over to Pyro and muttered to him, “She’s okay, right?”

“Most likely,” Pyro answered him, somewhat uncertain himself. Of course this did not make Riley any less concerned for what this job could possibly entail.

“Alright!” she exclaimed, if only for herself if nobody else. “Let’s… Let’s get started.” She straightened out her posture, at most gaining an inch in height, and pressed forward into the building. Either the doors were surprisingly light, or the dainty Grass-type had a shocking unseen strength, as she pushed the door open with only a faint sign of a struggle.

Rows upon rows upon rows of cabinets and shelves filled the lobby with a narrow, efficient grid system leading between them. It was relatively empty this time of day, at least on this floor, with only a few customers out in the labyrinth. A wide, carpeted strip lead from the doorway, lined by the cabinets like soldiers parting a path for their exalted guests to travel down. Such is exactly how the Roselia carried herself, with a noble, almost pompous air about her. The arrogantly dutiful look in her eyes gave her stare the ability to, despite her size, make the recipient feel as if they’re being looked down upon. Her followers managed to amplify this about her, as the Charmander followed with a bored yet alert expression, and the Riolu swept his gaze about the new room, masking his curiosity behind a veil of caution.

Sitting slumped over behind the desk was an old Kecleon. He wore a tired expression as he gazed across his wooden workplace to the visitors. “Welcome,” he rasped, his voice gravelly and quiet. “How may I help you?”

She abruptly stopped in front of the desk, just a few feet away, and stared up at the Normal-type. “I’d like to speak to whoever’s in charge at the moment,” she proclaimed.

The Kecleon raised a brow and recoiled faintly. “Do you not think I’d be of adequate help to you?”

“We’re here on official Guild business, and it’s classified unless your boss decides to tell you,” she said, as if she was warning him. To add to this she glared at him with her sharp black eyes, showing impatience and diplomacy.

“My, my, kids these days are so cocky…” the Kecleon laughed as he hopped off his chair. “Stay here. I’ll go call him.” He hobbled slowly towards the back door, using a cane to support himself. Rose watched his trek impatiently, until he finally stopped at the doorway and called out, “Sableye! Some Guild kids want to see you!”

Within moments, the Ghost-type’s fast footsteps could be heard racing down the stairs, and he soon came to a grinding halt in front of the chameleon Pokémon. “The Guild is here? What for?” he inquired.

“I don’t know,” Kecleon answered.

“Well, did you ask them?”

“They said it was classified.”

Rose cleared her throat loudly, sensing Sableye wasn’t giving her any of his attention. Sableye’s head shot up to look at her, as if he was surprised she was there.

“What are you here for?” Sableye asked her.

“Well, for privacy reasons, we should go into your office,” she replied. “But if you don’t mind being overheard, I can tell you right now.”

“I have utmost trust in my workers,” Sableye spoke in an almost mocking tone, “Nothing you can tell me is too secret for them to hear.”

The small Roselia snapped her arm back towards Pyro, without so much as a look in his direction. He looked to the blue flower, then to the back of her head, then back to the flower, as he tried to discern meaning from this gesture. All of the sudden he did, and he reached into his bag and removed a folded slip of paper that sat neatly upon his Explorer’s gear. He placed it amongst the blue petals, which clamped down upon it and carried it over to Sableye. The Ghost-type unfurled it carefully. Beneath rows of information, his gemlike eyes were caught by a rough gilded coin attached to the bottom left corner by a light dab of glue.

“It’s a job request,” she explained, hopefully quelling any of the needless confusion that might come from staring at all the needless data. “You’ve been accused of forging counterfeit money, and the coin is allegedly from this property.”

“Oh? Well, isn’t this interesting…” Sableye looked concerned at the forged coin, “I didn’t think anyone here would do something like this…” he glanced over at Kecleon, nodding his head towards the back door ever so slightly before speaking, “Do you know who might be behind this?”

“No, sir,” Kecleon replied, “Shall I ask around?”

“If you don’t mind.” Kecleon nodded and gradually began to hobble off elsewhere into the building. Sableye turned back to the Guild members. “So I suppose the next step would be a search of the premises?”

“Of course,” she scoffed.

“Then, you are free to do so,” Sableye swept his arm over to the door, gesturing that they can enter as they please, “I have nothing to hide.” The Kecleon had already vanished behind the door, his footsteps too distant to hear.

“Jesus,” Riley muttered. The Roselia turned around, her pompous air about her gone, to face the Fighting-type, only to see him staring down at her with disgust. She cocked her head to the side and looked with her beady black eyes to discern the source of this anger. “What the hell was that about?”

“What do you-” Her lips stopped mid-word as it dawned on her. She looked away for a moment, cleared her throat, then took a deep breath and resumed eye contact. Seeing this change, Riley relaxed his expression. “Acting like that can get you far when you need get your way,” she muttered, just loud enough so the rest of her party could hear. “I picked it up from Kirlia. You know how he can be, but he gets things done.”

“Well, it wasn’t too bad of an impression,” Riley said. “No wonder it pissed me off.”

“I wouldn’t say you went as far as Kirlia would,” Pyro added. “He’d have added some insults in for good measure. ‘Of course we’re gonna investigate, gem-fucker. What else would we be here for? Selling cookies?”

Rose chuckled briefly before shaking her head and returning to a more professional state of mind. “Time to get to work,” she said. “No more fun allowed.” Riley had to will himself not to audibly groan. “First thing’s first, we should divide up the tasks. I’ll go ahead and start questioning. Probably best that way.”

“You got something to take notes with, right?” Pyro asked her.

“I always do,” she said confidently.

“Right.” He looked to the Fighting-type. “We’ll split up the grounds to search. I’ll take the tower, you take the warehouses in the back. Sound good?”

“Good enough,” Riley answered.

“I’ll take it,” Rose said. “We’ll meet back at sunset here in the lobby. If anything happens before then, use your Recall Orb.”

“Wait, what?” As usual, it was Riley, clueless of this new world’s intricacies. His partners were used to this by now, so they didn’t skip a beat when trying to explain.

“Orbs are enchanted devices that retain the powers of certain moves,” Pyro told him. “They can’t harness attacks, but moves like Sunny Day or Teleport can be stored, albeit with limits. Teleport can only bring you to other set points.”

“That’s the move that’s in a Recall Orb,” Rose continued. “They come in sets. If you hold it tightly, the other ones will flash and ring. The others need only to be held in turn and they’ll bring you to whoever called for help. You have one in your bag, you know.”

Curious, the Riolu slipped his hand into his Explorer’s Bag and felt around amongst the Iron Thorns and handful of berries and a rolled up map held in a smooth wooden case. Beneath them all he felt two spheres of polished glass, roughly the size of an Oran Berry each. He picked the one on the right and pulled out a glossy blue sphere with a lavender glint within.

“That’s the one,” she confirmed. “Hold it tight and it’ll alert us all. Let go and it’ll stop.”

“What about the other one?” he asked.

“It’s an Escape orb. If you’re in a dungeon it’ll bring you out to the entrance again.” She paused for a moment to think of anything she might have forgotten. When she decided that she hadn’t, she nodded her head and turned around. “If that’s about it, then let’s not waste any more time.”

“That’s all I needed,” Riley said.

“Right.” She stretched her hands above her head. The joints in her thin, stem-like arms popped. “Now, I’ve gotta spend the rest of the day making sure everything remains consistent. Lucky me.”

“Thank you,” Pyro proclaimed. “I know it sucks, but you’d do a better job than either of us.”

The Roselia paused for a moment, stunned by his gratitude. She coughed quietly and resumed her dignant persona. “You’re welcome,” she answered, masking a small mass of pride within her. “No more stalling. Remember, back here at sunset.”

“Yes ma’am,” Riley said, forming into a mock-salute.

…

Sableye’s place was sparsely occupied, as Rose soon learned when getting a head count of the staff, at any given moment with only some fifteen staff members, who typically stayed for the whole work day. On the day in question, when the librarian supposedly caught them in the act (or so his testimony proclaimed), a mere handful of the present workers were working that day. But of course, no one proclaimed that there was any criminal acts going on here. All the evidence she had to go on was a coin and a written testimony, and the witness was in another city altogether.

Rose just finished up a short interview with an Archeops. Like the others he was not happy to be interrupted, and he gave the same response as everyone else. The only variance was that the Archeops was, in fact, working on the day in question, on the very floor he was on now and doing the same job: organizing. He had to tend to and take stock of all the items on this floor. This was one of the most valuable floors, filled with TMs that were kept wrapped and stored in cloth and flour. An earthquake could have struck and they would remain untouched. With such an important and careful job, he did not appreciate being questioned. All she got from it was written down as ‘present on day in question, saw nothing, does not know witness.’ With such meager information, she was on her way to the stairs.

On her way there, Rose couldn’t help but to be dissatisfied with this kind of investigation. The system made sense in a way (get a testimony, investigate the grounds and collect evidence, return to witness and proceed to ask further questions, go back to investigating, rinse and repeat until you can form a reasonable conclusion), but it wasn’t gripping her. Domestic jobs like this weren’t her cup of tea, but if she was being forced to drink it, she prefered it with at least some bit of drama, or theatrics mixed in for good measure.

As she walked up the stairs, a memory flashed in the back of her mind, springing to life and playing out before her as her body mechanically ascended. It was relatively quiet around her as she sat on an old, torn, yellow leather couch with a wool blanket huddled around her. The only sound that came in was the quiet music rising up from her Nintendo DS, speakers lowered so that it whispered its melody to her, as she watched the final pixelated courtroom drama of the first Ace Attorney unfold before her.

Taking the stand was a large, muscled man in an orange tuxedo. He had a large square face and neat, stylized white hair. While for the most parts it was neat, combed back, almost sharp, there was a long tuft of hair running down the middle that fluffed about and fell over his forehead. He stared back at the audience, a fixated young Rose, above his rectangular lavender-lensed glasses with his cold hazel eyes. His hands were folded behind his back, and bore a smug, bored expression with his lips pursed together. Or, perhaps it was just a flat, patronizing smile, and the lines at the corner of his mouth were just his face sagging in age, though she preferred to think of it as the former. Regardless, something about his portrait alone made her like this character immediately, and this man, the police chief Damon Gant, became her favorite character in the game.

A white, jagged, comic book-style speech bubble burst out of nowhere and blocked the face of Gant, and the word OBJECTION! filled it. Through the speakers came the voice of the protagonist, and the camera panned over to the left to show the young man dressed in blue, Phoenix Wright, the aforementioned ace (defense) attorney. He pointed his finger at Gant, and a text box appeared beneath our attorney. Wright had said… something. Rose couldn’t remember every line, of course. Another speech bubble covered our hero, filled up with another OBJECTION!, this time narrated by a slightly deeper, more aristocratic voice. The camera panned to the far right, where the prosecutor Miles Edgeworth, a grim-looking man in a red tux (come to think of it, was there a character who just wore regular gray or black, except for the judge?). Edgeworth, as his textbox labeled him, smugly shook his head and proceeded to correct Wright’s claims. The camera went back to Wright, who slammed his hands on his desk to defend his position. Back to Edgeworth, who demanded evidence with a cocky grin. On the bottom screen, the Court Record popped up, offering her to select from the collected evidence. The intensity of the music, albeit quiet, and the motivation to wipe that smug smile off of Edgeworth’s face put her brain to work, putting together what she knew and carefully examining the flavor text of the evidence.

The memory abruptly snapped into pieces, bursting apart and scattering into the deep crevices of her brain, when she realized something. The Roselia, now halted halfway up the stairs, had just tried to move her thumb. She tries to move a thumb that she did not have. That brief fragment of memory she had grasped onto… moving her thumb over from the A button to the touch screen to select a piece of evidence…

Rose bit her lip and began up the stairs again. I don’t have time for this, she told herself. On the next floor there would be someone else to question, to ask the same questions to and get the same evidence from another resentful employee. I don’t have time to hate. She knew this was true in the depths of her mind and soul, but it didn’t stop her. Rose still hated how dull this was, how hopeless and grating this was becoming, compared to the narratives she had once enjoyed. It happened from time to time, and it was happening now, that she craved for the games she used to play, the shows she used to watch, where things were drawn out for her, controlled by someone who played god and forged a world solely to entertain other gods who did not want to create. She could not be one of them here. As she reached the top of the stairs, she pushed her anger down, silencing it with a pillow over her face. Its last cry, just as she looked at the new employee, a Monferno, was that she hated, above all else, the flowers that had replaced her hands.

…

Things were just as tedious for the boys, too. They weren’t nearly as aggravatingly repetitive and hopeless, but it was even more work to sift through everything there. Every deposit box was a possible hiding spot, so they too must be searched. Under the watchful gaze of one of Sableye’s employees the Charmander climbed up and opened each drawer and searched through. They were mostly personal deposit boxes filled with treasured belongings, like old leather bound books, or old jewelry, or other valuables, both in economics and in an unseen sentiment. There wasn’t much appraisal Pyro could do, as he rummaged through each deposit back and quickly, yet delicately, pushed them closed. The salamander climbed up another six inches or so on the walls of deposit boxes and opened the next one. It was mechanical. Open the box, look around, nothing of interest, close the box, climb up, repeat. He had no qualms with this, for he had turned himself off while performing his tasks. Actively thinking would only slow him down and make his experience more miserable. Thoughts stewed in the back of his mind, but by the time he was done, they would have evaporated away.

Riley, on the other hand, was not willing to silence himself in the name of efficiency. His actions couldn’t be quite as mechanized in the warehouse anyways, or so he would have told the others if anyone harped on him. For the most part he was alone here anyways, at most seeing shadows of other life against the distant walls, so he felt safe from ridicule.

He didn’t want to admit it at first, but this was a damned impressive structure. It was comparable to an aircraft hanger, but perhaps that was because of the Riolu’s size. Crates and barrels were stacked on top of each other in a way akin to city blocks, towering high above Riley as he proceeded down the wide concrete paths that formed a grid around these blocks. Each crate had a series of numbers and letters in plain black text stamped on the side. He could admire the sheer scale of what he wandered through. But that was it. The admiration faded away as it dawned on him that he had to look through all that.

There were no windows on the outside of the building, unless you counted a small glass pane on the door, from which a beam of light cut through the musty air of the warehouse, so Riley advanced through under the light of hanging luminescent gems. Whatever these things were, they seemed to show up everywhere he went. They hung from thick cords, swaying back and forth just so slightly, none of which in time with another. Each light was playing its own song, unaware of those around it, which in unintended made a discordant concert of light. Faint shadows rotated around in gradual but controlled arcs, overlapping with one another, before stopping slowly and moving back. Over the course of days, such an environment would be maddening. In a mere two hours, it just might have gotten to the boy, for everywhere he went, he thought he could catch something following him in the corner of his vision, hiding in the dancing shadows. There never would be anything when he darted his head, which, if anything, only made his mood worse.

Riley was approaching his third hour, and he was halfway through his third row of crates. He had climbed to the top of the mound of boxes, grumbling to himself, and placed his paws on the edge of crate. The things that were akin to fingers (anatomy was never his strong suit, and being in such a world did not help) clamped down on the corner and pried off the top. The wood screamed as it bent, but after one last gasp it relented, allowing the Riolu to lift it further up. With one arm holding up the lid, he used the other to pull himself further inside and peered within. It contained, as nearly everything else, nothing of any importance. Merely glass panes, pressed tightly with only a thin but fluffy layer of some kind of cotton between them, laid before him. With an irritated groan, Riley slammed it shut. Behind him, the door to the warehouse creaked open, paused for a moment, and then promptly closed as the remaining employee left for business Riley neither knew nor cared about.

He remembered his promise to be more cooperable, and to not shirk from this assignment, but the sheer boredom of it all made it difficult not to. Every single crate was just like this one. He’d open it up, find nothing worth his time, then slam it shut and move onto the next one. Surely, there had to be a better way. What the hell was Gallade thinking, sending three kids to investigate a place as big as this? This whole thing is a sham. After the first hour, it had occurred to him to just bail on this, to go out into the wilds beyond town and hang there until sunset. How likely was he to find anything, anyways? Far, far less likely than the chance that either of his teammates would finish early and come to check up on him. That, and his promise to cooperate… Begrudgingly, he pressed on.

It was a job made possible and tolerable with a loose string of thoughts he felt his way down as he worked. Through climbing the mounds of crates and prying lids with his own paws, he kept himself occupied by wondering what a ‘real Explorer’ would be doing, and the kinds of jobs they would take. He wondered for awhile just how far away he was from being a ‘real Explorer.’

Following this thread brought him to the conversation from a few nights ago. He could feel the cold night air as it had been, as Gallade stood before the remains of the colossus that had once invaded. You want strength, Gallade had told him. Do you want to be a hero, or a warlord?

“Hero,” he muttered aloud. Then start acting like one. How was he to do so when he was assigned to open a few thousand boxes? What kind of hero would that make for? The sheer arrogance, strictness in Gallade’s tone, ringing around in his head, grated on him. Preaching about wanting to change the world… What kind of change was he supposed to put into the world when he was stuck with jobs like this?

Riley had climbed to the top of his mound of boxes, his paws gripped to the edge of the box, when something caught his eye. There was a brief glimmer, a twinkle like a distant star, a nudge in the back of the boy’s head that alerted him. He darted his head, leaning himself forward, to find his gaze aimed at another mound of boxes a hundred feet away or so. There was no one there, no one to be heard, or seen, but in its place, right in his sights, was an odd device that had not been there prior. From this distance it was not clear just what it possibly was, but Riley knew that there had been nothing there prior. The first thing he did was check the pathways for anything, both just in case the forgery device was left out (in which case the job would end immediately), and so, if it had been, he wouldn’t be ridiculed for missing something so obvious. The sudden appearance of this object, whatever it was, roused a curiosity within him that overtook his mood. It was a bit of happiness, some respite from the brooding boredom, so he did not hesitate to investigate. He leapt from the mound of boxes, descending from one layer to the other, and made his way to the mysterious device.

It hadn’t been there before when Riley first patrolled, or so he thought, for he would have caught the dark gray against the planks of wood. Nevertheless, it was sitting on top of another crate, nestled in the corner in some vain attempt to stay hidden. Riley leapt up to it and took a closer look.

What laid before him was a smooth stone furnace, a mere inch shorter than he was, with only a small pipe curving out of the back towards the sky to jut out from its perfectly cut geometry. The surface that faced him had a slot in the middle, big enough to squeeze his head into, where it gave view to a cluster of dying embers. Their glowing red specks of heat shone through a blanket of ash. A steel grate, crusted and charred black, imprisoned the bed of flames. He gave the interior no more than a fleeting glance to check if it was empty, and it was. The objects of interest were above.

Front-and-center there was a thick, dark, shallow dish of some kind, made from a durable material, although quite poorly. It was rough and lumpy, like something a toddler would bring home from art class. Laying on the brim was a needle, stout and sturdy, that’s positioning vaguely reminded him of the makeshift compasses with a cup of water, a cork and a needle. Behind it, tossed on its side, was a block of thick metal, the very same as the dish, the size of a brick. He could see four indentations on one of the faces. They were round and shallow, the exact size of a golden coin. He confirmed this later by sliding a coin inside, to which it fit perfectly.

Tucked in the corner, neatly aligned to the edges of this furnace, was a stock of sheets of gold foil, surrounded by a scattering of a half dozen partially-gilded coins. Their engravings were rough and noticeably flawed, so that even Riley could tell they had been etched by hand.

“Sweet Jesus,” Riley muttered to himself. A grin formed on his muzzle, the result of some combination of relief, disbelief, and some trace bits of excitement. He stopped for a moment, and his ears shot up. The silence seemed to drown him. Neither did he see anyone, too, in the light of the swaying gems. Carefully, he removed the glass orb, and gazed into the blue glass trapping within it the lavender glint. The Riolu took a shallow breath, and began to grip down upon it as hard as he could. It reacted to his pressure, and the lavender glint swelled out to break free of its prison. It pushed beyond the glass, casting its light like a beacon. Riley shielded his eyes and dropped the thing like he just opened the gates of hell. He staggered backwards and fell on his ass, and proceeded to lay there, propped up on his elbows, as he watched through squinted eyes to see what demon-spawn would pop out.

He wasn’t too far off, for first to emerge from the beacon was the flaming salamander, his eyes wide and alert. When Pyro’s feet hit the ground, the first thing he did was scan the immediate area, taking in the storage metropolis dyed an almost malevolent purple.

“Are you alright?” the Charmander asked, offering his hand to his fallen companion.

“Y-yeah,” Riley answered. “The light just scared me a bit.” He accepted his grasp, and the Charmander pulled him up. “I mean, I was expecting a glow, but not a cataclysmic event.”

“The warping orbs tend to do that. I couldn’t tell you why, though,” Pyro said, looking back to the beacon of light. Out of it emerged the remaining hellspawn, the flower nymph, and the gates closed behind her. The light suddenly and magnificently seemed to freeze and then retract back into the glass orb. Soon, the blinding light was gone, and not even the lavender glint remained inside the sphere. It was powerless.

Just as the Charmander had done, immediately she looked around herself to get the gist of her surroundings. Boxes. The furnace behind her. Her two allies standing a few feet away. The fact that she was a good six or seven feet from the ground. Gently swaying lights. Stunning silence. After a second, she returned her attention to the boys. “Well?” she said. “You found something, didn’t you?”

“Aye,” Riley answered. He passed the two of them, stood in front of the furnace, and snatched two of the half-gilded coins. “Take a look for yourselves.” He opened his palm and extend towards them.

“I’ll be damned,” she muttered. Her beady black eyes focused in on the coin, a flat stone cylinder made of stone and partially covered in melted gold foil. It was still sloppy, but it was a vast improvement to the coin that had been included in the job request. She snapped her gaze back to Riley, startling him somewhat. “Where did you find these?”

“Right here,” he answered her. “They must’ve left it out, or something.”

“Impossible,” Pyro said. “They couldn’t be that careless, could they?” Rose, agreeing with him, began to look around her once again. A second glance revealed nothing new, but it did not quell her paranoia.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” the Riolu shrugged. “I just caught a glimpse of it a few minutes ago. It was right here, I tell you.”

“I can see that,” Rose murmured. “Is there anything else up on top?”

Riley gave the roof of the furnace another look. “A cup, a needle, some golden foil, and a mold for the coins.”

“Grab it all,” she instructed. “The furnace itself may hold some clues, but it’s not something we can easily take out of here ourselves. Although…” She paused mid-sentence and walked the visible perimeter of the furnace, looking for anything peculiar, and found nothing of the sort. “Nevermind. Just take what’s on top.”

“Got it.” Riley reached over and grasped the mold brick first, placing that carefully at the bottom of his bag, and then the stack of gold foil on top of that. Pyro came up behind him and took the cup and needle for himself, placing that into his own bag. The jackal nodded a small thanks to him.

The Roselia closed her eyes and inflated her lungs. Air left her with a shudder. She did not retract into her noble poise for a bit longer. She turned around to the other two and told them, her voice loose, “We need to be a bit cautious when we go out there. We might be ambushed when we go outside.”

“I’ll be ready,” Riley nodded.

“Likewise,” Pyro agreed.

“The plan is simple,” she continued. “Present some of the coins to Sableye, report where they came from, and see how he reacts. I’ll handle it from there. If he plays dumb, show him the mold. Any objections?”

“Seems pretty standard to me,” the Charmander said. Riley, nodding his head in approval, swept his arm across the top of the furnace and collected the remains of the false coins. He handed a few to the salamander, who tucked two in his bag and kept one in a loosely-clenched fist. “Though, I noticed there that you didn’t say anything about heading to the barracks to request for support.”

She shot the Charmander a harsh glare, “Be-cause, I think we’re capable of making an arrest on our own,” Rose answered. “The credit might get split if we take someone else with us, and we don’t need the help anyways, right? We’re pretty decently strong, and Riley shouldn’t be too far behind now.”

“I-I wasn’t objecting, per say,” Pyro defended himself. “I was merely… clarifying.”

“If something goes wrong, we can light up an Escape Orb as a beacon and throw it outside. We’ll have backup in minutes,” Rose assured.

“Then what’re we standing around for?” Riley piped in. “Sableye won’t be there all day. C’mon, let’s go!” The sooner I can get home, the better, he thought, but dared not to say.

  



23. Dreaded Investigation: Part 2


    
    They had not been ambushed outside the warehouse, to the suppressed surprise of the party. No one was outside on the dirt path, or in the surrounding trees, or hanging above them, or lurking behind them. It was just the three of them in the sunlight of the early afternoon, looking around cautiously, before looking back to one another and pressing onward.

The eyes of a few employees met theirs, giving them a quizzical glance as they passed by, as their bodies continued on with their work. A Vigoroth stood tall as he walked by them, his paws coated in a layer of filth, and Riley noticed his head turn just so slightly towards them during the single second that they were next to each other. He did his best not to noticeably turn back, but he did reflexively cocking his ear to listen to his footprints walk away. It was slower at first, as the Normal-type dragged behind for but a moment, before quickly picking up again and continuing further down the path.

Pyro pushed the doors open and held it for the others. Riley gave him a nod. Rose gave him nothing, once again surrounded in her pompous, noble persona, as if it was by the very forces of nature that bent to her whim to open the door for her. Her black eyes focused in on the old Kecleon behind the counter, and refused to move them as she pressed forward.

“Excuse me,” she called to the Normal-type. “We’d like to talk to Sableye.”

The Kecleon smiled and dragged his gaze across the three of them. “Did you find what you were looking for?” he asked.

“The case was a lot simpler than we originally thought,” she answered. Her expression had not changed, but her voice had become a bit quieter, a bit more modest. “Regulations say we have to briefly talk to Sableye, and then we’ll be on our way.”

“Alright, I’ll fetch him for you,” Kecleon walked slowly to the back room, and called out yet again, “Sableye! The kids came to talk to you again!”

Sableye’s footsteps were a bit slower this time as he made his way down the staircase and into the front room. “I take it you didn’t find anything?” he asked confidently as he approached the group.

“I wouldn’t say ‘ anything ,’” Rose said, feigning to be coy. “There was a little something that we think you should know about.”

“Well, show me, then,” Sableye smirked a bit condescendingly, as though he was humoring a child’s make-believe.

The Roselia turned her head back to the salamander. The pompous air about her swelled with vitality as her beady eyes, along with a subtle nod, delivered to him a message:  now . Pyro returned an equally subtle nod and flicked his arm forward. The half-gilded coin flew out from between his fingers and towards Sableye. He reached out and attempt to catch it, missed the first time as it bounced off his knuckle, and then snatched it on the rebound and held it. His gem-like eyes glistened as he looked the coin over, “Where did you get this?”

“It seems that we found a handful of these half-completed fake coins in your warehouse,” she explained with a tone as if she were holding his hand through the process. “There were a few other things that went along with it, too. Strange, isn’t it? Care to explain?” The Roselia raised her red flower to accusingly aim at the Sableye.

He returned her gaze with a scowl, “The fuck is going on here?! I’ve never seen this coin in my life! If this is some trick…” the Kecleon, who was watching silently by the doorway before, was suddenly out of sight, having slipped away rather stealthily for someone of his age.

“No tricks, from either of us,” she said. A cocky yet still regal smile formed on her lips. “If you’ve never seen this coin before, then you’re getting far too upset. That’s not a convincing defense you offered there. Will you try again, or continue denying?” Her heart was starting to race in her chest. In her head she could hear that chiptune music from the pixelated courtroom drama.

Sableye looked back towards the back room, where the Kecleon should have been standing. Then, with a click of his tongue, he pivoted around and sprinted for the staircase. From the Roselia’s flower a cloud of Stun Spores rushed out from between the petals, chasing after the imp, but the Dark-type just managed to evade its effects. The potency of the cloud began to unfold and plume out, becoming nothing more than shimmering gold dust.

Pyro clenched his jaw and began sprinting after him, and Riley was right beside him. They held their breaths through it, but the Roselia was immune to its effects, so as she raced behind them she could smell the scent of old pennies thinning out through the air.

By the time they were halfway up the stairs, Sableye had already surpassed the top. He slowed down and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Scatter!” he screamed. “They’ve found us out!” A mere five words were all he gave to the handful of employees on this floor. If they could not understand him, they were to be left behind. If they did not drop everything and run that very second, it would be their own fault. There would be no sympathy. The employees knew that, and they started to run. A clipboard slipped from a Heatmor’s claws and clattered on the floor, and a Crustle shook off a bin of berries from atop his block of earth, and the two began to flee in opposing directions.

“Damn it,” Rose hissed. She stopped abruptly and aimed her flower at the Crustle. Thorny tendrils shot out from the petals. They dug into the stone and wrapped around the crab’s legs, sapping the life out of him. He looked over to the Heatmor, who shoved a window open and leapt into the open air. “We can’t let them all get away!” she screamed. “Pyro, come here. Riley, you keep-”

“On it,” Riley shouted back. He kicked off the floor with a Quick Attack. A white trail of light marked the path where his feet had been as he darted across the floor. Sableye rushed up the stairs, and the Riolu was close behind.

The Charmander ran, slightly slower than the sprint, over to the Roselia, who held the rapidly-weakening Crustle in her Giga Drain. “Whadya need?” he asked her.

“This entire place is about to be evacuated. We need to head out and try to intercept as many as we can,” she instructed. With her other flower, another shimmering golden cloud jetted out and swarmed around Crustle.

“Yes ma’am,” Pyro replied. He bolted towards the window Heatmor disappeared through and began to climb down the wall.

Sableye reached the next floor, cupping one hand around his mouth. “Get outta here! Go!” he roared. A Nuzleaf and an Archeops heard his mere four words, and they were granted no more. As the Riolu rushed up the stairs after Sableye, his Explorer’s bag brandishing Gallade’s sigil pulled behind him, the few employees understood, dropped what they held, and made for the windows. Riley did not care. His job, what brought him out here, was the imp, and he had to catch him.

The Fighting-type used another Quick attack when he reached the base of the stairs, closing the gap between him and Sableye. “Go! Now!” was all he gave to this next floor. The meaning of his words was only clear when Riley came tailing behind him a mere second later. If he had chosen to do so, Riley had reached a speed where he could have snuck up on the shocked employees, this time a Cinccino and a Monferno, and apprehended them. But he would not. Riley ceased to be an Explorer upon reaching that floor. The rest of the world vanished before him, and it was just him and Sableye in this chase. Around his neck, the otherworldly red scarf enveloped him with a comforting, loving warmth.

It was a close chase as Sableye bolted from one floor to another. His warnings got shorter and shorter, and the falls the employees became harder and harder. Not all of them jumped. Some noticed that the single Guildmember they could see was running past them, and decided to take the risk and just run down the stairs.

He gave his warning to the sixth floor, and Riley, lurching forward with yet another Quick Attack, reached out to grasp the Sableye, only to feel the tips of his fingers brush against the back of the Dark-type’s back. There was only one floor left, Sableye realized. Two more Pokémon, at most, that could potentially be captured if they didn’t catch on to what was already going on. That was affordable.

Sableye suddenly pivoted and took a sharp right, breaking his usual path from stairway to stairway. Riley had been barreling forward and, upon seeing his target turn in front of him, staggered and skidded as he changed his momentum. Just like all the other employees, Sableye darted towards one of the windows. He pushed it open, jumped on the windowsill, and leapt out of the tower. Riley did not hesitate to follow him. He’s fallen off a cliff, after all.

The Riolu took off into the open air assaulted by the bright sunlight and the open landscape. A Nuzleaf hobbled into the forest far behind the Heatmor, whose spark-littered breath shone between the leaves of the trees. Of course, Riley did not care. He watched the Sableye plummet, tumble onto the grass, and head straight into the woods. He mimicked his motions exactly, down to the specifics of how Sableye rolled onto the floor by rolling and springing into motion, but as he emerged back on his feet, Riley could not see Sableye anymore.

Between him and his prey there was the Vigoroth, leaping through the air with his arms above his head. Riley panicked and ducked down just as four black claws slashed at where he had just been, and the Vigoroth passed by overhead. He looked back, giving the Normal-type a quick glance to see the monkey picking himself up again, but Riley remembered upon hearing the rustling bushes that this Vigoroth wasn’t his main target. The Riolu looked back to Sableye and began to-

Vigoroth rushed him from behind, jumping on top of him and tackling the Riolu to the ground. With one arm he pinned Riley’s neck while the other raised up high and swung downward, leaving two parallel cuts down the Riolu’s back. He howled in pain. Sableye slowed down for a moment and turned around, shocked to see his employee allowing him to escape. He clicked his tongue. A few incomplete thoughts spun about in his head, both mocking and grateful, and gave the foolish Vigoroth nothing more as he picked up his pace and began to run further.

With his fangs bared, Riley kicked back into Vigoroth’s stomach, forcing his attacker to stumble back and relinquish his grip on his neck. He jumped to his feet and spun around, swinging a Brick Break into Vigoroth’s chin. The Normal-type groaned and sprawled out on the floor.

“I don’t have time for this,” he scowled. The Riolu turned back to the the forest, where Sableye’s silhouette was growing smaller and smaller amongst the underbrush. He broke into a sprint and began to pursue him, weaving through trees and bushes. Rays of sunlight shone through the leaves, shifting and reforming as a weak breeze shook them. Behind him the trees trembled in violent pulses, getting harder and harder by the second. No. Riley knew this was wrong. Something from the back of his mind, an unknown entity sitting on his shoulder, told him that it was that persistent Vigoroth, swinging from the trees and gaining on him quickly.

Riley dug his foot into the dirt and pivoted around, glaring at the Normal-type that jumped through the air and hurled towards him. He brandished his palm as aura swelled up in his hand, and he shot a Force Palm into his pursuer’s gut. The eldritch blue energy pulsed into and around his abdomen, consuming him with a brief but agonizing cold burn, but it did not stop him, and his body tackled Riley into the thick grass, holding him there with his sheer size.

Only through a dim light, tainted with green by the plant life that was pressed against him, could he see the shivering, struggling Vigoroth against him. The monkey raised its left arm and brought it down, raking its twin claws across the Riolu’s face. Two shallow cuts formed along the side of the jackal’s head and scratched along the bone. Vigoroth raised his other hand, but it wouldn’t go past the height of his shoulder, and Riley brought his own arm up to block the attack.

The Riolu growled and jabbed his other fist into the monkey’s chest. Muscle and fur rippled and shook, and the weight over him became less force and more raw. No longer was he pinned but now squished as the Vigoroth, still shivering, fell limply over him. It came to Riley that his attack had paralyzed his opponent, and the ape was merely acting as a sandbag to slow him down. This injured monkey was trying to interfere with his job, with something he had no right to be apart of. With his fangs bared, Riley cocked back his palm yet again. A stream of aura rushed around him and pooled around his paw, and swept up in its current Riley crashed it into Vigoroth’s jaw. For but a moment, he could feel and hear bones cracking, and then Vigoroth was off him and sprawled out on the grass.

Without giving him a second look, Riley kicked off the dirt with a Quick Attack and broke into a sprint. Sableye was no longer there. The leaves no longer rustled, and the silhouette of the imp had vanished into the thickening woods. He could not feel him anywhere nearby. That ape had gotten between him and his target, and succeeded in prying his target from the scene entirely.

“You…!” Riley glared at the shape of the Vigoroth, whose chest heaved as he took heavy shuddering breaths. He stormed back over to him, fueled by hate from the very sound of his breathing. “I almost  had  that little gem goblin,” he scowled.

The Vigoroth formed a painful, disjointed grin as he looked up at the kid. “‘Almost,’” the Normal-type taunted.

“Keep talkin’,” Riley permitted. “If you can get some enjoyment out of this, by all means, do it. You’ll need something when you get locked up.”

…

There were six arrests made at Sableye’s Storage that day, with nine employees managing to escape. Such a ratio was not desirable, but those nine had been accounted for, so the handful of Pokémon that had escaped were being put on wanted posters as the party left Churchwell’s barracks. The rest would be hunted down eventually. With their job finished, earlier than they had expected no less, they returned to Astraean on the back of the very same Rapidash. It was a mostly silent celebration. Riley still waved his hands over Rapidash’s flaming tail, Pyro still sat in the front taking the heat from her mane, and Rose sat between them brooding. Perhaps it was unintentional, but the boys did all they could to ignore it. Or, pretend to ignore it.

She dropped them off in the town square, where Astraean’s most impressive structures resided. The clock tower over them read that it was just past five. Again Riley stretched himself with a series of pops, as if by reflex, and smiled upon the sight of his town. “I didn’t think I’d be back so soon,” he said, smiling faintly. “Glad to be home.”

“That it is,” Pyro agreed. “I wonder what Gallade will say.”

Riley looked back to them, smiling, but seeing the Roselia’s glum expression wiped it off his face and the words off his tongue. She absently walked forward, head tilted down, and gave Riley a fleeting glance to stave off his enthusiasm. Unintentionally, she had simultaneously invited curiosity. “Is something wrong?” he asked her.

She looked away. As her head turned, Riley caught the beginning of a twitch in her eye, a flick of the switch, that Rose caught and held still by sheer will. In the back of his head something nudged Riley to the realization that she was forcing her sullen face. The Charmander walked up to him and put his hand on the Riolu’s shoulder. He looked back to the Grass-type with both sympathy and apathy. “She’s fine,” he answered for her. “From the time to time, she can get like this.”

“Are you sure?” Riley asked him.

“Give her a bit,” he suggested. The Fire-type briefly looked back to her, sincere melancholy in his deep blue eyes. “Take the rest of the evening off. By tomorrow, or tonight, things’ll be alright again.”

“Yeah, but-”

“There’s not much we can do,” Pyro stressed in a whisper. His grip on Riley’s shoulder grew tighter, almost digging into his skin. “Just…” He shook his head and let go. “I’m going to go restock on a handful of things. I’ll be back at the Guild by dinner.” Pyro looked between his partners, nodded to himself, and then left for the shops. He struggled to not look back.

Riley turned around, uncertain and uncomfortable, when he felt the gentle, soft touch of petals on his back. Rose asked him in a low, soothing voice, “Can we talk?”

…

Great gears clunked and rotated in the interior of the clock tower in loud, rhythmic clicks all around them as the machinery kept time. The clock tower was owned and maintained by the Guild, so it only received a brief inspection each morning, and then would remain unchecked for the remainder of the day. Since only Guildmembers were allowed inside, save for a few outliers, from time to time it would act as a meeting place for some special occasions. This was no special occasion, but Rose picked it regardless.

They were high up on the roof, some hundred and fifty feet above the ground, and well above the rest of Astraean. Riley could pull himself above the railing and look around for miles at the small city and the grassy hills around it. He chose not to.

“Sorry to do this to you,” she said. “I just… I need to finally get this off my chest.”

“It’s fine. I get it,” he replied. “At least I think I do. You wanna rant for a bit, don’t you?”

“Yes.” She leaned against a small shed on top of the roof, where a single door lead into the long staircase leading all the way back down to the base of the tower. Golden sunlight from the evening sun consumed the flower nymph’s body in an amber glow, and Riley’s blue fur into a tranquil green. “You didn’t remember anything about being human, did you?” she asked him

“No. Not yet,” Riley answered her.

“Weird,” she said. “Then some things I might say will fall on deaf ears. You don’t mind, do you?” He merely shook his head. Lending his ears, deaf or not, was the least he could do. “Good. Thank you in advance for this, by the way.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Riley dismissed.

The Roselia’s small frame inflated as she took a deep breath. “There was a game I used to play,” she stated. “A handful of them, actually, but this one had you playing as a defense attorney who had to prove his clients’ innocence in court. It’s a puzzle game. You have to cross-examine witnesses and present your evidence to unveil an emotional, and admittedly goofy, story. I love the games. Interrogating today reminded me of it all, and… and how long it’s been since I’ve played it. Over a year and a half since I’ve even had the chance, and it’s probably been a year more since I last picked it up. It… I get a bit homesick.”

“It’s only natural,” Riley concurred, nodding his head absently.

“You brought it up last time, how it feels to be so short,” she continued. “I hate it. Hatred brings nothing productive, and I try to forget about it, but now and then I’ll remember, and I’ll start to  hate  what I am. I’m smaller than everyone around me, I’ve got small venomous thorns on me… I don’t even have fucking  fingers  ,” the Roselia spat. Her voice began to quiver. “I just want to go home,” she said. “There’s nothing I can do about it. Wanting alone will achieve nothing. I  know  this. Knowing doesn’t make anything better.”

Riley opened his mouth and began to speak words that were not his own. The sentence came completed in thought and tone and even pitch as if he were just a medium used to translate the message into a form that the Roselia could comprehend. “Don’t bother getting worked up about how you feel. Self-pity only breeds more pity until you pull yourself out,” Riley said, more shocked than who he said it to. “Cry all you want. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, so long as you eventually wipe them away and work to move past it.”

These words, he knew for a fact, were not his own, but rather came to him in a memory. They came from his older brother, by eight years, on a day whose details he did not remember too well. Riley remembered fear and he remembered anger, and from their meeting it had caused tears as he huddled in the depths of his closet under a ratty wool blanket. It was unclear what he was hiding from, but in his mind it had manifested as a reverberating roar and rumble, like a freight train were passing by on the other side of the wall. He heard his closet door rattle open, and the wool veil was removed from Riley. There in the dim light stood a figure, and though Riley could not remember what its face looked like, he knew for a fact that it was his brother.  What’re you doing all the way in here?  his brother had asked. Riley bitterly turned away and wiped his eyes. His brother laughed.  C’mon now, you’re not fooling anyone, buddy.  The boy’s answer came to him clearly, and Riley nearly said it aloud by accident.  I hate it here  , he had said.  I hate being powerless to do anything. I…  His emotions betrayed him, and his tears suppressed his speech as Riley felt himself start to choke. Beyond the walls the rumbling grew fiercer, and the boy curled himself tighter into a ball. The figure of his brother turned towards the noise, growled lowly, then put on a smile and gently patted the boy on the head, and he said what Riley had instinctively repeated to Rose. The boy tilted his head up and looked at the figure of his brother.  You’re not powerless, Riley. You can have just as much strength as you think you do . A smile formed on the figure’s face, and he reached a hand down to the boy, but it abruptly froze halfway between them.

The sound of static suddenly burst out of the figure’s mouth as a swarm of black particles burst out of it. They consumed and covered his face, and then his body, and then the closet was filled with them. No longer was there a dim light coming in from his room, but it was ravenous, writhing darkness that bound and oppressed the boy. The memory would not progress beyond that point, and he could obtain nothing else from the short twenty seconds. Merely his brother comforting him, the darkness of his closet, a short dialogue, and the roaring that quaked him.

“I know that. Deep down I do, at least,” Rose replied to him. Riley jolted back into this reality, a shiver running down his spine. “This isn’t the end of anything. I’m not gonna just sit here drowning in… ‘self-pity,’ as you put it. It’s just… This is the first time I’ve had the chance to not stew in it alone, y’know? You’re the closest thing I have to a therapist. And God damn it, I kinda need one right now.”

“Then go on. Rant to your heart’s desire,” Riley urged her. “Today only, it’s free of charge.” He pushed the short memory to the back of his mind for now. Interesting though it might have been, there was nothing for him to take from it other than his brother.

“Heh. I’ll take you up on that,” she said. An earnest smile flashed on her face, and then wilted away into something wistful and longing. “I used to draw a lot when I was human. It was partially my job, actually. We needed the money, so I did some freelancing and commissions, and things like that. It’s what I miss the most, really. I’d kill to hold a pen again. Do you know what I can do with these petals? Tickle, and not much else. Surprisingly, petals weren’t designed for dexterous, versatile purposes. They just look pretty.”

“You could use them as a brush,” Riley suggested. “Did you ever try painting?”

“Once. I don’t have nearly as much control, and I actually have nerves in these things. It feels…  weird . It’s like some ungodly hybrid of finger-painting and painting with my hair, if that makes any sense.” It didn’t, but Riley nodded anyways. “One of these days, I’ll be desperate enough to give it a shot, but until then… I don’t know. I guess, I’ll just keep living.” A second of silence passed, and then another, and then a few more until she looked back up to her unqualified therapist, confused.

“Is that all?” Riley asked her. “You probably won’t get another shot like this anytime soon.”

Rose thought for a moment, resting her chin in a nest of red petals, before ripping herself away and returning her attention to the Riolu. “It’s all I have to say about myself, anyways,” she said. “There is something else I want to finally say. It’s nowhere near as serious, but it’s still important. Do you know where we are?”

“Astraean,” he answered.

“Yes, but where is this?” she posed him. “I’ve seen maps of the world, and they look  nothing  like the Earth I remember. The continents are all wrong, and it looks to be noticeably smaller.”

“So, what? We’re on another planet?” Riley asked.

Rose popped a smile. “That’s what  I  thought for a little while. But, look around you. There are a bunch of little things, like the kind of devices and craftsmanship we use. There’s knives and cauldrons, and brick buildings, and the windmills in Wrytsberg- Kirlia even has a dagger, for fuck’s sake!” She paused for a second to catch her breath. “You could chalk that up to products of a sentient mind. After all, things like wagons would naturally be made when you have the issue of transporting goods, or masonry when you need reliable buildings. But, here’s where it gets tricky: apples.”

“Apples?”

“Apples.”

“I… don’t follow,” Riley admitted.

“If this was some other world out there, it wouldn’t make sense that much of the flora is nearly identical to what we knew. There’s a whole new assortment of berries, but there’s also onions, and lemons, and potatoes, and carrots, and ginger, and mint. The trees, too. Oaks, pines, everything in between… If this was supposed to be some fantasy world, why is everything the same? Why doesn’t this all make any damned sense?!”

Her unqualified therapist had fallen into silence. No longer was he grasping at the faintest straws he could find, throwing hopefully comforting words to her, or repeating his memories. All that had been forgotten. He stood there, stunned, as she explained the world around them in a way that made it feel simultaneously more and less foreign to him.

“And  we’re  the weirdest part of this whole thing, Riley. Us, the Pokémon,” she continued. “This entire world would be a scientist’s nightmare. Or, maybe a wet dream. It would throw everything we know about life out the window. For example, me. What advantage would I gain by having flowers on the end of my arms? The only answer I can think of would be that they’re a catalyst for my moves (I’ll be getting to that, just hold on), but that would seem to say that this is a world that grew due to fighting. And it is. The mere existence of types proves that, and don’t even get me  started  on levels. And I’m only the  start  of this chain of nonsense. I’ll do you a favor and slide right to the bottom: fire and electricity. Pyro, a Charmander, constantly has a flame on the end of his tail. Fire. Hot, energy-filled fire. Not only that, but he can breathe the stuff like a dragon. The kind of energy needed to be able to produce that kind of stuff on a whim is unbelievable. Electricity is even worse. That’s even more energy, even more heat, that’s generated and unleashed. The more powerful attacks that just straight-up conjure lightning? That’s plasma! Materials that are heated up  so  much that they aren’t even gasses anymore!  Where  does the energy for all this come from?! Do physics even still apply?!”

Rose’s chest heaved in and out from the breaths she stole. Still she wore her smile, getting bigger with each passing sentence. Perhaps a part of it reached Riley deep within, for he found himself wondering if she breathed oxygen or carbon dioxide.

“What gets me thinking the most is, again,  us  . If this was some other world, then why does  every  Pokémon out there look like something from the human world? Canines like you, reptiles like Pyro, plants like me, humanoids like Gallade, et cetera et cetera. And let’s not forget, Pokémon is a colossal franchise in our world. The mere existence of this place is… impossible.” She shook her head and began to laugh, quickly becoming more stable. “It’s gotten to the point that the most logical explanation is that this is all just some weird fever dream, but that isn’t as satisfying. If it is, making sense of it at least passes the time until I wake up.”

The Roselia turned her head back to Riley. “I think I’m done now,” she stated. “Holy  fuck , it feels good to finally say this to someone. Nineteen months now, I’ve been silent.”

“R… Right,” Riley stammered.

“I didn’t overwhelm you, did I?”

“Yeah, you kinda did. I don’t know what’s real anymore,” he admitted.

Rose chuckled. “I’ll give this world one thing. Real or not, fingers or not, it can still be a hell of a lot of fun,” she said. The Riolu nodded in agreement. “Like you said, wipe away your tears and do something productive. Ain’t that right?”

“That it is.”

“Great. Now, forget everything I just said, and for the love of everything you hold dear,  don’t  bring any of it up to anyone.”

“I know the drill.”

They reentered the clock tower, surrounded with the great mechanical  clunks  and  clicks , and then emerged back into the streets without the faintest bit of attention. It was all standard from there. They returned to the Guild, reunited with a certain Charmander delighted to see Rose’s smile again, ate their dinner together, (some kind of ground steak and cooked carrots, a cup of water, and a roasted apple for dessert), and then returned to their room. They talked for a little while, played a few games of cards, and then dozed off when the plates above their heads dimmed.

Riley went to sleep without telling her of his newly found memory. Nineteen months of pent-up emotions and findings vastly overshadowed a brief, vague clip of a kind entity he could only name as his brother, and he didn’t see the need to tell her after it was all done. He decided, his head then upon the plush pile of hay that was his bed, that he would wait for more details to unveil themselves before he would confess that he had remembered something. Until that time would come, he would resume life as he had known it for his short life.

  



24. The Graceful Beast


    
    
  The scent of salt hung in the misty air at Port Llaffan that late morning. Ships of varying sizes, caravels to barges, wood to metal, sailed in and out of the bay day after day. It was undoubtedly the greatest place for foreign goods or intercontinental travel west of the Sawtooth Mountains, but not all of it was specifically legal. To protect their products, the sailors had to be strong, and they had to be vigilant. Foreign goods were valuable, and even just a handful could feed a family for ten days. Nothing would be tolerated.



  So it was no surprise to the townsfolk when a dozen or so of these sailors, their rugged voices shouting obscenities that muddied the others’ words into an angry rabbling, hurled a Greninja on his ass in the middle of one of Port Llaffan’s main intersections. The Water-type landed hard on his ass and let out a cry of pain. Tears formed in his eyes as the sailors circled around him like a pack of wolves, leaving no room for escape. They were big, burly Pokémon that seemed to be made for their jobs.



  “F-fellas, please,” the Greninja begged. He held his hands in front of his face to construct an imaginary barrier between him and them. “It was an accident. I swear- I didn’t mean it.”



  “Sure ya didn’t,” snickered a Machoke, crossing his arms and peering down his snout at the perpetrator.



  “Are we supposed to believe you just 
  
    woke up
  
   below deck?” asked a menacing Nidoqueen. Her heavy tail swayed behind her, stirring the air like a blade on a wind turbine.



  “
  
    Yes
  
  ,” the Greninja insisted. “I don’t know how, but- but it happened. I just- everything’s fuzzy before I woke up. There was this guy- big, and… and furry… Then it went dark. Next thing I know, you lot are trying to 
  
    kill
  
   me!”



  “That’s a load of shit if I’ve ever smelled one,” spat a Rhydon. “Let’s stop wasting time and just teach him a lesson already.” His drill horn whirred and spun in two rapid flashes. The Greninja crawled backwards a few steps away from him with his eyes agape and the tongue around his neck loosely falling upon the ground.



  “Stowaways will not be tolerated. Our ship isn’t your personal carriage,” sneered a Pangoro, baring his fangs at the Greninja.



  “No. Please, 
  
    no
  
  . You don’t understand,” he pleaded.



  “It’s seafaring law,” shouted the voice of Golduck, seemingly at the head of this circle. A black hat perched on his head marked him as this crew’s captain. “Anyone who travels on the ship must either work or pay. You’ve broken this law, and so you must be punished.”



  “Hold it, captain,” interrupted another member of the circle. All eyes moved to see a second Greninja standing there, between the Nidoqueen and the Pangoro. In every visible way this second Greninja was identical to the first. The fins on his head, the webbing on his hands and feet, the white plates over his elbows and neck, even his height with his legs fully stretched out- the only difference was that the second one wasn’t pathetically crying on the ground. “I believe you’d like to see this. I found it on the way here.” The second Greninja pulled out a folded paper square and flicked his wrist, throwing it to the Golduck. He caught it reflexively and proceeded to pry it open to let its secrets spill out.



  The captain was met with a wanted poster issued by the Guild, as issued by their signature format. 
  
    Wanted: Alive
  
   was written in bold black text at the top of the page, resting upon a picture captured of a Greninja; the very same as the frog who lay in a puddle of his own tears. It was almost jarring to see the photo side-by-side with the pitiful creature, as the one captured on parchment had this cocky, almost dashing grin etched onto his face. He looked straight into the lense that caught him, holding out his hand towards the audience as he offered them the rose of pure black that lay on his palm like a pedestal. The moon was at his back, bathing him in the pale glow. One would think that this had been planned and posed if not for the tip of a Leaf Blade cutting into the edge of the frame on the right from his hunters. Below the photo was this criminal’s name, and below that, the reward: 
  
    Festuum “The Carnival”, Greninja. 250,000 Poké
  
  .



  “Two fifty-” Golduck clenched his fist, crumpling the poster in the process, and stared at the pitiful display of a criminal before him. The captain beamed. “Well, lookie here. A fortune just walked into our midst. It’s The Carnival, boys.”



  “But, wait,” said the Machoke. “Who’s the second one?”



  “Doesn’t matter,” Nidoqueen replied. Her tail bashed into the back of the second Greninja, batting him into the center of the circle and on top of the other. The first Greninja cried out in pain as the weight pushed down on his stomach. “We can just turn them both-”



  A small cloud of smoke coated the body of the second Greninja, putting the sailors on guard. As it quickly cleared, the scene showed that the first Greninja was pinned underneath a neatly cut log with only a faint indentation on it. The remaining Water-type grunted and groaned as he tried in vain to push the wood off of him.



  Golduck laughed. “Isn’t that just sad,” he mocked. “What, did you think you’d intimidate us with your bounty? Fat chance. Boys, bring h-”



  The Greninja could no longer hold the weight of the log, and it crashed down on his stomach. His eyes bulged out of his head as he unleashed a silent roar, the air rushing out of his body, and just like the other, was consumed in a faint cloud of smoke. Two logs rolled out of the cloud, and the sailors could do nothing but stare at the remains of the Substitutes.



  “And you called 
  
    me
  
   sad,” came a voice from the rooftops. The sailors turned their eyes to see the Greninja standing upon a simple two-story home with his arms folded and his body propped up against the chimney. Just as in the poster he had on his signature cocky, dashing smile. “Fooled by an act I thought up in mere seconds. How does it feel to know that you were outsmarted by puppets?”



  “The hell do you mean, ‘outsmarted’? You’re still right in front of us,” said the captain. His sailors began to break their circle and moved briskly, but not going so far as to run, to surround the Greninja. “And now that I think about it, that 
  
    is
  
   weird. Do you have some sort of business with me, or do you just enjoy taunting?”



  “I can’t deny the latter, but I’ve no business with you,” the Greninja answered. “You were only my ride here to Llaffan. I’d be grateful to you, but the conditions down there were 
  
    really
  
   cramped. It’s a health hazard. If they weren’t as flexible as I, they might dislocate something. So… That’s technically business. Huh. Guess I lied.”



  “The poster says 
  
    alive
  
  , but do you think they’d mind if we shut him up? Rip out his tongue?” Machoke suggested.



  “I think we ought to just to spare ourselves,” Pangoro grumbled.



  “Wow, you’ve one of the 
  
    worst
  
   company policies I’ve ever experienced,” the Greninja scolded. “I was thinking of just giving you a bad review, but I’ve half the mind to 
  
    report
  
   you for this.”



  “Now I’d like to see that,” Golduck beamed. “
  
    Festuum
  
   strolling up to the authorities, complaining about the knot in his back, only to be promptly captured and punished for your crimes.”



  “What did I do to you to make you want to see me incarcerated?” the Greninja asked.



  “The price on your head,” the Captain answered. “You’ve enough funds to feed a town for half a cycle.”



  “‘The price on my head’ is not an action, it’s an economic concept. I cannot 
  
    do
  
   an economic concept. Now, if it’s the actions I 
  
    did
  
   to have that concept apply to me, that’s an acceptable answer, but you didn’t say that,” he lectured. “Your greed has blinded you. Have you not thought for a moment just 
  
    what
  
   would give me such a bounty?”



  “Just keep bluffin’,” dared Rhydon. “Everyone knows you’re just a thief.”



  “Okay then.” The Greninja uncrossed his arms and held his palms out in front of him, as if to erect a barrier to keep them at bay. “I 
  
    really
  
   don’t like the hostility I’m sensing here, so I think I’m just gonna scram. Your company needs to work on its atmosphere and hospitality.”



  “What, so soon? But we barely got started!” taunted Golduck.



  “Sorry, sweeties. I have my own things to do. But fear not! I’ll be back one day! Wait for me!” The Greninja kissed the palm of his hand and aimed it at the other Water-type. He winked and blew the kiss to Golduck, only for out of his mouth to spew a thick black cloud. It compounded more and more upon itself, engulfing the Greninja and growing to consume the entire rooftop he stood on. The sailors carefully watched the outline of the Smokescreen, waiting in anticipation for the bounty to start fleeing. But before they knew what was happening, a swarm of Greninjas in identical form burst out in all directions, deftly leaping from the rooftops with a faint trail of smoke that they had dragged behind them.



  “What the-?!” Golduck frantically spun around, studying from one Double Team to the other, but he could see no discernible difference. “Damn it. Split up!” he growled. “We aren’t letting him get away!” The group of sailors divided amongst themselves and rushed down the streets, chasing down one of the plethora of illusions.



  The Greninja shimmied down the chimney, collecting soot along the bricks with his damp skin, and crawled out of the bottom and through the fireplace into the interior of the simple one-story home. Next to the fireplace was a basic kitchen armed with only a stove, an oven, and a few drawers underneath a wooden countertop, and a rectangular table hosted four wicker chairs around it. There were only two doors: one in the corner that lead outside, and one on the opposite wall that lead into presumably the bedroom. It had to be, for the only other bed was tucked in the corner and was barely big enough for a grown Pokémon. This was evident by a figure lying upon it with its feet hanging off the end of the bed.



  Upon seeing the Greninja stand up, the figure rolled out of the bed and stood to meet him. The bipedal figure was draped in a ratty, thin cloak, and in the light filtering in from the window, one could see the cloth wrappings that bound its face. They were matted with dirt and stains of God knows what, and not a single square inch of skin was shown save for his left eye.



  “Finally finished, are you?” the figure asked in his rough, low voice. He began to walk towards the Water-type, and although his feet were not visible, one could clearly hear something hard smacking against the stone floors.



  “I didn’t keep you waiting, did I?” Festuum asked. “I was trying to milk all the fun out of that lot as I could, but they weren’t biting as much as I’d hoped.”



  “It’s fine. Laying down gave me an opportunity to get that knot out of my back.” The figure bent backwards, twisting slightly as his spine popped a thousand times, like firecrackers in a wooden crate. “Thanks for that, by the way. I don’t know how I’d have gotten out of there on my own.”



  “Don’t mention it. Anything to see you again.” The Greninja placed his hand on the figure’s shoulder and slithered it so the frog held him in a sort of half-hug. This action made the apparent height difference between them even more prominent, as the figure held over a foot on his friend. “This is a call for celebration. I need no ‘thank you’. Get that shit 
  
    out
  
   of here. The Markus I know doesn’t give out ‘thank yous’. Come- we’re gonna drink until we’re bleeding wine. Spill out all our findings to each other.”



  The cloth wrappings on Markus’s face were pulled taut as he formed a smile underneath. “You’ve no idea how good that sounds,” he grinned. “Where do you plan on stealing from?”



  “Already got that taken care of.” Festuum gestured underneath the guest bed where two gallon-sized barrels and a fancy green bottle between them. “I took that the night I got here. Premium stuff. Technically I stole it, but I left some coins where they were. Guilt-free.”



  “You left it here?” Markus asked. “What happened to the homeowners?”



  “They went north to Churchwell, I think. I’ve been squatting here for three days waiting for you,” Festuum said.



  “Three days? And there’s 
  
    still
  
   booze left?”



  “Everyone knows that it’s no fun drinking alone.”



  “Guess that’s true,” the figure shrugged. “So, what now? Wait for the sailors to give up, or make a run for it?”



  “We should probably hang here. Maybe… about an hour or so,” Festuum suggested.



  “Great,” Markus sighed. He staggered out of the half-hug and, pulling out one of the chairs at the table, collapsed into it. The figure pushed his arm out of the cloak, revealing that it too was bound in bandages, and placed a deck of cards on the table. “C’mon. We’ve got time to burn.” His other hand pulled out a folded wooden board. Something inside it rattled as he flicked his wrist, unfolding it into one flat piece and placing it beside the deck.



  A racetrack-like design circled around the board, from red to green to blue from the inside out. Several little divots marked each path, and there must have been over a hundred for each colored path. One line was clearly labeled 
  
    Start
  
  , and halfway around there was another line named 
  
    SS
  
  . Three quarters of the way around was the third and final, labeled with one 
  
    S
  
  , and the latter two lines were mere pencil marks compared to the thick scrape that was the starting line. This, however, would be describing this board in its prime. Now spots of the painted track were missing, almost like it had decomposed. Much of the wood was covered in cuts, and the once perfect 90 degree edges were rounded after countless cycles of weathering.



  Festuum smiled and slid into the opposite chair. “Ah, a game of cribbage. It’s been so long,” he said. The Greninja wiped his damp hands on the table and reached for the deck of cards. He shuffled it flamboyantly, cards looping in the air like acrobats, until they formed orderly together into a mixed pile in each hand, and he clapped them together into one orderly deck. Markus removed a metal slot from the bottom of the board, spilling out three pegs of each of the track’s color. The Greninja reached for two of the blues, and Markus two of the reds.



  “I’ll deal,” Markus offered. He took the deck of cards and deftly tossed them like throwing stars, giving each of them six, and then smacked the deck in the middle of the track. The two both quickly took two of those cards from their hands and put them in a small pile beside Markus. Festuum grabbed the top half and lifted it up, and Markus took the top card from the bottom half and, after the Greninja put his half down, placed it on the deck face up. Nine of clubs.



  “So, how was it?” Festuum asked. “Where’d you go? What did you see?” From his hand he put down a nine of spades.



  “Fifteen.” Markus dropped down a six of hearts on the table and put his red peg two points in front of the starting line. “I went to a few places overseas. Nothing on the Milada Islands. West in Baltre I found a few stories and wrote them down. Drew a few pictures.”



  “Twenty one.” Festuum placed down a six of diamonds and put his peg next to the red one, two points in front of the line. “Interesting. I’ll take a read later on and see what you got. Baltre is the only other remaining crown, so I imagine they’ve a lot going on to find out.”



  “Thirty one.” With one hand Markus put down a ten of diamonds, whilst the other took his other peg and put it two points in front of the first red peg. “It was hell there. I only made it around the southern territories. Everything north of that was too risky to explore. And it’d mean going through a hundred miles of swamps and mountains.”



  “Yeah. Not as colorful as the other places on the map,” Festuum shrugged. He put down an ace of clubs. “I went there once. Can’t imagine traveling around Baltre for months. Everything is so drab.”



  “When I hadn’t found anything, I didn’t hesitate to get the 
  
    fuck
  
   out of there.” Markus put down an eight of hearts. Festuum put down a five of clubs, Markus the seven of the same suit, and then the cloaked one took the back red peg and put it one point in front of the other. “You know what’s south of there?”



  “Not off hand.” The Greninja spread out his four cards, nine, six, five, ace, and pointed to the other nine that was the up card. “Fifteen two, four, six, eight, pair for ten.” Festuum picked up the back peg and put it ten points in front of the other.



  “Wildie land. You know, the big fuckin’ island filled with all the Wildies,” Markus answered. He spread his own cards in return - six, seven, eight, ten - and pointed to the up card. “Fifteen two, four, and a five card run for nine.” Markus took his nine points, ending three ahead of his friend. He pushed his old cards towards Festuum and picked up the pile of discarded cards that had been made just after they had been dealt. “Fuck.” In frustration he threw down his hand- an ace, a three, an eight and a queen of hearts. This queen had an elegant design of a Lopunny beautifully drawn onto both ends outlined in red. It was a profile portrait, and her desperate eyes looked in disbelief and perhaps awe to something outside the frame. “I got nothing.”



  Festuum laughed to himself and scooped up all the cards before beginning to shuffle once again. “That sucks. The hand, too, but I mean going to Wildie land. How’d that go?”



  “Shitty. Nearly died more times than I can count,” Markus muttered. “And 
  
    surprise, surprise,
  
   I didn’t find anything. There went another two months.”



  “Damn. I’m glad it was you.” Festuum started dealing out the deck. “Should’ve known you wouldn’t find much, but we had to check everywhere we could.”



  “Yeah, I guess,” Markus sighed. “After that I onl-”



  The two were interrupted by the sharp noise of metal knocking against wood. Twice. Thrice. Four times. Five. Six. Silence. Markus looked to Festuum, only to see a confusion that mirrored his own. Had the sailors come back for them? Or did a friend of the homeowner come to see what was going on in the home? The window, although glazed with dirt, would allow them to see silhouettes moving at the table. Until the voice of the visitor came up, the possibilities spun around in their heads as they sat there, frozen in their seats. But that chilling sound carried through the air, sending shivers down their spines; sweet and terrible, like a madman’s lullaby. “Hellooooooo? Is anyone home?” asked the visitor.



  “Fuck.” Markus’s voice was barely even wind.



  “Okay. Okay, don’t panic,” whispered Festuum. “I got this. I’ll talk to him. You just run.”



  “Sounds good. You have what he wants, so I’ll bail out of this,” Markus concurred.



  “Yes, I- wait, what? That’s it?”



  “What was I supposed to say?”



  “I dunno. Maybe, ‘No, don’t do it! I couldn’t live with myself!’” His voice broke out of his whisper into a low shout. “Or, ‘I’ll do it. I can’t lose you, old friend. I was just beginning to give up anyways.’”



  “How sappy do you think I am?” Markus spat.



  “You’re 
  
    supposed
  
   to be the badass who secretly has a heart of gold!”



  “I’d just die!”



  “How cruel. I thought we were 
  
    friends
  
  .” The Greninja sunk his head and pouted.



  Banter was, thankfully, cut short by sharp tapping on the glass. They turned instantly to see the shadow-bathed face of a gaunt Bisharp pressed up against the filthy window. Flowers of rust bloomed on his jawline. One hand was by the side of his face, keeping a space between him and the glass, whilst the other tenderly waved the others. Whilst they couldn’t see his eyes, they could see a wide, thin grin with his teeth pressed tightly together. Nervously they waved back.



  Playfully Markus punched the Greninja in the shoulder. “Ten days,” he whispered. “I’ll be waiting for you at Kanga’s.”



  “Remember the score. 12-14, my deal,” he said. Markus nodded, quickly gathering the cards and putting the pegs back in the slot under the track. He folded up the board and shoved it back into the interior of the cloak. The Greninja reached under the guest bed and pulled out the green bottle between the two barrels. “Here,” he said, tossing the bottle to the cloaked figure. Markus juggled it in his hands before finally getting a hold of it. A faded label advertised it as some kind of bubbly champagne. “It’s not much, but it’s special stuff. Meant to be savored. Hopefully it’ll hold you over until I get back. I doubt Mamma Kanga will have anything else for you, so I’ll be quick.”



  Markus nodded a silent 
  
    thank you
  
  . “Godspeed,” he wished him. He rushed to the opposite window, shoved it open, and jumped through it and into the streets. His cloak waved behind him as he sprinted away, marked only by the solid sound of his footsteps.



  “Even faster than that,” Festuum muttered to himself. He looked back to Bisharp, who was parting from the window and meandering over to the door. With a deep breath the Water-type went to greet him. The door swung open, and Festuum found himself face-to-face with the Steel-type. “Heeey, it’s been too long,” he greeted. “Come on in. The place is a bit of a mess, but, hey. Home is home. I’ll brew us some tea.”



  “Let’s skip the tea,” Bisharp requested.



  “Oh, does it cause you to rust? I might have some milk around here, though it won’t be too cold,” Festuum offered.



  “Don’t feel the need to stall for your friend,” Bisharp insisted. “I don’t need to come after him yet. There’s still time.”



  “Stalling? You insult my hospitality,” the Greninja scowled. “If milk isn’t your thing, we have some alcohol. I was planning on saving it, but friends don’t come to town often. Alcohol doesn’t cause too much rust, does it?”



  “I’m only going to say this once before I get angry,” hissed Bisharp through his teeth. “Give me what’s mine, and I’ll be on my way.”



  “I… I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t remember having anything that belongs to you.” Festuum tilted his head, as if doing so would knock the answers loose so they could fall out to help the Steel-type. “Could you maybe describe it for me? It might help.”



  “I’ll play your game,” sighed the visitor. “It’s a sleeve to go along your arm. It probably looks like it was ripped off something else. Green, too, unlike any other shade. Smoother than silk.”



  “A weird green sleeve…” The Greninja put his palm on his chin and began to think. “That sounds so… familiar…” His tongue, wrapped neatly around his neck, loosened and sagged in front of him, giving Bisharp a sliver to see the pale skin around his neck, and a green piece of fabric wrapped around it, coated in slimy saliva. Bisharp’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head, consumed in an unworldly shade of red. His teeth pressed against each other so hard that they looked that they might have snapped under the pressure.



  “You perverse little wretch,” cackled Bisharp through a twisted smile. “Do you want me to kill you?”



  “What did I- oh. 
  
    Oh
  
  .” Festuum saw where Bisharp’s gaze was piercing into, and the green fabric around his neck was brought to his attention. “I forgot about that. It’s been there so long. You want it, right?”



  “Or leave it in the hands of a thief like you?” Bisharp said back. “Yeah. Safe to say I want it.”



  “Yeah. I can see why, considering what it means to you.” The Greninja mirrored Bisharp’s smile, garnishing it with his signature arrogance. “Even now, I can still taste a hint of it. That woman; she lingers.” He shifted his voice to something softer, something brittle, something tender. Festuum slithered forward, putting a mere inch between him and the quivering Steel-type. “That fading aroma is still there; a wraith of her former presence… You still remember, don’t you, Bishie?”



  Bisharp lurched his arm forward, grasping for the Greninja’s neck, only to be met by the door slamming into it. His arm punched a hole clean through the wood. With a roar of frustration he swung his arm to the side, cutting the door in half and through to part of the wall. There he saw the Greninja squirming out from under the bed with a small barrel under each arm and leaping over and out through the window.



  “Where are you off to, ‘
  
    old friend?!’
  
  ” Bisharp shouted after him. He jumped through the window behind him, landing deftly in the cobblestone streets. His unworldly red eyes seemed to glow as Festuum looked back at him. The Greninja kicked off the wall and made his way to the rooftops. “We’d just finally met up again! Why cut it right here?!” Grinning, the Steel-type pursued his prey, tracking him by the lingering aroma.



  …



  It was late into the afternoon as Gallade sat in his office with a newspaper in his hands. He was pleased with himself, smiling to no one, as he read through the front page article, titled in bold black lettering, 
  
    Sableye’s Scandal
  
  . A passable title, Gallade noted, but nothing great. Within the text, surrounding a black and white sketch of Sableye’s tower, he read their brief interview and summary of the events.



  He was near the conclusion, where it was beginning to mention how the business fell under control of the city, under the watch of the Guild of course, when he was interrupted from his paperwork by four solid, loud knocks on his grand door, as if someone was punching it. He knew instantly that it was Rhyperior. Gallade flicked his hand up, switching the mechanisms inside the door, and placed the newspaper on his desk. “Come-”



  Rhyperior shoved the door open and barged in, lumbering forward, with a dire look in his eyes. Gallade could see this, but chose to lighten the mood anyways. “I thought we taught you better manners than this,” he said.



  “We just got a report from Port Llaffan. Pictures included,” Rhyperior stated.



  “Pictures?” Gallade repeated. “If there’s something I’ve learned from being a Guildmaster, it’s this: reports that include pictures are never good.” His smile faltered, and his index finger tapped on the smooth surface of his desk.



  “There was an attack on the town. The barracks did a headcount of the population, and they’re missing a hundred and four  Pokémon,” Rhyperior explained grimly.



  “A hundred…” Gallade whispered. His smile was gone. “That’s…” His finger scratched against the glossy surface and left a small gash in the face of the desk. That was the fourth gash, and was the second largest one among them. “Who did it? What did the witnesses say?” Gallade demanded.



  “We… we don’t know,” Rhyperior admitted. “There 
  
    aren’t
  
   any witnesses.”



  …



  Gallade had nearly his entire life been an Explorer under Garchomp, and as he grew up, he had been trusted to take on the world. Throughout his forty cycles, he had experienced much across this world. He had seen wars, he had fought wars, and he had prevented wars. He had seen the lord of the land, the titan clad in red, reshape the very earth in what had been dubbed 
  
    The Battle for Arushar
  
  . Of all of his experiences, seeing what had happened to Port Llaffan was easily in competition for the most horrifying. If he had personally experienced the event that would later be known as 
  
    The Llaffan Slaughter
  
  , Gallade just might have put it at the top.



  The first thing Gallade noticed was the smell. It was the smell of war, of fire and steel, of unjust ruin and death. This kind of scent was not new to him, of course. His first taste of it was at the age of fourteen, when he was but a Kirlia, in the lands of Makoto. The carnage had made his younger self vomit, but some part of his mind likened it to the smoky scent of an exotic barbeque that had just begun to rot.



  He had taken notice of the trace bits of the odor on the wind as he approached Port Llaffan in a chain of Teleports. It had taken him the remains of the evening to travel, so Gallade emerged upon the top of a distant hill to see the outline of the injured city. The fleeting orange flow of the sunset danced on the reflection of the sea, like phantoms of the fire that had previously raged. Through the haze and the oncoming dark, the Guildmaster could just make out the destruction. It was indiscriminate, whatever it was, seeming to fell whatever was in its path. From this far away, the details of its cause were impossible to decipher, but he could grasp its scope. From the slums in the outskirts to the heart of the port, paths of death were scribbled all over the south end of town. The businesses and homes, the lives that had been formed there, all wiped out in an afternoon.



  With one more Teleport, Gallade was amongst the wreckage. He stood in the middle of a street that was once a shopping district. Broken and charred remains of stands and booths lay in an unorganized pile with pieces of the goods that they held and the owners that sold them. The very ground was burnt black, in a layer of ash that wiped away and stained Gallade’s finger. No fires raged, but embers did glow a dim red.



  As he stood there, on the graves of some fifty souls, he could feel a potent hatred in the air. His kind has that ability, to sense emotions, and for him, his mind had wired itself so that it delivered its message through his hearing. The sound of hatred was rough, grinding, enough to make one become hateful just by listening to it. The closest he could compare it to, and it was damn close, would be grating flesh on a large chunk of pumice. It made his skin crawl when he was younger, and it still did today.



  Between the grating though, he could hear two other emotions. The first was the soft gurgle of water tumbling down a stream. It brought visions of warm sunlight and an open meadow, and Gallade could feel a hand holding his own. It was joy. Amongst the hatred, there was joy. The other was of wind, of air rushing past one’s head as they rush forward or plummeting back to earth. He knew this well as the gale of determination. Hatred, joy, and determination, lingering in the air like cigarette smoke.



  Gallade wandered the slaughtering grounds for half an hour, advancing towards the sea, when he started stumbling upon some of the clearer signs of destruction. In the roads, clear of rubble in the more developed areas yet still charred black, he saw gashes scarred into the cobblestone. They were nearly a foot deep, some even more, and averaged at around three inches wide. Their length varied, but they all pointed loosely in one direction that indicated the path this monster took. Gallade took note of these details, but there was something about them that grasped his attention immediately. The Guildmaster dropped to his knees and placed his open palm in the gash, and he immediately regretted calling it a gash. For a “gash” is rough, sloppy, more of a rending than a proper cut. The surface of the stone, and dirt underneath it, was perfectly smooth to the point of being pleasant to the touch. Soil had been packed in so tightly that he could not feel the point that the stone became earth. It was as if the graceful beast had melted and molded it. Gallade had been to every corner of the known world, and even shone a light on some corners that had been veiled in shadow. There was nothing he feared more than a graceful beast.



  “Holy hell.” Gallade was broken from his hypnosis, and he turned his head to see another living figure. It was a Feraligatr, and instantly Gallade recognized him as one of his own, a Guildmember that had been posted to Port Llaffan. He was one of a handful that had stuck around in Llaffan’s barracks as an officer. The Guildmaster stood up to face him as the Water-type charged forward. “Thank Arceus you’re here. Half of the town-”



  “I heard from Rhyperior,” Gallade replied to him. “A hundred and four missing, subject to change. Seeing the damage myself, though… I can’t say I’m surprised there’s no witnesses.”



  “We’ve lost nine of our own,” Feraligatr somberly told him. “Brave explorers that dove in to save the Pokémon trapped within, all of them.”



  Nine was less than desirable, but Gallade was glad to know that the entire squad of fifteen had not been eradicated. The death toll was already high as it was. Nine more did not add to it, especially considering that they had taken this job knowing the risk. “We’ll hold a ceremony,” he said. “But, with all due respect, there’s more pressing matters at hand. Do we have any information? Any at all? Or do we need to break out the forensics before we can start anything?”



  “Back at the barracks,” Feraligatr said. “Barbaracle is recovering there. She saw a bit of what happened.”



  This was another one he knew. Barbaracle was another one of the constants that remained in Port Llaffan, essentially heading these barracks herself. She was strong soldier with a sense of justice, joining the Guild nearly thirty cycles ago, back when Garchomp still ran the place. Gallade had considered taking her into part of his cabinet, but he had decided not to based on one simple fact: Barbaracle was strong, but her vitriolic justice was not unique to her. She took the job of watchman of Llaffan without any argument, for being close to the sea again was more than she could ask for.



  Gallade didn’t hesitate to head for the barracks in the north end of town. Feraligatr stayed behind after their brief exchange, as he had been given the job of searching for possible survivors and further evidence. Neither he nor Gallade were optimistic about the results of his search. The Guildmaster crossed the wreckage into the remaining urban environment. For a short while, buildings and roads were littered with dust and debris and burnt black lines, caused by the graceful beast that for some reason had not pushed further into the city.



  Gallade advanced forward to the barracks, a three story wooden home with a straw roof. A small group of civilians had gathered outside, sulking about only to be roused by the Guildmaster. He gave them pleasantries, apologized for their situation, and told them he would do what he could before continuing inside. There he found three of his own Guildmembers, a Seismitoad lugging a bowl of water, a Hitmonlee next to a couch, and Barbaracle laying on the aforementioned couch. Both of her left arms were missing, cut like small trees, with a thick red sap gradually oozing out of the stumps. The three tried to proceed with the typical formalities, saluting and what not, but Gallade refused to have any of it. He sat down across from them, hands folded across his lap, and demanded for a report. Barbaracle hesitated for a moment, and would have shuddered if not for her wounds, until she began to relive the events.



  “It started off with some screams,” she said. “Distant stuff, we could barely hear it, but then shit started breaking. We could see buildings in the distance falling over. Ten of us went over to try and stop it, whatever it was. From what I’ve heard, I’m the only one who made it.” Gallade thoughtfully nodded. “We ran in, and there was fire. And screaming. Some of us went to help others escape. Six of us went towards where the destruction came from.”



  “Did you see anyone?” Gallade asked impatiently.



  “You know the Carnival, don’t you?” she asked. “The Greninja. You know, the rogue?” Gallade nodded. “He was there, at the heart of the fire.”



  “What, a Water-type set the town on fire?” Gallade scoffed.



  “I was shocked, too,” Barbaracle continued. “He was running towards me as a building fell behind him. I followed him with his eyes, and started to run at him. Then… I was attacked.”



  “Attacked?”



  Hitmonlee piped up, “She was stabbed in the back. Two cleaves, one taking her arms and the other punching through her chest. It doesn’t look good.”



  “I’ve taken worse,” Barbaracle dismissed. Amongst her voice, Gallade could hear a high-pitched, warped, echoing whine that he knew as fear. She was lying. It was almost impossible that she was alive now, and surviving the night would be a miracle. No such miracle would occur, and she would pass just an hour before sunrise the next morning.



  “Then please,” Gallade urged her. “What do you know?”



  “I was stabbed with something hard, something physical,” she said. “That’s all I know about whoever it was. They fucking tossed me to the floor, like I’m nothing. Like I wasn’t capable of kicking their teeth in if they weren’t a fucking coward.”



  “
  
    Please
  
  ,” Gallade interrupted her. “Stay focused here.”



  “Right,” she begrudgingly sighed. “I tried to look at the bastard, but I couldn’t see them through the smoke and fire.”



  “But you could hear him, couldn’t you?” Gallade asked her.



  “Well…” Barbaracle took a moment to think. “There was their footsteps. Loud, and solid, like he was stomping. And…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. That’s all I can remember.”



  “It’s… fine,” said Gallade. The warped, high-pitched whining grew louder. “Telling us about the Greninja is enough of a lead on its own. Thank you, Barbaracle.”



  “Yes sir,” she grimly smirked.



  A few more words were exchanged, shifting the topic onto what to do with the city. The Guildmaster gave them a statement that they could submit to the town of Port Llaffan, ensuring them that he would send in increased patrol as well as labor and funds to assist in reconstruction. Overall, he would prioritize justice, and increase the bounty on The Carnival, Festuum. He stayed in the barracks that night, and leave the following morning. Sleep would evade him, however, so after an hour of lying in bed, he would arise, light a lamp, and sit down at the dining room table. Any Guild facility has a fresh supply of paper and ink, which he helped himself to, picked up a plain, smooth black quill, no garish feather to decorate it as he had done to his own, and he began to write in his neat, elegant scrawl that was simultaneously alluring yet professional.



  A few times throughout the night he had to take a break, taking his eye off the letter and holding his head in his hands. A hundred and four 
  Pokémon that had trusted Gallade to protect them were dead. He hadn’t failed, he’d been completely unable to help. The Guild’s primary strength was concentrated on Astraean. His veterans were strong, but not strong enough for a fiend like this one. And a fiend like this would not be gone for long.



  Gallade drew a deep breath and went back to his letters, rushing to get them all finished as soon as he could. He remembered that in eight days there would be a lunar eclipse. A star would vanish. Time was ticking. 



  …



  As Espeon returned to the library where he worked, he was not at all surprised to see Weavile still loitering there, sitting on top of a table reading a random book she had pulled off the nearest shelf. On its cover was a picture of a white Wailord leaping from the sea, with the words “Moby Dick” scrawled across the top in a noble font.



  “So? How’d it go?” she asked him almost as soon as he set a paw through the door. “I saw the papers, but did everything go smoothly with Sableye? He doesn’t suspect anything, does he?”



  “Just who do you take me for?” Espeon scoffed. “There’s a reason that little imp is in charge of the Scavenger division. I’d be surprised if he even knew he’d been framed.”



  “Ok, so no problems there. Now, if we’re lucky, Sableye will do our work for us,” Weavile snickered.



  Espeon sighed as he took the book from Weavile’s claws and placed it back on the shelf while walking past her to his desk, “Now that that’s done with, will you leave?”



  “Shouldn’t we plan our next move?”



  “Don’t worry about it. The way things are going now, we won’t need to do anything more. Something tells me things are about to get hectic, so keep your eyes open,” Espeon advised.



  “What does that mean?” Weavile asked, confused.



  “You’ll see,” Espeon stated simply, then began pushing her off the table with his telekinesis. “For now, just keep doing what you’re doing and you’ll be fine.” He told her as he shoved her towards the door.



  “Tch! Are all Psychic-types so annoying?” Weavile grumbled as she opened the door to leave.



  “Who knows? Don’t come back here unless you actually need me for something important!” Espeon called after her as she left the library.



  “‘Something important,’ he says… Is overthrowing Persian not important to him…?” Weavile muttered as she stomped off, irritated at her sudden ejection from the library.



  She had only progressed some twenty yards away when she heard someone calling for her. “Weavile!” shouted a deep, weary voice. The Dark-type, not stopping, turned her head to see a large, flabby Grumpig chasing after her. Weavile recognized him vaguely as a part of the assassins, and that was all she bothered to remember. The thought of a pig assassin was enough to make her laugh, and that was all she needed from him. Learning that he was not a traditional killer, and instead focused on entrapment, would only ruin the joke for her. She also did not bother to stop walking for him to catch up, and only when the boar was within speaking distance did she acknowledge him.



  “What do you need?” she asked coldly.



  “Bisharp… sends you a message,” he panted. “He wants to see you.”



  “What?” Weavile stopped abruptly and spun around. “He knows he can just come here, doesn’t he? I mean, he has someone there who can Teleport him.”



  “Bisharp wants you in his own office, where he’s secure,” Grumpig said.



  “Where he can be sure no one will hear my screams?” Weavile asked half-joking. “He’s not exactly the kind of Pokémon I would want to be completely alone with in that butchery.”



  “I don’t think he’s after that,” he replied. “He told me to phrase it as if he were asking you on a date. It’s just, I didn’t want to, ‘cause I knew I’d stammer, and if I messed up my line Bisharp would hurt me.” That was a lie. He was just too embarrassed to do anything of the sort.



  “Yeah, yeah… tell him to expect me tomorrow afternoon,” Weavile grumbled. She turned around and continued storming away.



  “W-wait, wait,” he called after her, starting to stumble forward. “A-are you sure you can’t come sooner?” Grumpig asked. He had done more than just seen what Bisharp would do when someone disappointed him, and if the Mad Jack had to wait for his date for a whole day… Grumpig had a feeling that whatever he would do, it would be sharp.



  “Look, I have my own duties to attend to, and I’ve been running around a lot as of late. Poor Murkrow is left having to handle all those kids on his own,” Weavile stated. “I’ll come tomorrow afternoon.”



  “Y…” He clenched a fist and stopped in the street. Grumpig knew who she was, and she was infamous for being stubborn. It would be easier to deal with Bisharp’s anger than to try and convince Weavile to drop her plans, he assumed. “Fine. But please, try and hurry. It’ll make it easier for both of us.” The Dark-type didn’t bother to respond. She just continued to walk until she no longer heard the Grumpig’s heavy footsteps behind her.



  …



  The next day she arrived in Scarlet City to the butcher’s shop, now unnamed as the sign that read ‘Bishie’s Butcher Barn’ was missing. Chains hung down where it used to be, and underneath them, half-buried in the sand were splinters of wood and two cut chain links. She opened the door and braced herself.



  Mandibuzz was missing today from the receptionist desk, and she was now replaced by the wise Alakazam who floated in place with two open titleless books bobbing up and down in the air. His head didn’t even move upon Weavile’s arrival. It was almost as if he was in his own world, sucked in and locked in their pages, but without blinking an eye he ‘welcomed’ her. “Twenty-one hours late. There’s being rude, and then there’s being careless. This? You’re just spitting in his face.” 
  
    Not that he wouldn’t be into that, the sick fuck
  
  , Weavile thought with an internal scoff.



  “I told your messenger I wouldn’t be here until tomorrow,” she answered him.



  “You did. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option available,” Alakazam said without skipping a beat. “It was not your error. Bisharp is irritated but not wrathful. Last I checked, anyways. It would be smart to hurry before that comes. He’s in his room.”



  “Wait, his room?” Grumpig’s words flashed in her mind. ‘He told me to phrase it as if he were asking you on a date.’ Stories of the Mad Jack blossomed in her mind, of the twisted legends inspired by the look in his eyes and his crooked smile flashing between his razor-sharp fingers. Her heart beat harder in her chest. “What’s wrong with his office?”



  “He wants it to be a surprise,” Alakazam shrugged.



  It sure as hell was a surprise. Bisharp was unsurprisingly infamous amongst the syndicate for being a twisted bastard amongst twisted bastards. The atrocious things he was accused of were no worse than the things he did. For every soul he made watch their lover die slowly, he stole the dying, gurgling gasp from someone’s lips with his own. Bisharp had almost become more than himself, a myth, a fucked-up folktale to tell the kids. Remember to brush your teeth, or they’ll be ripped out one by one and then you’ll be forced to eat them with nothing but your bloody gums. Her imagination ran wild as she tried to prepare herself for what the bladed boogeyman’s room would look like. She had imagined something akin to Kuroba’s place (surely they had to be related, now that she thought about it), with entrails decorating the walls like a cannibal birthday party, and to catch him in the middle of fucking a mass of loosely-held-together organs and meat. She thought of many things, but none of them were a candlelit dinner.



  It was a disappointingly simple room. There was a grindstone in one corner, and a desk on the other end of the room next to a bed with a blanket of steel wool. Lavender curtains were pulled across the windows, and the most morbid thing in the room was the shrunken, wilted head of a Celebi on Bisharp’s desk, but Weavile was too distracted to notice.



  Bisharp sat leaning forward in a chair, his elbows propped up on a small dining table. Shadows danced across the room cast by flickering flames on the end of four white candles that stood on the table’s corners. They trapped within their boundaries a grand silver platter as big as a shield covered in a silver dome, a basket with a loaf of bread peeking out just above the rim, and a smooth green bottle sat in a metal container, half-submerged in mildly cold water.



  “I know punctuality isn’t your strong suit,” said Bisharp in his usual sweetly terrible voice, greeting her with a charming smile, “but this is something else entirely. It’s because of an attitude like yours that you don’t get asked out that much.”



  “Don’t give me that,” Weavile spat with more anger than she actually held. Never show fear, never show discomfort. The very second she showed any weakness to the Mad Jack was the very second she lost to him, and she adamantly didn’t want to find out what losing entailed. “You know I’m busy. Did you honestly expect me to just drop everything and come here?”



  “Yes, yes,” Bisharp nodded facetiously. “Very busy, I’m sure. You babysit for a living, after all. Only…” His cold lips formed a frown as his left hand moved to cover his chin. “You were actually at the library, according to my messenger. Your feathered friend told him that you’d be there. That Murkrow was actually the one babysitting. I wonder just what you were up to…”



  As a smile bloomed out of his frown, Weavile became more aware of the possibility that this was a setup. The thought had occurred to her before, but she dismissed it because there were only two Pokémon who knew: Murkrow and Espeon. Murkrow wouldn’t dream of snitching, and if Espeon were to tell Persian, he would have done so before the incident with Sableye. The smiling demon in front of her, taunting her with a silent grin seeming to glisten in the candlelight, apparently knew regardless. Espeon was an odd Pokémon, so had he by chance told Persian anyways? And now the cat had lured her here to be ripped to shreds one slice, one sliver at a time? Her heart pounded in her chest, but her face didn’t move. It dared not to move.



  She might have fled after a few more seconds of his knowing grin if he didn’t speak again a few seconds later. “But, hey. That’s none of my business. I’m no nosey-Probsey. Go on, sit down.” He gestured to a chair opposite his own, where an empty plate awaited her with silverware and a fancy drinking glass.



  Weavile groaned, retaining her bravado. “For the love of Arceus, Bisharp, don’t waste my time. Get to-”



  “SIT.” He thundered his command like a dog owner screaming his order over the frantic barking of a rabid hound. Weavile froze. Weakness flashed on her face, but if Bisharp noticed, he showed no sign of it. His own face was gradually cooling down from a tightened, patient anger to give way, bit by bit, to the twisted charm of his original expression. “Down. Please,” he finished.



  “Tch.” It was the only syllable Weavile could utter, the only phrase she could pull off believably, and simultaneously cover her weakness. She flashed her fangs, Bisharp didn’t react in the slightest, and then she sat down across from him. “Let’s get this over with.” Weavile said it coolly, but it was something she felt with each fiber of her being.



  “You wound me.” He put a hand over his heart and leaned back in his chair. “I waited for you. I made all this dinner for you. Twice, even! It got cold yesterday, so I went through the trouble of making a second meal for us. Arceus… I think I see why you don’t get asked out often. While I don’t want this to be ‘over with’ just yet, I’ll put us in the right direction. I’ll start us off.”



  Bisharp reached forward and removed the dome from the platter, revealing a cooked spiral ham upon a bed of frilly kale. Its glaze glistened in the light of the flickering flames, and its sweet aroma of sugar and fruit wafted out and captivated her, almost making her forget the situation she was in. It was a huge prime cut, enough for a feast of twenty. The Steel-type leaned in and inhaled its aroma, and then whistled. “Man, this turned out beautiful… I wanted it to be a surprise for the both of us, so I didn’t even look after I put him in the oven.”



  “I didn’t expect you to be such a good cook,” Weavile admitted calmly, trying to convince herself just as much as her bladed host that she was unruffled by his gaze.



  The Steel-type reached forward with his left hand, extending his index finger, and gracefully carved a thin sliver of meat from the main cut. His right reached for Weavile’s plate, letting her piece glide onto it and laid in the center in a slowly growing puddle of its own juices. “Hope you enjoy,” he said, placing the plate back in front of her. “I learned a trick about cooking this kind of meat. Did you know that you can actually grind up the pearl into tiny grains, like salt crystals, and it has a reaction with the meat to make it taste even better? It has something to do with how Psychic-types work. Every time you think you know how they operate, another one shows up and contradicts everything.”



  “You didn’t poison it or anything, did you?” Weavile asked, although she didn’t wait for a response before cutting a piece off with her knife and putting it in her mouth.



  “Poison isn’t my thing. It’s too hands-off for my liking,” he replied. “How is it? I don’t normally cook civilized meat. Their diet changes the natural flavor, and this guy tended to eat a lot.” He sliced off his own piece and let it slip onto his plate.



  “Nothing’s better than a meal you’re not supposed to eat, but I personally prefer something less fatty,” Weavile responded, growing more comfortable with each bite, although still keeping her guard up.



  Bisharp frowned again. He neaty sliced a piece off and finally took a bite for himself. All day he had been waiting for a taste, after carving up Grumpig himself. Cleaning and gutting, not to mention the killing itself (oh, how he had put up a fight. It was futile, but futility never occurs to those that are inches from death, for the pig had hoped he might live), and then the preparation of the meal itself. Cooking was an artform he found himself appreciating more and more, turning the dead and mutilated into the beautifully alluring. When it hit his tongue, it was salty and sweet with a sugary, fruity glaze that held within it a blend of sea salt and the ground-up pearl from the pig’s belly. It was delectable. No more fatty than ham usually is, especially after he trimmed it. Weavile was full of shit.



  “To each their own,” he shrugged. Next he removed the green bottle from the aluminum tub, impaled the cork on one finger, and then pulled it out with a satisfying pop. A small stream of bubbles poured out. It left a small trail as Bisharp reached over to Weavile’s glass and filled it with a golden liquid. “This usually lightens the mood,” he said, and then poured himself a glass.



  “Is this…” Weavile took a quick sniff. “Champagne?” She began to wonder, which quickly turned into worry, just what he had in mind for this date.



  “I had planned on laughing at you and drinking it all myself,” Bisharp said casually. A toothy, almost seductive grin stretched across the Steel-type’s face. “This isn’t the first time I’ve done this to someone. Send them a messenger, then force them to eat said messenger… It can often break their minds for them to eat another sentient being. Civilized meat… It’s taboo, you know. But, I had forgotten that you’re one cold bitch.”



  “You’re one to talk,” she said, just as casually.



  “Persian chose well when he picked you to be his babysitter,” Bisharp said. “You’re fucked up. You ain’t right in the head. You’re the type of scum that makes this world worse for everybody, and that’s just what takes you far in this business. In ten cycles, you would make someone a very usable pawn… How old are you, anyways?”



  “Sixteen,” Weavile answered.



  Bisharp whistled. “That young? You’re as despicable as I was when I was in my twenties.” He raised his own glass of champagne and held it between his fingers. “A toast,” he said. “To pieces of shit like us.”



  They were shit from different beasts, and Bisharp’s odor overpowered her own. To be grouped up like this was a crude compliment, and Weavile didn’t know if she liked it or not. She grinned anyways and raised her own glass. “To pieces of shit like us,” she mirrored, and quickly sipped and swallowed a mouthful of champagne.



  The Steel-type held his in his mouth for a while, savoring a flavor that reminded him of every other ‘date’ he had been on. Every meal he would make, perfecting his craft over the cycles. He had not always been a master butcher. Long ago he made simple sandwiches, and couldn’t even get that right, and he drank with it a simple glass of apple juice. The company he took in those early days was far better than who he had now. And if this one didn’t even squirm for him, what was the point of continuing this?



  “Not too talkative, are you?” he asked.



  “You’re essentially holding me here,” she replied. “I can’t help it if I’m not entirely enjoying this with you.”



  “About that…” Bisharp’s smile faded. “I don’t think this is gonna work out between us. I thank you for humoring me here, but… you aren’t eccentric enough for me. Too plain. It’s like, you’re in this business for the sake of the business. There’s a meaning to this kind of work, you know. I can’t date a pawn.”



  “Well, I can’t say I’m all too fond of insane serial killers, myself,” Weavile replied.



  “You can still enjoy the champagne and everything while you’re here. I just have to talk business now.” Now Bisharp wore only a grimace hidden behind his hands as he rested his head on his folded hands. His eyes held a cold glint in the candlelight. “I talked to Persian yesterday. He told me something rather interesting. Do you know what it is?”



  “How would I?” Weavile scoffed.



  A hint of an icy smile emerged from the corner of Bisharp’s mouth, and was quickly snuffed out. “Take a guess,” he told her.



  “Damn it,” she sighed. “Just get to the-”



  “Take,” Bisharp barked. Weavile jolted in her chair. “A guess.”



  
    Fuck, I hate this guy. If Persian told him to do this, I swear, putting up with him will be worse than whatever he does next,
  
   she thought. 
  
    A guess, though… What the hell does he want me to say?
  
   “I don’t know. He’s… joining our divisions together?”



  “No, no,” Bisharp laughed. “Dear lord, no. I think even Persian knows not to give kids to me.” He cocked his head to the side, and the icy smile grew to stretch across his rusted face. “As it turns out, it involves the Guild.”



  “What did they do this time?”



  “It turns out, Gallade knows something he shouldn’t. He possesses something he shouldn’t. And Persian,” he beamed, “asked me to go take care of him.”



  “… You’re kidding,” Weavile whispered. Raiding the Guild was unheard of, for it was suicidal to even attempt it. Attacking explorers was one thing, and the veterans were another. The Guild itself? Getting past the inner circle of warriors Gallade possessed, not to mention Gallade himself, was ludicrous. But, if anyone would sign up for something so insane, it would be the Mad Jack.



  “I’m not. The Guild is not something I like to joke about,” Bisharp stated. “I’m going to take four or five of my best, and we’re going in to wipe out their own elites. The brats that live there are to, for the most part, be left alive. A good sixty percent of them need to remain. What’s the fun in wiping out all the competition?”



  “Then what do you want from me?” she asked cautiously. Weavile was no weakling, but the Guild’s gatekeepers would shrug her off like anyone else.



  “Cannon fodder,” he replied. Weavile stopped abruptly, a single finger pointed in the air. “I’d need a handful of bodies to hold back all the explorers. Persian limited me to two dozen, but gave me permission to get anyone I’d like.”



  “Bullshit,” she spat. “I’m not having any part of this suicide pact.”



  “That,” he said sternly, “isn’t up to you. The kitty said, and I quote, ‘the moment you ask someone, I’ll consider them dead. Do what you will.’” Bisharp paused, still flashing his icy smile, while he read Weavile’s face. The taboo meal had not broken her, and even now she was not ‘broken’, but he could see a few cracks.



  To Weavile, the fact that Persian was allowing her to be forced into Bisharp’s suicide pact was not surprising. In this business she had seen others be tossed aside and scapegoated for as long as she could remember. Pieces of shit like them were always drawn to this line of work, and that also was not surprising. They tossed aside anyone that was no longer of any use to them, and that was what formed these cracks. Persian was tossing her aside into the pit with every other useless failure.



  She looked up and glared at Bisharp, who was savoring another mouthful of champagne. “I’m not your pawn,” she spat, banging a fist into the table. Plates and silverware clattered, and her own glass tumbled over and spilled its golden drink onto the table.



  “Heh.” His breath was visible in the air, hanging around his face as a thin cloud of steam before melting away. His room, curtains drawn over a scalding day in the desert of Scarlet City, was colder now. “It’s like you want me to insult you. I’m trying to be civil here, and you’re not making it easy. Either you’re my pawn, or you’re the meal I serve when I talk to the next guy.” His eyes, colorless in the flickering candlelight, looked into her unwavering scowl. So, he decided to make it waver. “Or, do you not believe what I’m saying? ‘Persian would never do something so stupid, and he would never-ever give that psycho the right to pick anyone he wants to get everyone killed.’” Even then his smile did not leave him. As he finished, he cocked his head to the side, batted his eyes, and added, “That about right?”



  Weavile nodded and sheltered behind her bastion of a grimace.



  “Alright, I’m not gonna waste anymore time on that then. This should work.” Bisharp blinked, and his smile wilted away behind his hands. He sharply inhaled with a grating, painful screech in the back of his throat, and when he did so, the candles on his side of the table flickered and died. The room was instantly colder and darker, with Weavile in the center of two circles of candlelight. At the end of the light, eyes gleaming like a wolf stalking a camp, was the Mad Jack. “If you don’t go along with me, then I will tell Mr. Kitty about your little coup d’etat, and what you did with Sableye’s place. If he doesn’t consider you dead now, he will then.”



  The cracks stretched further under the pressure. Red irises shrunk in her eyes. Her fists loosened up and her grimace faded away as jaw hung ajar. “You…!”



  “Yes, me. What a bastard. Now, give me your answer,” Bisharp demanded.



  “What the hell are you after?” Weavile demanded back.



  The Steel-type rolled his eyes. “I told you, I’m just following orders. Like hell I’d pass an opportunity like this. As for you, I couldn’t care less if you end up overthrowing Persian. Mr. Kitty is boring. You’re inept. I couldn’t be friends with either of you, really, but I’m not here for friends,” he said. “Whether or not you believe that, it doesn’t matter. Buddy, either you can listen, or you can die. Up to you. I never did try to cook a Weavile before.”



  She flashed him a bitter, toothy smile with her fangs bared. “I’ll play your game, you son of a bitch,” Weavile spat. She hated him, and whatever he was really after couldn’t be any good, for the Mad Jack was just as fucked in the head as his nickname implied. But it was just that: not good. With Persian’s name attached to this ludicrous mission, it would dampen his reputation even further.



  “Good. You’re more reasonable than I took you for,” he said. Bisharp shifted his weight and flicked his eyes to the door behind her, and then quickly put them back to his guest. “I’m gonna need more cannon fodder, though, so I need you to pick up… let’s say, twenty other Pokémon near your level.”



  “Why do I have to?”



  “You know the… lower soldiers more than I,” Bisharp said. “And I think they’d take it better from you rather than me.” This at least was true. If Bisharp had come personally to get her, it would be terrifying.



  She grinned despite the thought and leaned forward to take the high ground. “What’s this? If I recall, you said that you were all we needed to kill everyone in the world.”



  Bisharp laughed for a moment with his eyes clamped shut and his head tossed back. He twice clapped his metallic hands together with a hollow clink, making the Dark-type’s grin falter briefly. “Clever. I didn’t think I’d hear that little taunt again,” he said, once again brandishing his icy smile. “But, honestly? I’m not… killing, exactly…” He cleared his throat. “Weavile, we’re going to fight. This is no killing. This is a war.”



  His guest could not think of anything to say, and her grin melted away. The mere phrasing he chose was unsettling for her. Calling it ‘war’ isn’t wrong, she had thought, but it was not pleasant to think about. She could turn this whole situation in her favor, sure, but only if she survived this war that she’s being forcefully drafted into.



  “I guess I’ll do it,” she said to him. “But I’m not sure how many Pokémon I can find that also happen to be suicidal enough.”



  “Oh, don’t worry,” Bisharp said. He returned back to his icy smile once again, glistening white in the edge of Weavile’s sphere of light. “You can use my name. Threaten them. Bribe them if you want, but I doubt you will. Just, don’t mention this anywhere in public. It’s an incredibly delicate scenario, you know.”



  “Got it,” Weavile nodded.



  “No, girlie, you don’t,” Bisharp said. His tone was strict despite his smile. “Even Arcanine doesn’t know about it. Don’t bring it up around Persian, because he doesn’t even want to take the chance with his partner. It’s that serious. As such, I’ll let you know that you’re gonna be watched during this. If anyone says no, I’ll see to it that they’re dealt with. If anyone goes to talk about it with anyone else, they’ll also be dealt with. Something tells me that by the time this is over, we’ll have a grand ol’ feast. Now, babysitter, you understand me.”



  Weavile hesitated for a moment, and then nodded. The secrecy of this operation was unheard of, especially going so far as to exclude Arcanine from the events, but then again, so was the mission.



  “Excellent. The attack will happen seven days from now, on the night of the lunar eclipse. That should give you time to recruit twenty bodies, and give us a bit of drama and lighting to our little raid.” Bisharp picked up his glass of champagne and carefully sipped the remaining drink. “We’ll meet in the graveyard outside Astraean. I doubt it’ll be that populated on a dark night like that, given superstitions. Fifteen minutes to midnight, I’ll be by Groudon’s skull. Do be prompt this time. I will be rather cross with you if you show up late.”



  “Loud and clear,” she stated. “I’ll even dress up for this.”



  “Lovely.” Bisharp finished off his glass and carefully set it down on the table. He sighed with relief after it clinked on the glossy wood. Colorless eyes looked to the empty cup, to his guest, to his cup again, to the windows drawn with lavender curtains, and then back to his guest where they stayed for a few seconds. “So…” muttered the Steel-type with uncharacteristic awkwardness. “Do you put out, or are you just gonna go?”



  It turned out to be the latter. She left in a hurry after laughing in his face, a gesture which would surely get her killed if he didn’t seem to have some kind of affection for her from one piece of shit to another, and went passed their new receptionist, Alakazam. He said nothing, and did not even look in her direction as she walked out the door.



  She closed the door behind her, and Weavile was in the blazing heat of the sun once again. The air was thick and stale with heat and dust of the early afternoon. There was still a good six or seven hours to get back home, and she was in the middle of figuring out how when she came across a familiar Espeon with red-framed glasses strolling down the street towards her.



  “The hell’re you doing here?” Weavile asked him once he was within speaking distance.



  “I have business from time to time too, you know,” Espeon replied. He slowed down as he drew near, and Weavile walked beside him. “It’s rather boring though, and I already finished it, so let’s not focus on it. Instead let’s talk about why you just came out of the butcher’s place.”



  Weavile put on a grim smirk. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said. “C’mon, let’s head back to the library. I’ll tell you there.” Espeon abruptly cut into an alley and Weavile followed him, and then they left Scarlet City with a single flash of light.



  Bisharp remained in his chair at the table, and he did so for some time. He didn’t exactly know just how long he remained there, but by the time he got up, the faint light coming in from the cracks in the curtains was the city’s signature rosey red sunset. That did not come for a long time, and until it came he remained perched at the dinner for two all by himself. The candles on the other end began to flicker, weaken, struggle, and eventually they too died out. Now his room was dark, save for small beams of light that tried to cut through the darkness from between the curtains. And now that it was dark, he smiled again. Only, there was no icy glint in his teeth this time. Now it was soft, and tender, and caring, as if he was capable of mimicking emotions.



  He filled up his own glass with champagne again, and then reached over to the empty seat and filled up the other glass. “A toast,” he said, raising his own cup. His invisible guest did not respond in kind, but that did not deter Bisharp. “May we live fruitful lives, and put the blood behind us.” Bisharp tilted his head back and took a sip of his drink. He closed his eyes, and he heard the cup across from him lift from the table.



  “May we find peace,” said his invisible guest. Her voice was soft and sweet to his ears, intoxicating even.



  He opened his eyes suddenly, green like a spring meadow, and an alarmed gasp escaped his lips. His glass slipped out of his hand and shattered on the floor. Champagne seeped between the floorboards and dripped down into the kitchen. Bisharp looked across from him, his heart pulsing in his chest, his mouth hanging ajar, at an empty chair.



  The laughter of his invisible guest, warm and musical, echoed in the depths of his ear canal, worming into his skull and slithering around and constricting his brain. Bisharp began to laugh along with it. His sweetly terrible chortling blended with the invisible guest’s cute giggling that formed a damning melody. Bisharp placed his palm on his cheek and slid it up to his forehead with a grin.



  “Fucking hell,” he said through his laughter. “I’m going insane here, aren’t I?”



  “Only a little.” It was Bisharp talking in a much higher, squeaky voice. His smile contorted into a sneer as he whipped his head around, glaring at the shriveled head of the Celebi. “Or maybe a lot. It depends if you consider it a shared burden. But it will be over soon either way.”



  Bisharp shivered, shaking his head as he turned away from Celebi’s head. “Quiet,” he whispered, glancing back to the empty seat across from him. It had to be empty. It couldn’t be anything but empty. He would’ve sensed anything there. And yet… “You’re interrupting us.”
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  Chapter 25: The Prince’s Pride: Part 1


 


  A thick layer of clouds blanketed Astraean and the surrounding area, which was a rarity for the area west of the mountains for the summer. From the south a cold wind swept over the town from a storm that ominously drifted in on the horizon, getting noticeably closer, like the bright orange glow of a distant wildfire. Weather like this had a tendency to infect the Pokémon with melancholy which everyone tried in vain to ignore. The gloom of the temperate storm was contagious. Most Pokémon remained indoors, being warded off by the scent of oncoming rain in the air. Children couldn’t go anywhere out to play. Adults did only the bare minimum of errand-running that they could get away with. The older Pokémon, while still infected by this melancholy, would not be deterred by a mere storm like this. Storms from the old Meluja were much worse than this- apocalyptic, some would even say. But, most of them had friends and family that they stayed inside with anyways.



  The Guild had no such luxury. Bad weather would not stop them, even if their Guildmaster was absent. Rhyperior took the helm in his place, and he would allow no gloom to slow down the agents of the law in these lands; such is the way it should be. The Guildmembers flooded out into Astraean and beyond when the sun was rising, shimmering sliver behind a thin layer of clouds, and when it reached its highest point and began to gradually fall to the west, now a faint glimmer behind the clouds like a gem in a shallow stream, they trickled back home.



  It was somewhere in the early afternoon when Riley and company returned to Astraean after another successful mission. Their ride, the Arcanine that had taken the three to Churchwell roughly a week and a half ago, dropped them off on the usual spot in the heart of town. Rose thanked their escort, and Pyro behind her nodded in confirmation. Riley, eyes half-open, gave him a half-hearted wave (which was more like raising a paw in his vague direction, merely to acknowledge his existence). The jackal leaned over and fell off the Arcanine’s tailbone, caught himself in a swooping, stumbling motion, and then straightened himself out and walked on towards the cabin on the hill. His teammates exchanged a brief worried, troubled look before wishing their escort a good day and following after him.



  Through a short conversation between the Roselia and Charmander, communicated through nods and glares and subtle muscle twitching, occasionally mouthing a word for the more complex thoughts, the responsibility fell onto Rose to try and deal with their newest teammate. She stepped forward a bit, a mere two paces behind Riley, and coughed three times. Riley, not stopping, turned back to her with his half-open eyes. “Mmm?” he muttered.



  “You’re acting weird,” she stated plainly. Beating around the bush would prove a waste of time and effort. “Kinda have been for a while. Are you feeling alright?”



  Riley clicked his tongue in his muzzle as he thought. Not about the answer, for he knew that he wasn’t, but rather about what to tell her. His phantom brother still lurked in the depths of his memory, taunting him of a life that was his own yet alien to him, but there was not much to be gained aside for sympathy, and he didn’t need that.



  However, there was another issue; one that Riley had been trying in vain to suppress. He had grown bored again. The jobs had become dull as he went through them, day after day, with such simple tasks. Fetching items for merchants or rescuing Pokémon who had mistakenly wandered into dangerous territory wasn’t doing it for him anymore, at least at the level they were at. But telling them would invite ridicule. He could almost hear the Roselia scolding him. 
  
    Damn it, Riley, you can’t keep doing this to us. Last time you were bored you dragged us into a warzone. I’m not gonna enable you anymore.
  
   Something like that.



  “Yeah, I’m fine. Just…” 
  
    Honesty
  
  , he told himself. 
  
    For the love of god, just be honest with them. Lying can only make things worse
  
  . Yes, but why would he be honest about a negative trait? It’d be like confessing that he used to punt infants like a football to them. Honesty doesn’t always make things better. 
  
    Maybe. Maybe. But, you already messed up,
  
   warned his thoughts. Riley, brought back to reality, saw the Roselia with the right side of her brow cocked up as she worryingly looked at him. 
  
    You hesitated. The innocent don’t tend to hesitate
  
  . 
  
    Out with it already.
  
   He mentally sighed. At the very least, telling them would get his own voice off his back.



  Riley proceeded his words with an audible, perhaps heavy-handed sigh. “Just a bit bored,” he reluctantly admitted. The curious, concerned brows of his partners sunk to cover the tops of their eyes.



  “Uh-oh,” Pyro piped up.



  “Again, huh?” said the Roselia testily.



  Riley clenched his teeth together, yet kept them hidden behind his tightened lips. The things akin to fingers in his paws flexed into a fist before loosely falling back into place. “I 
  
    know
  
  , I know. It’s this whole thing again,” he said quizzaciously.



  “So,” she sighed, “what does this mean for us?”



  “I…” Riley paused for a moment. Had he heard her right? No immediate ridicule? He ran through it again… No. Nothing. Maybe a bit of annoyance in her sigh, but nothing that threatened to ruin their partnership. Yet. He shook his head and hesitantly gave his answer. “I don’t know. Just started thinking it over,” Riley said. “I’ll get back to you on it when I have an answer.”



  The Charmander thought for a moment, mulling something over, before softly nodding his head. “We’ll be waiting,” Pyro said. He looked to think once again, debating whether or not to add something, and then shook his head and continued walking. An uncomfortable few seconds passed before the party pressed onward towards the Guild.



  Awaiting them on the porch, as she awaited everyone else who climbed the hill, was Blaziken, rocking back and forth to pass the time. To Rose, she seemed different, and it was almost immediately noticed. Blaziken’s pose would usually be different, but she could always be described with a single word: apathetic. It was the look in her eyes. Normally they were tired, careless blue pools in a golden desert, but now, as they reflected the ashy sky, they darkly gleamed with a distant interest in the southern storm. “Longing” might have been too far, but, it wasn’t entirely wrong.



  “Welcome,” she absently greeted.



  “Hello,” said Rose hesitantly. Getting a read on the gatekeeper was a daunting task.



  “Afternoon,” Pyro said.



  “What the hell…?” Riley muttered. His ears twitched, and his head turned so he could face the side of the cabin. 
  
    Thwack
  
  . It was far, over a hundred yards or so, but clear to him. He flicked his eyes back to see that again, the attention was focused on him. “It’s not just me, right? You can hear that too?” he asked.



  Blaziken exhaled through her nostrils in a minimal laugh. “All day, I’ve heard it,” she said. It sounded off again. 
  
    Thunk. Clack
  
  . “But I can’t do anything about him. Just gotta deal with it.”



  “Wh…” Riley’s half-open eyes inflated to life. He formed two fists that he stuck to his sides. “You’re kidding me,” scoffed Riley. “Kirlia’s 
  
    still
  
   down there?”



  “Yyyyup,” Blaziken said. Hurriedly the Riolu marched off to the side of the cabin and to the edge of the cliff. There Kirlia was, some many feet below and far off in the distance amongst the wanky stone pillars, dancing around a wooden post stripped of its bark that teetered back and forth.



  “Son of a bitch…” Riley muttered through his teeth.



  “Still leaving his team to their own devices, is he?” Pyro asked facetiously. Blaziken nodded. “Tch. Figures,” he scowled.



  Riley leaned forward over the cliff. An urge sprouted up inside him, blooming in frustration and anger and dying its petals a bright red, and Riley did not hesitate to snatch it. There was no time spent weighing his options. The idea was pitched, and he wildly swung at it, blasting it out of the park. All that was left was to ritualistically run the bases.



  “I’m gonna talk to him,” he said, eagerness breaking away his boredom. The distant longing melted away from Blaziken’s eyes as they shifted over to the wall behind her, staring roughly where Riley’s voice implied he was.



  “Don’t waste your time,” Rose advised. “Kirlia ran last time. He’ll do it again.”



  “Then why hasn’t he already bailed?” Blaziken asked them. There was an uncharacteristic urgency in her at that moment, almost driving her to lean forward. She remained still, but her talons briefly flexed to clutch the arms of her rocking chair. “Kirlia’s not stupid enough to think he’s still hidden, I’d guess. He’s not exactly being careful, is he? No ma’am, it seems he doesn’t care much if a few Pokémon know.” She paused briefly, flicking her gaze in Riley’s direction, before returning it back to the ashy sky. “You’d be doing him some good to talk to him, if you ask me, boy. Though, I don’t know if he’ll see it that way.”



  “Mmhmm.” Riley was listening, sure, but what was ‘good’ for Kirlia meant nothing to him. It was two things that made him want to. The first was a simplistic childish boredom, primal in its very nature, that demanded to be tended to. Riley did not protest, for the second reason was that this asshole had been neglecting his partners for the past six days. Buizel wasn’t holding up too great these days, and adding Kirlia’s behavior wasn’t helping. The phrase “Playground Justice” came to mind. He uttered it, just above a whisper, and it brought a pleased grin to his lips to fully banish the boredom away, for the time being.



  “…Nevermind, go on and waste your time,” Rose retracted, and then muttered under her breath, “Lord knows there’s nothing else for him to do.”



  “Think they’re gonna duel?” Charmander walked up with his arms folded, studying the back of the Riolu from a distance. He considered Riley a friend, but there were moments like these where Pyro subconsciously associated him with the Wildies. Later on this would dig up to the surface levels of thoughts, and he would mull over the possibility that Riley could in fact be one of the Wildies trying to join civilization. It was a thought that did now, and would later, make him feel uneasy. But today he mistook the unease as the result of the weather, and chose to focus on the excitement of a potential duel.



  Rose thought for a moment. “It depends. Do I think he’s just gonna ‘talk?’ Hell no. Do I think Kirlia would accept it? May-”



  A strong wind rushed in from the south, lifting the Roselia off her feet and dragging her into the air. Before she or Pyro could even react, Blaziken rocked forward in her chair, leaning forward without getting herself up, and shot her leg forward. Talons wrapped around the Grass-type’s waist, pinning her in place as she stared with a stupefied look on her face. Her rescuer’s attention was elsewhere, however: rolled almost back into her head, over towards the Riolu.



  The cold gale, bringing with it blades of grass and particles of dust, had also taken Riley off his feet. He didn’t struggle, he didn’t even twitch, as he was pushed off the edge and began plummeting down below to the rocky field.



  “Shit, Riley!” the Charmander cried. He broke into a sprint (what he was planning to do, he did not know, but it was his instincts that brought him into motion), and only made it two steps before he was stopped.



  “He’s fine,” Blaziken assured him.



  Confused, Pyro looked up to her. “What do you mean, ‘fine?!’” he shouted.



  “I mean, he’s done it before.” At this, silence. Even the wind died down. A bewildered Rose looked back to her partner, who in turn shared her bewilderment. Blaziken set her down. As if on cue, there was the not-too-distant scrape of metal tearing through stone, but still close enough to be grating to the ears. It lasted for one second, then two, then three, four… then stopped. No 
  
    thump
  
  , and thankfully, no 
  
    splat
  
  . “See? We would’ve heard something.”



  “When did he…?” Rose trailed off.



  In one fluid motion, Blaziken left her rocking chair and stood towering over the younger Pokémon. She popped her back, then her elbows, then her knees, and finally her neck, each going off like firecrackers a few blocks over. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not gonna miss this.” On a day like this, after all, what else was she to do? 
  
    Your job
  
  , Rhyperior might have told her. But she had ears. She could do her job and be entertained at the same time, could she not? She strolled over around the cabin to the cliff’s edge, followed by the kids, and awaited the duel.



  …



  Burning. Over the last few days, Kirlia felt a burning within him. His muscles and joints were in agony, as if he were a prisoner of hell, tortured without rest. They screamed for him, fought against him, to stop, to collapse and catch his breath for a mere few minutes. With sheer will Kirlia kept them together, functioning as he so desired. He felt as though he were on fire, but he only took that as motivation to succeed. He was thankful for the gloomy weather, as it brought cool air to his hot pale skin.



  With a deep, vacuous breath, Kirlia locked the dagger in place against his hand and lunged forward at the wooden post. 
  
    Thunk
  
  . Steel carved through the surface, tearing through his training partner and removing a curl of wood. It fell onto the floor with well over a hundred others of its kind, some with bark, some without. He gritted his teeth, wind hissing between them as he panted, and fanned another burning flame: the will that kept him here.



  The Psychic-type glared back at the wooden post. It was in fact his second one, as the first one had been stripped until it was barely more than a broomstick. To say he had ‘lost count’ of his cuts would imply that he had started counting to begin with. Kirlia had expected to get this down in no more than a day, two if he was slow, and yet here he was with no progress. Returning now would mean admitting defeat, admitting that he failed. He hadn’t yet. This hell was not too much for him. He could take much more, and would if he had to.



  He entered a stance like that of his father as he tried his best to remember his movements. Heat had a way of making images waver and shimmer, and the pose Gallade had struck was warped in his mind. His left foot was put forward, and his right just behind him. The right hand that brandished the blade was cocked back, pointed at the mutilated post, whilst the left was held out for balance, as well as defensive purposes. Kirlia took another breath, and then he was still. Absolutely still. “To defy the nature of a blade,” he whispered. His own voice was hoarse, almost repulsive to himself, and yet he didn’t notice.



  It was four cycles ago when Gallade first showed him the technique, the day after Kirlia had evolved. He had asked his father when he would evolve again to become even stronger. 
  
    In time
  
  , Gallade had answered. Kirlia didn’t like vague, dismissive answers like this, so he protested. Gallade gave in, thought for a moment, and gave him the dagger from the chest. It was a simple steel blade, light but sharp, and came in a tight leather sheath. 
  
    This
  
  , said his father, 
  
    was given to me when I evolved for the first time by my own Guildmaster. It was to prepare me for the swords that would soon be a part of me. It’s dangerous, but I know you’re smart enough not to be careless with it.
  
   Kirlia was listening carefully, but simultaneously he had been admiring the weapon granted to him. Immediately it felt like the blade had become a part of him, and Kirlia felt whole.



  
    It will be cycles from now, but eventually you’ll become skilled enough to learn Blunt-Point.
  
   Kirlia cocked his head to the side. There was a wistful look in his father’s eyes as he reached over to a blank sheet of paper. 
  
    Watch
  
  , he said, and picked the piece of paper up. He set it loose in the air, and slowly it fluttered back down. Suddenly he struck the sheet in the air with a thin 
  
    pop
  
  , and it crumpled around the tip of Gallade’s blade, binding it tightly. There was no cut, no hole, no puncture of any kind. Merely paper which, as Gallade removed it like a boxing glove, was covered in crevices and faults. Kirlia stared at it in confusion, and the Guildmaster grinned. 
  
    Miraculous, ain’t it
  
  , he said. 
  
    To defy the very nature of a blade…
  



  He dropped the piece of paper for Kirlia, who caught it in his left hand. Indeed, it was real. 
  
    You’re impatient and naive if you think I’ll let you evolve right now
  
  , his father told him. 
  
    Since before you were born, I had a Dawn Stone ready for you. It was a fifty-fifty shot you’d be a boy, and another fifty-fifty shot that you’d wanna evolve into a Gallade, but… I had a feeling
  
  . The smile faded away into what Kirlia thought of as a kind of hopeful pride. It was the look that would accompany the speech all fathers gave when telling their sons about the torch they will one day pass on. 
  
    When you’ve become skilled with a blade, I will teach you Blunt-Point. Or send you to be taught. I cannot say. When you’ve mastered it… only then will I give you the Dawn Stone.
  



  Four cycles felt like so long ago, like another life before he had been reincarnated with steel in his hand. Certainly he was skilled with a blade by now, anyone who doubted such would soon find out, so this technique- this Blunt-Point- should be within his grasp. The motions of it were familiar to him, for he had seen Gallade strike just so many times before, so all that was left was to successfully strike a solid blow. And so, in his father’s stance, he lunged forward with the blade.



  
    Thunk
  
  . Another curl of wood fell off and joined the carpet of slivers. Another failed attempt fanned the third fire within him, burning close to his will: anger. It was a fire that had branched from his will, or perhaps it was the other way around, and continued to compete with its sibling. His blood boiled from their combined heat, and Kirlia pressed his teeth together as he tried not to grimace.



  A cold wind blew in from the south, stirring the dust and the sand and the curls of wood into the air. It was pleasant against his skin, soothing the fire in his muscles. He took a deep breath of this wind, rushing around him and through the warped stone pillars like rapids, and felt a bit revitalized. Kirlia slid in the stance of his father to try again. Perhaps the angle was off, or he was approaching wrong, or he struck too hard. His only guide was a few memories distorted in his exhaustion. Each curl of wood was another tally that marked another combination of variables that failed. Even though they were carried away, skittering along the ground like a pack of Rattata on rocky soil, Kirlia would not forget the lesson each of them had taught him. So he tweaked his recipe and lurched-



  Metal screeched against stone somewhere behind him. The Psychic-type’s eyes jolted open and his hand gripped his dagger tight as he twirled around. There, along the cliff where the Guild’s cabin was perched, a blue shape with a splash of vibrant red plummeted down as he left a scar in the face of the stone. He recognized it instantly as his third flame swept to life, overshadowing its sibling, as Riley absurdly dropped from the sky like he thought he was a warrior sent from the heavens.



  The scrap of metal broke off in the wall, and the blue figure tumbled down to the barren ground with a soft 
  
    thump
  
  . Riley caught himself on his feet and hands, held himself for a moment, and then glared over at Kirlia. In that instant, Kirlia knew for a fact that Riley was here to fight.



  …



  As Riley hit the ground, catching himself on his feet and his hands like a cat, he paused. Consciously he didn’t know why, he felt perfectly fine, but it was a little part of him in the back of his mind, awakened by Rose when she ranted to him on top of the clock tower. 
  
    A fall like that should’ve crippled you
  
  , it said. 
  
    Yet here you stand, not a scratch on you. How’s that?
  



  He wasn’t listening to himself. From the moment he landed, perhaps a bit before then, Riley could feel the intense discontent in Kirlia’s glare before he even saw the Psychic-type. The feeling was mutual, and it was good to know, but he had expected that from the moment he grasped onto the idea.



  Riley stood up to face Kirlia, and found that the boy’s eyes were just as intense as they felt. Even from this distance on a day as dull as this, they gleamed coldly like stars observed from upon the mountain tops. His mouth was a faint line, no scowl, no smile, merely the crease of disgruntled diplomacy would be all the intruder would get. Riley matched them, one for one, and walked forward through the barren rocky field.



  Kirlia spoke first, shouting into the wind. “What do you want?” His voice was alarmingly dry and weak, revolting to his own ears, but there was nothing to be done.



  “To talk,” Riley answered. It was true, technically, regardless of how it would end up. The cold wind stopped blowing, and the ashy sky above stirred and shifted.



  Kirlia laughed. “Awfully flashy if you just wanna talk,” he mocked. “Trying to impress me? Or were the stairs too far for you?” At the word ‘impress,’ he remembered Riley’s partners. Briefly he glanced up to the top of the cliff, where he could see the top of Blaziken’s cream-colored crest of feathers, as well as the two small Pokémon that had taken Riley in peering just over the edge. 
  
    I see…
  
   he thought.



  “The shortest distance between two points. ‘Cause I wanna cut straight to it.” That, as well as the thrill of the fall. His grin mixed with a grimace to form a smile that brandished his canine fangs like a small arsenal. “Do you know how long you’ve been here?”



  “Yeah. Why do you care?” Kirlia scoffed.



  “Because your partners care,” Riley answered. “You haven’t been going with them lately. No, you’ve been too busy working the pole to hang with them.”



  “So what?”



  “‘So what?’” Riley threw up his paws. “Don’t you care about them?”



  Kirlia shut his eyes, shook his head, and turned around as a short, exasperated sigh escaped him. “I’m not having this conversation again. Especially not with you,” he claimed. “Go away. I can’t practice with someone like you breathing down my neck.”



  “Screw that,” spat Riley. “That’s not gonna get me to leave. We 
  
    both 
  
  know that.”



  “Go. Away,” Kirlia insisted. “This isn’t any of your concern.”



  “What is, your stupid training?” he scoffed. Riley was carefully studying the Psychic-type, and to his pleasure, he noticed that Kirlia twitched at his remark. His head tilted to one side, and the fingers on his left hand flexed into a fist briefly. That was when Riley realized that, to turn this in his favor, he had to provoke Kirlia. Thanks to the excursion into the desert, and being caught and scolded by their Guildmaster, he knew just where to aim.



  The Fighting-type quickly took a breath while he put on a smile, far brighter and more mocking than he had felt. “Oh, I get it!” he shouted after him. “You’re here to train to be a better swordsman, aren’t you?! Trying to make your dad proud!”



  Kirlia froze in place. The dagger slid out of his hand and clattered on the ground. Another cold gale blew in from the south, picking up dust and pebbles and carrying them across the barren field. Kirlia’s emerald hair, thick and short and dirty, violently flickered in its wake. Riley’s scarlet scarf, perpetually sunbaked, trailed out in front of him and danced in his path.



  Slowly, Kirlia turned around. His fists were clenched and his teeth bared. The third fire had consumed him, engulfing the other two flames in its ugly radiance. Riley did not falter. Their glares locked, eyes red like a beating heart clashing with eyes red like welded metal. The unplaceable emotion witnessed in the desert had resurfaced on Kirlia’s face, somewhere between rage and grief, bringing an odd shimmer to his complexion that made his glare quake.



  “You have three seconds to take that back, and run,” Kirlia patiently explained. It was painfully obvious that it was a great effort for him not to immediately lash out.



  For an instant, Riley felt a flash of fear. The rational part of his mind had suggested taking him up on that offer. After all, Kirlia too was stubborn, so changing his mind would be next to impossible. And yet he didn’t listen. It was a part of some half-baked plan he had formed on the spot and, to him, made some sense, and from the intensity in Kirlia’s glare, it seemed to be working. In less than a minute he’d have the Psychic-type right where he wanted him.



  While this was true, it was not the only reason. For as scrawny and fragile as Kirlia appeared, he was anything but. Kirlia had been an Explorer since he was first capable of fighting, and even at his age, he wasn’t too far behind the more hardened Guildmembers- 
  
    Veterans
  
  , they were called. Riley didn’t know all of the gossip surrounding him. He didn’t know that the younger members, his peers, would think of Kirlia as a young vet. His elders regarded him cautiously, not for his strength, but rather for his instability. Riley’s ears were sharp, but he hadn’t bothered to pick up any rumors. They mattered not when Riley already knew what Kirlia was: dangerous. If he pressed too hard, Kirlia might snap and cut him. One of the few thoughts that had been in Riley’s head ever since he woke up in this world was this: there is nothing stupider yet more thrilling than walking the razor’s edge. The passionate contempt in Kirlia’s eyes made listening to the rational voice impossible; he would beat his will into the son of a bitch one way or another.



  “Don’t bother counting,” Riley told him. “I didn’t come here just to walk away at empty threats.”



  “‘Empty?’” Kirlia cocked his head to the side. A coy smile emerged on his lips. “Do you not know what that word means? Or are you just daft?”



  The Riolu grinned back at him. He stopped walking, raised his left hand, and pointed accusingly at Kirlia. “Do you expect me to be afraid of a swordsman who uses his flashy tricks more than his sword? I always see you using those damned Psychic moves. Do you see Gallade relying on all his gimmicks?”



  Kirlia took a quick breath. He bent down, picked up his dagger, and pointed the tip of the blade at Riley. “I tried to give you a chance,” he said. “Riley, Riolu of origins unknown, I challenge you to a duel.”



  Internally, Riley was eagerly screeching. He had to hold back a beaming childish smile. He was in the car to his own version of Disneyworld, and he could see the spires and fireworks in the distance. Externally, he nodded his head and grinned. “I thought you’d never ask,” said he. “Want to make this more interesting and put some stakes on this?”



  “It goes without saying.”



  “Heh. Alright. When I win, you have to crawl back to your team with your tail between your legs, and apologize for being an asshole to them. And they can’t know you were forced to. Just get what’s coming to you,” Riley explained daringly. “Sound good?”



  Kirlia was silent for a moment. Only a moment. There was a malevolently playful grin in his eyes as he smirked at the Riolu. “Plenty good,” he answered. “And if 
  
    I
  
   win this duel, you have to leave the Guild in its entirety. Leave for wherever your home is- if you can even remember. I won’t even use my 
  
    flashy tricks
  
  , if they concern you so much.”



  Riley was also silent for a moment. For many moments. The pleas of the reasonable part of his mind did not fall on deaf ears. 
  
    Run out of here, you idiot! What’re you here for? A fight? Partners that not even Kirlia cares about? It’s not worth it! Bail! Bail!
  
   Such words were short and panicked, but they did resonate with the main part of his mind. The Guild was the only home he knew, and he did love the jobs that came with it. They were growing boring, sure, and yet there was great potential in them. There was nothing else he’d rather do. Being banished over a duel like this… 
  
    wouldn’t happen
  
  . It was another part of him, somewhere latched onto the front of his adolescent mind, that assured the boy. 
  
    You’ll kick his ass. You won’t have to leave the Guild behind. Not because of an arrogant prick like him.
  



  Riley believed it. He whispered the phrase himself. “Not because of an arrogant prick like you.” The gale stopped. Dust settled, and the curls of wood were now far away. The post, too, had been knocked over and rolled some thirty yards before colliding with a warped pillar of stone. The trail of red fabric draped down to Riley’s knee, where it rested in a gradual sway. Even on this dark day, clouds above now darker and the preluding scent of rain hanging in the air, its hue of red was more vibrant, more otherworldly, than it had ever been. “You’ve got yourself a duel,” Riley exclaimed. He formed a fist in his right hand and pounded it into the palm of his left. It stung the pad of his paw.



  And thus began what Kirlia would mentally dub 
  
    The Incomplete Duel
  
  .



  …



  Duels were a thing of unknown origin, predating the records of history in every civilized land. The northern deserts of Implentur, the eastern mountainous lands of Baltre, even the savage Makoto to the east had the same dueling rituals. They were a noble practice known to any warrior, no matter what they called themself in the land they came from. Since Meluja previously had no warriors, the first Guildmaster Garchomp had introduced it to his own kids not long after opening up the Guild. And of course, as children do when they see something cool, they unknowingly bastardized it.



  The rituals of a duel had been thought-out and were sacred for many. Duels were not declared lightly. Losing one would be offering your life into your opponent’s hands, and if they let you live (which they often did, for killing a fellow warrior was frowned upon), it would still heavily ruin your reputation and your rank. In the Guild, the word “duel” would be evoked improperly at least once a week. 
  
    Glorified sparring matches
  
  , Blaziken would mutter under her breath. It was not too long ago that she had been a knight herself, dueling with her captain. Now even the word- just the sound of the word felt so noble, so proud, so graceful, so powerful- meant little to her. This match, what Kirlia would dub 
  
    The Incomplete Duel
  
  , would be the only true duel she had seen in the past four cycles.



  Riley picked up the ritual quickly after a short explanation. He and Kirlia stood sixty yards apart from one another with their eyes locked. Kirlia, holding an Iron Thorn in his left hand, dragged it behind him as he began to pace to his right. Riley did the same, scraping the twisted piece of metal against the stone and leaving behind him a trail of gray on the reddish tan ground. Step by step, their paths formed a messy curved line that would be the boundary. Until the duel was resolved, neither participant would be allowed to leave. Fighting must remain in the boundaries. It was a conflict solely for them, fought in boundaries made solely by them, and was essentially a quarantine for animosity until they got it out of their system.



  The arena was half-formed now. Two quarter-circles opposite each other were gradually being expanded in a methodical waltz. They mirrored each other, stepping in unison, etching in unison, glaring in unison. Riley clenched his fist as his heart pulsed in his chest. Anxiously he swallowed with the naive nervousness of a boy going on his first date. Kirlia’s heart also pulsed, but there was no nervousness. His other hand brandished his dagger tucked into his sheath (
  
    Audino will talk my ear off if I give you to her bruised. Cut and bleeding? She’ll put me in the bed next to yours
  
  , he had taunted) and was absolutely, patiently, still. No, his heart had beat out of anger and exhaustion and will. His heart was beating wildly because his blood was boiling, boiling from the three fires that still raged inside him.



  Two trails connected with one another, the start of one meeting the end of another. Dark gray paths formed their ring, their inescapable arena. The very instant Riley’s Iron Thorn completed the circuit, he tossed it aside and dashed forward. Kirlia threw his own and gracefully ran to meet him in the center. There was a brief moment of calm but tense silence, a respite between the scraping metal and the clashing of the boys that wore the hats of soldiers and officers. It was the space between the rumble of drums and the explosion of strings and winds that form the orchestra, a moment filled with anticipation and eagerness. Eagerness, to put that arrogant prick in his place. Eagerness, to be rid of that furry pest that wanted so badly to be some kind of hero. Eagerness, to watch the duel between the Guild’s princeling and the wild rookie. Eagerness, for violence, as all duels had begun throughout history.



  In the middle they met with a bone-rattling collision. Riley threw himself forward with his fist launching out in front of him, which Kirlia caught on the hilt of his dagger. It did not shatter, nor even crack, but merely remained still as he resisted being forced backwards. There they stood for but an instant, glares still locked as they pushed against one another, until Kirlia took the first move. He struck Riley’s wrist with his offhand and swept the fist to the side. The Riolu pivoted in the direction of his misdirected arm, twirling around as he conjured an Iron Tail and swung it at Kirlia’s head. Kirlia raised his left hand to catch and redirect it, but he had underestimated the force within the Iron Tail, and his arm buckled back as he staggered backwards. Riley spun back around and lurched for him. His left fist swung forward and crashed into Kirlia’s chest, and the Psychic-type started to collapse and sprawl out on the floor.



  Time seemed to freeze. Kirlia was suspended in the air, red eyes open and mouth hung ajar in a pained grimace, and those few frames in time stuck with Riley. To his dying day that fraction of a second would make him smile, for that was the fraction of a second that Riley could see genuine surprise on Kirlia’s face. In the blink of an eye Riley had managed to force it into Kirlia’s head that this would not be an easy victory. Indeed, he would have to actually try.



  Kirlia was in motion the instant he hit the ground. He curled his body tight, rolled back, and vaulted up to his feet. Riley leapt forward with his fist leading the way, but Kirlia easily stepped out of the way. His offhand snatched Riley by the wrist and yanked the Fighting-type to him, and his main hand thrusted into him. The tip of the dagger, made blunt by the leather sheath, jabbed into Riley’s chest, and twisted it. Air busted out of the Riolu’s muzzle as he bent over the weapon, stunned. Quickly Kirlia withdrew the dagger and shot it forward, and then once more, giving Riley two more marks neighboring the first. The fist loosened up and retracted to Riley’s chest. Kirlia took a step forward and grasped the Riolu’s neck with his offhand, and again their faces were inches apart. The eyes of the princeling glared into the eyes of the wild rookie for a moment, but nothing was said, and Kirlia forcefully pushed the Riolu away. He collapsed onto the stone.



  “Dead,” stated Kirlia frigidly. He lowered the dagger to his hip and stepped back, glaring down at the Fighting-type with an icy glare. Riley coughed hoarsely as he pressed his paws against the points of impact. He opened his eyes and shook his head.



  “N… Not quite yet.” Riley sat up and got back to his feet. “You got me good.” He was smiling now, wiping at his muzzle and inspecting his paw. There was dirt but no blood. He flexed another fist and pounded it into the pad of his left paw, and again Riley brandished his grin. Kirlia did not move in the slightest. The Riolu dashed in with a Quick Attack and swung another clenched fist. His target gracefully stepped to the side with his dagger drawn back. Riley twisted his body in the air as he dashed past Kirlia.



  
    How did he do it again?
  
   Riley thought from a part of his mind that was neither the deep crevices or the rough exterior. 
  
    Hands were flat, and then his wrists went… something like…
  
   The dagger darted towards him, and he grabbed the fragmented thought as it was printing. Riley brought his paws back behind him and placed them flat on the ground. As hard as he could he pushed off the ground, launching himself into the air tumbling in a blur of blue and black and red.



  Riley landed on his paws not far from where he jumped, and the instant he was grounded, he burst forward with yet another Quick Attack. A punch caught Kirlia between his strides and sent him staggering backwards. An instant later and Riley was upon him again, swinging his other fist up into the Psychic-type’s jaw. His teeth banged together with a 
  
    crack
  
   that echoed in his head and drowned out all conscious thought. Kirlia was lifted into the air, unable to move himself, unable to feel himself, as a memory flashed in his head. It would only grow into a memory later, but when his fist connected with Kirlia’s jaw, Riley heard a phrase in a language he did not recognize. 
  
    Saisho wa guu
  
  , or something weird like that. It’s definition was lost on him, but he knew what the spark of a memory wanted him to do.



  The jackal lowered himself to spread his feet apart, entering a stance he felt was probably right. He put his left hand forward, paw open, and clenched his other fist near his hip. 
  
    Deep breath
  
  … The aura in him flowed around him, caressing his fur with its warm touch like a summer breeze, as if it was a material object instead of an eldritch essence he neither could nor cared to understand. This energy (calling it something as simple as 
  
    aura
  
   was probably bastardizing its actual nature, but it hadn’t stopped anyone before or after from calling it so) swelled around his fist, curling around it, and it was ready. When Riley first used this move on Breloom it had taken seconds to prepare itself. Now, not even a full second passed before it was ready.



  The Force Palm exploded into his opponent’s stomach and dug into the pale flesh. Spittle sprayed from Kirlia’s mouth as he was shot backwards. His attacker, the wild rookie, just stood there behind that blooming astral flower of aura.



  Riley beamed as he looked down to his paw, where wisps of aura were melting away in front of his eyes and returning to whatever reserve they emerged from. He could still feel the echo of the impact on his knuckles, and he relished it. This was a similar experience that many young warriors of this world had undergone when testing their own limits. To experience one’s own power often brought out a shameful glee. But in his own world, this feeling would be treated so lightly. In his own world, it would have been diagnosed as arousal.



  On the other hand, there was Kirlia, splayed out on the ground with his head and chest outside the bounds of their arena. His throat was a blazing desert from which he could only form dry gasps. His mind, too, was nothing but golden dunes that went on forever. Everything was warped by the shimmering heat. All there was to see and feel was fire. His burning body, and his burning will, and his burning anger… they consumed him.



  With a dry roar, Kirlia struggled to his feet, and gripped his weapon fiercely. Across from him, Riley stood grinning in childish excitement at his fist, which regularly clenched and unclenched to grasp and relive a wraith of its strength. Kirlia took a short, wheezing breath that hissed through his teeth, and when Riley looked back up to him, Kirlia was upon him. With a few leaping strides he had closed the gap and jabbed his blade into the Riolu’s chest. Riley reeled back, but Kirlia’s offhand lurched forward and gripped into his neck with the ungiving force of a Crawdaunt’s claw. There was another jab, and another, and another, and another, digging into his ribs and his gut in a random spread. He hadn’t even bothered counting. He just went and went until Riley had broken out of his grasp, staggering backwards and crumpling up on the floor.



  “D…” Kirlia stole a gulp of air and, once again, stepped back. He stared down at Riley, who gasped and coughed with his arms clutching his torso as he writhed in the dirt. “Dead,” claimed he, standing absolutely still.



  The first droplet of rain struck the top of Kirlia’s head, prompting him to look up at a sky now consumed in ashy gray. Friends of the droplet were following in its stead and plummeting to earth. One by one, dozens of them, hundreds of them, thousands of them plummeted down in the first major rain of the season. It was gentle at first, as it always is, but within seconds it had grown to become a chorus of toneless drums. And it was joined by an inexperienced singer: the laughter of the Riolu. He was clutching his stomach as he rolled onto his back, kicking his legs in the air and raising his snout to the sky.



  “Holy hell, I must’ve hit you hard,” Riley chortled, shaking his head and casually pulling himself to his feet. He brandished his grin again. “You seem pissed. Did a-”



  “This is a duel, fuckwit,” Kirlia spat, raising the dagger. “Shut your trap and hit me.”



  Riley clapped his fist into his wet palm. “Fair ‘nough.”



  And so the dance continued. Kirlia elegantly waltzed around him and kept to his form, thrusting the sheathed blade precisely and tactfully at his opponent. Riley bobbed between them the best he could to stay on him and throw a fist whenever he had the window. Jabs were exchanged, but now they did not signal a break in the performance. They were not delivered in groups and sealed with one climactic attack. It was a proper dance where blow was countered with another blow with no respite for either dancer.



  The duel was all Riley had hoped for and more. The Wild Pokémon could hit hard, but even someone like him had enough skill to deal with most of the Pokémon he had encountered in the dungeons without much effort. Here he had finally found a match with an opponent much more talented than he, an actual trained combatant, and he couldn’t be happier. 
  
    This
  
   was what he had been craving. Every jab that hit the Riolu was euphoric in its pain. Every punch that he threw back at him sent a shiver down his arm and left Riley yearning for more. The duel had become a game, if it ever truly was a duel in the first place. Even in his head, his thoughts had been replaced by music. Shredding guitars played alongside violins and drums in some awesome hybrid that puppeted him around with the sheer power of hype.



  It shouldn’t be surprising that later on Riley would dream and relive the match, but he would never remember it clearly. When one combination of attacks ended, the two would suddenly jump to another part of the arena and continue fighting. In a way it was like watching a corrupted video file, although it did provide a different show every time it was viewed. Even when he was living through the duel, in some strange way, it felt like he was rewatching it, but he never noticed it. Excitement has a way of eating away that nagging feeling of deja vu.



  Kirlia stepped back and swiped at his opponent’s head in two quick slashes. The first grazed his ear, and the second hit him square in the muzzle as Riley lurched forward. Aura again swelled around his fist and expelled itself in one astral burst as his palm connected to Kirlia’s chin. The Psychic-type staggered backwards, but managed to keep his footing just in time to catch an oncoming Iron Tail from his greedy opponent. He blocked it with his dagger, giving him just enough time to step fully out of the way and punish him.



  The memory cut.



  Now they were on the edge of the arena next to the discarded training dummy, caught on the warped stone pillars. Kirlia dodged a fist and gripped it by the forearm, yanking Riley towards him. Two quick jabs of the dagger caught Riley in the gut. The Riolu squirmed to get free, but to no avail. Kirlia cocked his arm back and bashed his elbow into the side of Riley’s head. Dazed, his opponent collapsed onto the wet ground. “Dead.” Kirlia cracked his neck, and the dance continued without hesitation.



  The memory cut.



  They were in the center of the arena now. Riley ducked under one of Kirlia’s thrusts and dashed forward with a Quick Attack. His knee drove into Kirlia’s chest. Something snapped as it dug in, forcing the air from his lungs and fogging Kirlia’s vision. A beaming Riolu then formed an Iron Tail and flipped in the air, crashing it into the top of Kirlia’s head and spiking him to the ground. There Kirlia laid, gasping and choking on the rain, as he struggled to regain his strength. The echo of the impact still rung through the Riolu like an aftershock, and he savored it. The feeling was orgasmic.



  He was about to taunt him, but Kirlia roared before him. His first fresh gasp of breath was expelled in a wrathful battle cry as he threw the sheathed blade into Riley’s chest, pushing him off his feet. Kirlia scrambled to his feet and caught the dagger on the rebound and attacked again, and again, and again, and again, finishing the flurry off with a kick to Riley’s snout. He recoiled, clutching the tip of his nose, but his grin did not fade.



  The memory cut.



  Back to the center, more or less. A repeated series of thrusts swarmed at Riley as Kirlia pressed forward. The wet leather sheath lunged forward and retracted in a blur. Every time the jackal stepped to the side, he would be caught by a firm stab to his shoulders, or his arms, or his torso. They were not attacks to Riley, but merely a means to toy with him, to keep him in line like a dog nipping at his heels. He glared forward, teeth bared, into the cold, unrelenting face of Kirlia. 
  
    So this is the game now, is it?
  
   he thought bitterly. 
  
    Alright. I know just how to play this one
  
  .



  Riley dashed backwards with a Quick Attack. Kirlia lurched to follow him, but took not more than a single step before his offhand grasped the trailing end of the scarlet scarf. Even when damp it was warm. The jackal abruptly froze in the air as the fabric constricted around his neck. Its heat was suffocating him. He crumpled on the floor, gasping and choking, as a wet ball of fur. Even then, perhaps more than ever, the scarf was soothing to him.



  Between his coughs, the scarf further tightened around his neck as he was lifted off the ground. Kirlia had anchored himself in place and yanked with both hands. He whirled him around in the air like a flail, like the pebble of David, increasing in speed with each lap. One, then two, then three, then four, until it seemed more as if Riley was soaring on his own and Kirlia merely guided him like a kite. Kirlia bared his teeth and swung it above him to his momentum in an upward arc and crashing the Riolu into the ground. The thin layer of water splashed out. Riley could feel stone shifting and cracking under him as he writhed around clutching his throat. Desperately he forced one paw between his neck and his scarf, granting him a thin passage of air. He gasped, filling his burning lungs with air. Pain reverberated through his body. For a few seconds he couldn’t feel his legs. His entire being felt numb.



  The memory cut.



  Still in the center. Kirlia kept him at a distance with his lunge-and-press and pushed in towards Riley’s space with a flurry of thrusts. Riley weaved between them to the best of his ability, managing only to be grazed by most of them, but he still hated the feeling of being toyed with.



  “Screw this,” he spat, jumping backwards as far as he could manage with the damp trail of his scarf clinging to his chest. The Riolu raised his tail behind him and transmuted it into an Iron Tail. In turn, Kirlia took a single step back and entered the stance he had taken when practicing with the wooden post, the stance akin to his father’s. For an instant, neither moved, and instead only locked eyes as they challenged one another. Only for an instant.



  In a blur Riley closed the distance with a Quick Attack. He was soaring through the air like a bullet, pivoting just before his jump to swing the Iron Tail at Kirlia’s left side. Kirlia grit his teeth and pushed himself into the attack to counter with his own force. Only, when he made contact with the Iron Tail, the metal coat seemed to melt away in the rain, and he only caught a limp tail. Kirlia pushed himself too hard in that direction and stumbled out of his stance. Riley whirled around in the air and swept at Kirlia’s legs, bringing the Psychic-type to the ground. He tried to get up, but was swiftly pinned as the Riolu landed on top of him and straddled his waist.



  When the first fist fell into his chest, hitting his helpless opponent, there was something bittersweet about it. The punch itself did not give him the same satisfaction, the same shiver as the force’s counterpart ran back up his arm. Hitting a downed enemy just wasn’t the same. But, it was still sweet. As the second fist fell next to the first it served only to cement this in Riley’s head: he had earned it. He’d brought the arrogant prick to the ground and took complete advantage of it. Each one stroked his ego further. Two punches became four, and then became eight, until they were pistons, falling upon Kirlia like the rain. Dark bruises formed on his pale skin. Riley could feel ribs cracking and snapping under his knuckles. It was only when he felt his own muscles burning that he stopped. Riley locked his paws together and focused his aura around them. Proudly he raised them above his head, fangs bared and eyes ablaze, and slammed them down into Kirlia’s stomach. It seemingly caved in. The subject squirmed under him.



  The jackal jumped off of him and panted heavily as he watched his opponent. Kirlia was quivering in the thin puddle of rain, uttering gargled gasps as he struggled for breath. He turned his head to the side and spat a sickening brew of blood and vomit. He gasped, then croaked, then growled, and grasped his dagger firmly as he pulled himself to his feet.



  “Dead,” Riley smirked.



  “F…” Kirlia shook his head and began lumbering forward. “Far from it.”



  The memory cut.



  The dance brought them to the near edge of the arena, exchanging harder, more compact blows. Kirlia took a punch to the jaw and the chest. Riley received a jab to the gut and the throat in return. Even they knew from their movements alone that the end was near, and that was fine. Both of them were burning, muscles and wills alike, and the unrelenting weather only stoked the flames.



  Riley gathered aura around his left paw and lunged forward to his opponent. As it bloomed outward and forward, Kirlia deftly jumped back and cocked back his dagger. With two graceful strides he was upon Riley again and driving the tip into the center of his chest. The Riolu was knocked off his feet and nearly fell on his back, but he caught himself with his paws and flipped himself upright again. He stood on the tips of his toes, gently bobbing back and forth with his fists held in front of him, but abruptly stopped when he realized that Kirlia was not approaching.



  The Psychic-type closed his eyes and took a deep, meditative breath. With slow but steady movements, he gripped the hilt of his blade in both hands, one wrapping around the other, and held it out in front of him. When Kirlia opened his eyes again, the fire in them was no longer raging. They just glowed with heat like molten metal tamely sitting inside a mold. Wordlessly, Riley nodded and entered the mock-stance he had taken earlier, hips lowered, feet spread, one paw held open in front of him and the other closed at his hip. Again the aura ebbed and swelled around it until every drop of it was loaded in the chamber, compacted into his veins and his muscles. The toneless drone of the rain surrounded them. Far away to the south, the sky rumbled with a crash of thunder. Neither of them knew exactly what they were waiting for, but it wasn’t long until it came and signaled them.



  The two sprinted towards each other. Kirlia held his dagger in front of him, hilt against his shoulder and tip pointing forward, following behind his weapon as it lead him on his elegant charge. Riley ran in with his fist dramatically held out behind him like a grenade, and held it with none of the tact and care that such would deserve. The space between them was closed before they knew it.



  With all of his strength, Kirlia thrusted his dagger forward with his signature serene savagery, aiming exactly where the Riolu’s head was supposed to be. Only, it wasn’t. Riley ducked down and vanished in a blur with a Quick Attack. He came to a skidding halt immediately behind Kirlia, who had thrown himself with his attack, and threw the loaded punch. Kirlia turned his head, mouth ajar and eyes stretched open, to just catch Riley out of the corner of his vision. He could see the charged punch barreling in as its wielder smugly grinned, eyes blazing, with one thought written upon the Fighting-type: 
  
    Here you go, you arrogant princeling! This is what you get!
  
   Kirlia clenched his teeth, and decided that he wasn’t going to lose because of a trick like this.



  Kirlia flicked his wrist, and Riley abruptly froze in the air as he was clutched in his Psychic. He was pushed off his feet and thrown backwards spiraling uncontrollably. His fist grazed the wet ground, and the aura within it exploded outwards with droplets and chunks of stone. Riley skipped along the thin puddle far out of the boundaries of their arena, came to a screeching halt, and then laid sprawled out in the rain. Kirlia himself almost fell on his back, but had just managed to catch himself. Both of them were panting heavily.



  “Get up,” ordered Kirlia through his teeth. “I’m not done with you, you bastard.”



  To which, Riley snickered. It was tamer, much tamer than he had been moments ago. “Yeah, you are,” the boy told him.



  Instantly the dagger was raised and aimed at the Fighting-type’s smirk, determined to carve it off. “Not by a long shot. Get back in here so I can finish this already,” he growled, shredding his throat in the process.



  Snickering turned to chortling. “Don’t you get it?!” Riley taunted. “I just broke your jaw, at 
  
    least!
  
   I won!”



  “Are you blind? You didn’t even touch me,” Kirlia spat. “I pushed-…” Silence. Riley flashed a tamer, mocking grin and shook his head in disappointment. The dagger fell out of Kirlia’s hand and clattered on the ground. All the resentment in Kirlia’s face flickered out and died in a matter of seconds. His eyes were empty, his mouth was cracked open like an infant’s, his bruise-covered face was expressionless. “I… pushed you away…” he murmured.



  The Riolu sat himself up and went in for the killing blow. “But you couldn’t get past your gimmicks, could you? You’ve been training your ass off for a week, give or take, and look at where it’s gotten you.”



  “Pushed… no…” The Psychic-type raised his hand to his face. His nails raked his pale skin, leaving thin cuts along his cheek. He was seething. “No… Damn it…!” Something escaped between his breaths that was either a hiss or a sob.



  Riley wore an exhausted, content smirk as he sat back and watched the product of his labor from afar. At last, Kirlia was broken, and victory was his. It was a victory whose aftermath was more satisfying than if he had landed the punch on his jaw. Here he got to see a prideful man come to terms with the fact that he had not only lost, but had admitted mid-fight that he was inferior. Riley laid down and closed his eyes, no longer caring what happened now that his strength was gone.



  The last thing he remembered was Kirlia’s piercing roar, a sharp increase in gravity, and a loud series of 
  
    crunches
  
   and 
  
    snaps
  
   before he was swallowed by the writhing blackness. Finally the memory ended.


  



26. The Prince’s Pride: Part 2


    
     


  Yet again Riley was alone in the realm of the writhing blackness that eerily but graciously trickled his memories back to him. His body was gone. The outside world was irrelevant. The duel from moments ago didn’t matter anymore. Riley was just there for the show. His own show. He watched with fascination, for today the blackness provided him with the face and identity of Riley’s phantom brother, amongst a whole flood of information.



  The two of them were in front of a thick, ancient computer monitor mounted on a desk stained with circles of coffee glued around the keyboard. Though his eyes were fixed on the monitor, other things flagged in his head about this room. It was downstairs in the back of the basement, and was what his phantom father had called an ‘office.’ It was generous to even call it that. No windows, bleak counters with cardboard boxes of ten year old school supplies, a whiteboard with Riley’s childish scribbling stained in sharpie… Besides the computer, it was mostly used for storage. Shelves up near the ceiling, far out of Riley’s reach, held dozens of shoe boxes filled with memorabilia that he had only heard of in passing. His phantom father’s party days, his phantom brother’s trip to camp, his phantom mother’s days in the Peace Corps…



  All these things assaulted him so suddenly that Riley was almost too busy remembering to grasp the memory being showed to him. Out of the corner of his vision he could see his brother fully, and remember his identity fully. His name was Luke, and he was six years older than Riley. At the time of this memory he appeared to be somewhere around fifteen, maybe sixteen, with short black hair and brown eyes. Presumably Riley looked similar, but he could not see his own reflection in the monitor. Oddly, Luke’s own skin was tanner than Riley’s bland peach skin. The swarming blackness was not kind enough to provide any further information as to why.



  The memory itself was incredibly simple: they were huddled around the monitor watching a show. He even knew what show they were watching. It was an episode of 
  
    One Piece
  
  , at the end of the Alabasta arc, as the protagonist and current-antagonist confronted each other in a tomb underneath the capitol. A rubber boy in a red vest and blue shorts named 
  
    Luffy
  
   fought against an eccentric-looking mafioso, complete with slicked-back hair and a fur coat draped over his shoulders, dubbed 
  
    Crocodile
  
  . It was the climax, given from the higher quality of animation and the swelling of orchestral music, as a storm of fists launched 
  
    Crocodile
  
   high into the air until he hit the ceiling. 
  
    Luffy
  
   did not stop there, however, as the punches kept stretching up to meet him and snapping back only to make the journey again. The ceiling began to break. 
  
    Crocodile
  
  , long-since unconscious, was plowed through the bedrock and rocketed through the city streets above. At long last, after nearly sixty episodes, they had won.



  The younger Riley struggled to repress his giddy laughter. His fists curled over his lips to mask his beaming smile. “Holy crap,” he squealed. “That was freaking awesome!”



  “Yeah,” Luke replied, dutifully nodding with a smirk. The screen transitioned to show the rest of the main cast, just finished in conquering their own adversities, beaming in excitement and relief upon seeing the main villain high in the air for all to see. With a short triumphant riff of violins, it cut to the usual stylized “To Be Continued” end-card. “God, it’s been so long since I’ve rewatched this…”



  Younger Riley turned to look at his brother, revealing that Luke had a small X-shaped scar across his nose from a dog bite years back. Older Riley noticed the walls behind them were painted in the churning backness with their soft toneless gurgling underlining their conversation. Younger Riley didn’t take notice.



  “Luffy is damn cool,” the boy admired. Luke nodded as he took hold of the mouse and clicked for the next episode to start loading. “I wish I could be like him.”



  “Well…” Luke hesitated. “He’s a hero, no doubt. Not noble, but admirable. There’s certainly worse people to look up to. Though personally, I prefer Usopp. That guy’s a frickin’ G.”



  “Usopp?” Younger Riley scoffed. “He’s alright, but why him? He’s the weakest. Even Nami could beat him, probably.”



  “You’re kidding,” Luke patronizingly chuckled.



  “I’m 
  
    not
  
  .” Riley stamped his foot on the carpeted floor. “He’s the lamest Straw Hat.”



  Luke shook his head. The opening began to play, and the older brother focused his attention on this. “You’ll change your mind later on,” the older brother predicted. The younger wasn’t happy, but he too was hypnotized by the opening.



  The warbling blackness creeped in as the episode played, and by the time the opening finished he was devoured by it, cutting the memory off.



  …



  When Riley awoke again he was on his back, relaxing to the sound of drizzling rain against glass, hypnotizing him into a meditative state. His first thought, even before recalling the events of the memory, was how alone he felt in his own mind. It was noticeable immediately, for he felt colder and calmer than usual, physically and mentally. It was off-putting, but withstandable, especially considering that the lone part of his mind moved on shortly after.



  It moved on to something incredibly simple, but it was long overdue: 
  
    I have a family
  
  . What he knew was scarce, merely the identity of his brother and an increased size in the phantom family, but that didn’t change the basic fact: 
  
    I have a family
  
  . A family he hadn’t seen in… weeks, at least, that he could barely remember more than tidbits about. Everything they had done to him had been lost. Everything about him was lost. His entire life was lost. It was only now that Riley had realized what his amnesia meant, and to his surprise, he was okay with that. Though Riley wanted to know who he was, he was in no rush. The knowledge alone that he had a family was comforting enough. There was a place for him, even if he didn’t know where it was in relation to this surprisingly-similar alien world.



  And his third thought, banishing the melancholy of the first two, was the realization that he had awoken under the begrudgingly familiar white sheets of the infirmary. 
  
    Oh, right. All that happened, didn’t it?
  
   He blinked the weariness out of his eyes and quickly took in the room. Audino was there behind her desk as usual, reading through her book and humming to herself a tune Riley didn’t recognize. The cover wasn’t legible from this distance, but from its silver and black and red color scheme, it seemed to be some kind of dramatic mystery, or perhaps a romance. Across from Riley’s temporary bed there was another companion: a Pikachu who tiredly swayed her foot from side to side as she looked out the window. Whether she knew it or not, she was synced up to the song Audino was humming. Her right arm was bound in bandages, and her ear on the same side had a clean gash splitting it down the middle.



  Riley took in a harsh breath, sat up in bed in a relaxed manner, and said what was on his mind: “I thought I told myself I’d stop waking up in here.”



  “Everyone does,” Audino replied, temporarily pausing her soft melody. “But no one can resist going too long without paying me a visit. You 
  
    specifically-
  
  ” she licked her finger, folded the corner of one page, and closed her book, “-seem unable to keep yourself away.”



  “Well it’s not like I wanted to,” Riley groggily responded, unable to defend himself.



  Audino thought for a moment before reluctantly sighing. “No one ever does; no one ever should,” she admitted. “But things like this happen, and kids get brought to me on the verge of death.”



  “You should see the other guy,” Riley joked, pulling that line out of nowhere. Neither of them laughed, prompting Riley to come to a realization: he didn’t know where Kirlia was. “Where is he, anyways?” he asked, all humor evaporated away.



  “Gallade took him an hour ago,” Audino answered through her teeth. “He should be lying down right now, but… The Guildmaster can be… 
  
    whimsical
  
  . That’s a nice way to phrase it.”



  The Riolu cocked his head to the side. Last he’d seen Kirlia, he was still standing proud. “W-wait… Hold on. What happened after the duel?”



  “
  
    Well
  
  ,” said Audino, taking a deep breath, “My knowledge starts when Blaziken dragged you two in here a good three hours ago. I honestly couldn’t tell which one of you was beaten up worse. Still can’t decide.”



  “How bad?”



  “Bad,” she said. “On you, six broken ribs, a mild concussion, slight muscle degeneration from over-exertion, your left hand was shattered beyond use, and not to mention that part of your muzzle was chipped and twisted. Six teeth were knocked out. Kirlia had it similar, but add one more concussion from a kick to the head. I don’t support violence, but Blaziken did what she had to so he didn’t injure himself any further.”



  “Damn…” Riley murmured. He briefly looked down to his previously-shattered fist and flexed it. No pain, no resistance, no delay, no problems. He flicked his eyes back as a question formed in his mind. “Wait, she kicked him?”



  “Knocked him out, yeah. She’d deny it- wouldn’t even tell me anything more than that you fought- but I can piece things together from the wounds.” Audino shook her head. “If I find out she was watching this go on, I’ll have to give her a piece of my mind…” Riley speechlessly lowered his head. 
  
    God, the stress we put her under… 
  
  The Normal-type took a deep breath and forced herself to smile. “So sorry. I’ve had this pent up for a few hours now. Didn’t mean to do that to you two.”



  “You’re fine.” It was the Pikachu who spoke up, feigning that she had only been half-listening. “You’ve earned the right to blow off a little steam.”



  “Yes, well, it’s unprofessional to show this off in front of my patients,” Audino replied, back to her loving, protective self. “Well, Riley, you should be good to go. You’re feeling fine, aren’t you?”



  “Mmhm.”



  “Just making sure. I managed to piece you back together without 
  
    too
  
   many complications, but it still needs some time to set. Some time tomorrow you’ll be back in order, but until then, watch yourself. Chew too hard and you’ll push your teeth out of place,” she explained.



  “Tomorrow?” In his head Riley went through the list of injuries he collected. Broken ribs, broken hand, concussion, muscle… something… Pretty serious injuries regardless. Twelve hours of taking it easy, and he’s good to go? “You’ve gotta be the best medic in the world or something. That’s amazing.”



  Audino bashfully laughed. “W-well, with kids like you, I have no other choice than to be the best,” she not-so-subtly bragged. “And if I’m being honest, it’s only because you got to me minutes after it happened. If you had to be transported out of a dungeon in the state you were in you’d be bedridden like Aileen here.”



  Riley’s gaze now flicked to the Pikachu, apparently named Aileen, who dropped the act and tamely waved back to him. “Hey there,” she greeted. Though his attention was drawn to her torn ear, Riley managed to look her in the eye and wave back.



  “Right.” Audino reached underneath her desk to remove a folded piece of otherworldly red cloth that captured Riley’s attention instantly. “I went ahead and washed this for you. Had to get it out of the way while I was reconstructing, so I took the opportunity. Go ahead and take it.”



  The Fighting-type almost leapt out of bed right then to snatch the scarf back. It called to him, beckoned him with its sunbaked warmth like a lover’s embrace. He had to grip the sheets to remind himself to stay composed, and ask like a rational being would. “Y-you mean I’m free to go?”



  “Yep. You’re free, so long as you don’t get into another fight on your way out. Everything still needs a bit of time to settle,” she explained.



  Riley tossed the sheets aside and jumped out of bed, hurriedly making his way over to the scarf, and held it with his paw. It was warmer and more soothing than it had ever been, bringing with it the comfort of an open fireplace on a winter evening, or clothes just out of the drier. Ages seemingly passed since he felt this tenderly tepid touch. He brought the scarf to his neck and wove it in a carelessly elaborate bundle, until it lay loosely hugging his neck with one arm draping behind him. They had embraced; a blazing star was born within him.



  Audino cleared her throat and dispelled Riley from his hypnosis. The boy shook slightly. “
  
    Anyways
  
  , they’re having dinner in the mess hall. Get out and grab yourself something to eat. You need a good meal,” she instructed.



  “Right.” He left without another word.



  When he first opened the door, Riley was flooded with a wave of indecipherable chatter from an uncountable carol of voices. This would not have been unusual if not for how concentrated it was. Normally, somewhere between a third and half of the fellow explorers would eat in their rooms, thus dividing their voices. Yet from what Riley could hear, and confirmed when walking into the cafeteria, just about everyone was in there. There was some hundred and fifty heads gathered around under the luminescent yellow plates in the ceiling.



  It was more baffling that Gallade was amongst them. On the far side of the room the Guildmaster sat behind a long, raised table with the rest of his staff. Rhyperior was on his left, Dusknoir to his right, and the reclusive Ampharos on the far left. There was a blank seat between Rhyperior and Ampharos, and one on the end next to Dusknoir, for the two members missing. They ate alongside the explorers and talked amongst themselves. Gallade even looked to the Riolu in the doorway, flashed him a smile, and then continued talking to Rhyperior beside him.



  Confused, Riley walked over to the kitchen counter to talk to the cooks and, at least, get his food. The trio had all sat down around a kitchen isle stained with green and red juices, playing a game of cards after a hard day’s work, all the while exchanging some mild banter. Riley knocked thrice on the counter, gaining him the attention of the cooks. They conversed briefly and pointed fingers at one another until Simisage shook his head, stood up, and made his way over to their customer.



  “Whaddya need?” asked the Grass-type.



  “Food and an explanation.” Riley nodded behind him. “No one mentioned any party, or whatever this is.”



  “Ha. I know the feeling,” Simisage chuckled. “It’s a feast. 
  
    Normally
  
  , they’re announced a day or two ahead of time, but…” His eyes darted over to the Guildmaster. Gallade met them, flashed him a smile, and then continued speaking to the rest of the staff. Simisage shook his head. “Anyways. They’re just to get the Guild together. Nothing special.”



  Riley turned back around to glance at the tables filled with faces he vaguely recognized as his fellow explorers, both older and younger, stronger and weaker…He smirked faintly as the jovial atmosphere seeped into him, for he spotted a small table at the near edge where a familiar Roselia and Charmander sat across from none other than an equally familiar Luxio and Buizel 
  
    Just to get the Guild together, huh?
  
   the boy thought. 
  
    Weird, but I can get it
  
  . “A feast? Then what d’ya got cooked?” he asked.



  “A 
  
    lot
  
  ,” Simisage answered. “We’ve been dancing around the kitchen for-”



  “‘Ey!” the fiery cook called to him. “You got one minute before I’m skipping your turn.”



  “It hasn’t even 
  
    been
  
   a minute yet, jackass,” spat Simisage. “For the love… Alright kid, we got a lot of stuff, but it boils down to meat and a side-dish. And some pastas. And a Highland-style casserole, and some bread.”



  “Meat and a side sounds good.”



  “M’kay. Steak and roasted greens?”



  “Sure.”



  Simisage retreated back into the kitchen, dancing around the steam-tables where the food was kept warm, plucking the food off with wooden tongs and delicately placing it on a plate, garnishing it with a single slice of lemon, and proceeded to place it on the counter paired with a fork and dull knife.



  “Enjoy.”



  “Thanks.”



  They parted ways. The cook returned to the relaxed card game, snatching the deck from the table and dexterously shuffling it in his hands, whilst Riley grabbed his plate and breached the maze of explorers that lined the tables. Pokémon that he barely knew but vaguely recognized from all around the Guild, faces in the crowd in the morning. It didn’t take long before he was within earshot of his team, where Buizel was seemingly leading a somber conversation.



  “… at least I got to talk to him for a bit,” Buizel said optimistically. “I’m not gonna lie and say ‘it was all I could hope for,’ but… But, it was something. I needed something.”



  Riley plopped down next to the Charmander, breaking whatever mood had been established, and catching the attention of the group. Buizel forced himself to smirk. “‘Ey, look who’s up,” he observed. “How’re you feeling?”



  “Sore as all hell, but pretty good overall,” answered Riley. He grabbed the fork and began to saw a piece of his steak off with the edge. “Confused, too. Wasn’t expecting you guys to be sitting together.”



  Pyro shrugged. “They’re good Pokémon, and they looked like they could use the company. Why wouldn’t we?”



  “Yeah,” Luxio agreed. “We’re not exactly strangers anymore, right? Sitting together at a feast should kinda be expected.” Riley mulled it over briefly before nodding in approval.



  Rose piped up impatiently to claim the wheel of the conversation. “Sorry Buizel, but I’m gonna change the topic here to-”



  “Don’t worry about it, I was done anyways,” Buizel said.



  “-to something I’ve been thinking about for a while now,” she finished. “Your fight with Kirlia. Do you think you could explain what happened at the end there?”



  “What-” Riley darted his eyes to the other team warily. Buizel’s smirk had calmed into a small curl that wasn’t quite a smile, and Luxio retained his overall casual patience. “You already knew,” he said with a twinge of guilt.



  “Everyone knows,” Luxio stated. “Blaziken dragged the both of you in covered in bruises. A lot of Pokémon saw it. It wasn’t hard to piece together what happened.”



  “Look, I didn’t mean for it to go down like that,” RIley blurted out. “I just wanted to talk, and then-”



  “Relax,” Buizel told him. The Riolu complied yet did so questioningly. “It’s no big deal. Really. Whatever sparked this duel is between you and him, and none of us have any stake in it.” The Water-type looked over to his partner, then to the Roselia, and finally to the Charmander. “We’re just curious, ain’t that right?” he asked to them.



  “Yeah,” Pyro concurred. “We could barely hear anything, and the rain made it hard to see everything that went on.”



  All eyes were on him now, and Riley wasn’t sure how to feel about being the center of attention, even in such a small group. Regardless, he couldn’t help but to satisfy their curiosity. “W-well…” 
  
    Be careful
  
  , he thought. 
  
    It’d be best not to tell them everything
  
  . “You know where Kirlia’s been the past few days, right? I went back there to try and talk to him.”



  “Tried that twice,” Luxio murmured. “No dice.”



  “Right? He’s a tough guy to get through to,” the Riolu agreed. “No matter what I said, he’d just tell me to leave. So I did what I could to get through to him, and I made something up to call him out. I told him he was just doing this to be more like his dad.”



  Buizel inhaled through his teeth. “Harsh,” he said.



  “I know. But it worked,” Riley shrugged. “He told me to take it back, I didn’t, and then he challenged me to a duel. And I accepted. So…” He involuntarily smiled. “We dueled for a while. Admittedly, it was fun.”



  “Yeah, I was wondering about that,” Luxio interjected. “Kirlia should… I mean, we all know he has his moves. How did you avoid all that?”



  Riley paused for a second to piece together his response. “You know… he didn’t use any of them,” he explained to them. “I didn’t notice during the fight, but he was just using his dagger tucked in its sheath. Guess I was so caught up in it that I forgot about his gimmicks.” Another pause. The word ‘gimmick’ was unintentional, but everything else came out as he wished it to. None of them would know what to make of it, anyways.



  “Maybe…” Pyro whispered to himself. Whatever he was about to say had been thrown loose as he shook his head. “Nevermind.”



  “So, yeah, we fought for a while. According to Audino we’d injured the hell out of each other,” Riley continued. Another pause, this one longer than the rest. He placed his left paw against his temple. “Until, we stopped…” Riley panicked briefly before turning to Rose. “I’m sorry, but my memory is kinda… fuzzy near the end. You caught what happened, didn’t you?”



  “Not really,” the Grass-type said. “Like I said, it was hard to see. It looked like you’d stopped for a minute, then there was a loud 
  
    thud
  
  . After that, Blaziken hopped down the cliff. She returned a minute later with the both of you out cold. That’s all we saw.”



  “And all she told us,” added Pyro.



  It wasn’t much, but it was enough to work with. Riley snapped his fingers as an alarmed expression overcame him. “That’s 
  
    right
  
  . Both of us were beaten pretty badly, so it was senseless to continue that. It was mutual, so we just… stopped. And that’s where it cuts out.” 
  
    And where the memories started
  
  , his thoughts added. 
  
    Don’t forget about your-
  
   He stopped listening to himself. While his ‘phantom family’ was important, they could wait. This whole thing had to be resolved first.



  Rose clicked her tongue. “Well, that’s a bit anticlimactic,” she sighed.



  The Riolu shrugged. “Maybe, but before then, it was amazing,” Riley gushed. “I didn’t want it to end from us just getting tuckered out. That was about some of the most fun I’ve had since I got here. In fact…” He hesitated. Nervously he swallowed. “I-I’ve thought about it for a minute.”



  “Oh boy, here we go,” Pyro whispered.



  “I’d like it if we could do more of this,” he said. “Do you think… I dunno, that we could tackle some wanted posters next time? Spice things up a bit?”



  Pyro blinked. His shocked eyes turned to the Roselia to check if she shared his surprise, and she did. “That…” He turned back to Riley. “That sounds doable. So long as it’s nothing out of our reach, yeah. We can take on some wanted posters.”



  “Really?” he asked, beaming a tamer version of the grin he wore during his duel.



  “Really,” Rose confirmed. “Being a bounty hunter isn’t too much more dangerous, and if it’ll keep you satisfied, I don’t see any reason why we can’t mix things up.”



  “Thank you guys. Honestly.” The Riolu performed an odd sitting bow which took an awkward snicker from Buizel.



  “It’s no problem,” she dismissed. “You’re our teammate. Making accomo-”



  The mostly-empty plates clattered on the table as they were joined by their final member, Kirlia, who slumped into his place at the end of the table. He brought with him no food, no drink, no cheer, and only offered the group a mournful expression as he stared intently at a knot in the wood. Kirlia’s silence was like a vacuum, sucking away the conversations around him. Nearby ears twitched as they tuned in. The attention shifted onto him now. Rose, Riley and Pyro were not exempt from this as they watched with shameful curiosity. Their fixation with the morbid made them look, for who knew what the new arrival might do?



  Kirlia let his eyelids slump down, curtains hiding their hollow gaze, and became still. Unnaturally still. Even as he took an audible breath his body did not appear to move. He held it for a second, during which the onlookers checked with each other, before exhaling it in an invisible jet. When his eyes opened again, they had been filled once again with a cold compassion coming to terms with its contradictory existence. They met with a silent Luxio and Buizel who were patiently awaiting his response. After one of the longest ten seconds in Kirlia’s life, he finally spoke.



  “I’m sorry,” he proclaimed, gently but sincerely. “I’ve been… it’s been rough, and I was only thinking about myself. I was selfish.” Another pause. Kirlia clenched a fist. “I was naive. Foolish. You don’t deserve to deal with someone like me.” Yet another pause. He broke eye contact and bit his lip, drawing blood. Every word he spoke was another wound to his injured pride, and he wasn’t even done yet. “I abandoned you for my own fruitless pursuits, only adding to your stress. I… I’m ashamed of my actions, and can only hope for a chance of redemption.”



  Silence followed. For Kirlia, it was maddening. He had exposed himself in admitting his failures, something he hadn’t done since before he had evolved, and was met only with silence. Silence that he deserved. He couldn’t even bare to raise his head to look at them and give them the satisfaction of witnessing his shame. It could always be worse, and he would not allow himself to drop any lower than this. But to be met with stagnant silence…? Kirlia had been bracing himself for any reply so that he could overcome it. Smugly laughing at the fallen ‘princeling,’ rejecting his ‘facade’ of an apology, anger that he dared to come back after thoughtlessly leaving them behind… Just about anything they could throw at him, he could grab onto it and climb back up to the top and raise his ego once again. He had reached out to climb higher, but there was nothing. Kirlia could not climb on this silence.



  Then came the first jab to his pride- Buizel grinned with a single hiccup of laughter. Kirlia bit down harder. His teeth pressed together as he bit fully through his lip. Fire had been rekindled within him. He’d been right; coming here had been a mis-



  “Awfully dramatic,” Buizel smirked. “I should’ve expected something like this… I didn’t, though. Don’t know why.” He looked away and scratched the back of his head. “Regardless… Thanks for the kind words. Good to see you back.”



  “Agreed,” Luxio chimed in, brandishing a similar smile. “I figured you needed some time for whatever happened, but it isn’t the same without you here. We’re not at full-force, y’know?”



  As quickly as it ignited, the fire had been doused from existence with one final hiss. Kirlia found himself petrified. His coldly compassionate eyes grew in the warmth of his teammates. Now it was his turn to be silent. He had prepared himself for anything and everything to climb higher, save for the obvious: a hand to pull him up. Forgiveness surprised him, and the fact he had been surprised also surprised him. Had Kirlia gone so far that he believed himself unworthy of redemption?



  Kirlia’s teeth let go of his lip, formed a bitter smirk, and raised his head to look his team in the eyes. “It’s that easy? Just one speech?” he asked.



  “Easier than that, probably. Our standards have to be pretty low with you,” Buizel joked.



  Kirlia chuckled, if only out of obligation, and then paused for a moment to let the mood reset. “Thank you guys, really. I’d thought I messed up beyond repair,” he admitted.



  “Hey,” Luxio called. “You’re fine. Welcome back. Just don’t do it again, and everything will be okay.”



  Now that things had progressed and the tension had been overcome, Rose saw it fitting to include herself in the conversation. “Today’s been a crazy day,” she said playfully, “and somehow you’ve managed to top it. Impressive.”



  Kirlia found it easier than usual to remain diplomatic, as his warm expression held despite his bleeding lip. “If you’re trying to rub it in, you’re not doing a good job,” he explained patiently.



  “You’ve had a rough day. I’ll be merciful, if only for now. It’s the least I can give you after the shame you’ve fallen today,” said she with a deviant grin. Kirlia faltered. 
  
    This
  
   was what he’d been anticipating for the past several hours. Even more than his rejection, Kirlia found himself afraid of this more than anything else, but it was not insurmountable. He even had a line prepared, and yet he was unable to climb higher. Kirlia had dropped his guard upon rejoining his friends.



  He opened his mouth, prepared to bark through his teeth at the Grass-type and rip into the imp, but she continued after relishing his silence.



  “You even had the type advantage and the experience on Riley, and you tied with him.” Silence yet again. Never before had his emotions changed so wildly in such a small amount of time. 
  
    A tie…?
  
   Kirlia darted his eyes over to Riley, who met them with the smallest of nods. The fire was back, igniting a mere candle’s flame from the wet ashes, yet still hot. Pleasantly hot. No longer did it burn, but merely flickered and danced as it radiated heat.



  Kirlia spoke up with an air of camaraderie in his voice. His gaze still favored Riley. “Admittedly, it was a match I wasn’t prepared for. Dealing with… 
  
    unconventional 
  
  styles can either be the easiest or the hardest matchups,” he said. “It makes me wonder where you picked it up from.”



  “Oh y’know, here and there,” Riley shrugged. “You’d be surprised how much you can pick up just by watching.”



  “What’ve you been watching…?” Pyro murmured.



  “It was fun, though, to try it all out. Just a shame it had to end that way.” Riley locked his eyes with Kirlia’s. No matter how hard the Psychic-type tried, he couldn’t get a read on them. “What d’ya think about resolving that?”



  “What, you want a rematch?” Kirlia asked daringly. “That sounds doable. But I warn you, I-”



  “‘I won’t underestimate you this time,’” Riley finished for him with a devilish smile. “Or was it gonna be, ‘I know all your tricks’? Either way, I don’t need no warning; just a time and a day.”



  Buizel chuckled. “I knew I’d like this kid.”



  Kirlia sneered back. “One week from now,” he said. “We’ll finish it up later on.”



  “Tsk. Seven days from now? If I didn’t know better I’d-”



  Pyro grabbed the Riolu by the wrist and pulled him out of his banter. When he was about to demand answers, the Fire-type pointed him in the direction of the Guildmaster. Gallade stood quietly behind his table, hands patiently folded behind his back, as the last of the conversations faded away. It only took a moment for attention to unanimously fall upon him.



  “Thank you. I’ll be sure to keep this as brief as I can,” Gallade promised them. “It’s always nice to see everyone coming together like this. These feasts aren’t as frequent as I’d like them to be, but… it makes them more special that way. It pleases me to no end to see everyone coming together, like a family.” Gallade lowered his head and closed his eye.



  “It is weird,” he continued, “to look back and see how things have changed over the cycles. Not only have you, but the world at large has grown and developed in the last century. This is all the work of valiant Pokémon who have joined this side and fought for our cause, and for that, both you and those who cannot be here now have my sincerest gratitude. Despite your own reasons for enlisting, every head matters. Every bit helps.”



  Another pause. Riley leaned towards Rose and whispered to her, “
  
    Does he usually do this?”
  
   She responded swiftly, “
  
    No. Never.
  
  “



  Suddenly he opened his eye again, revealing a bright red jewel that glistened in the golden light from above. When he began to speak his voice had an audible quiver to it that he made no attempt to hide. For the first time since he took the mantle of Guildmaster, even had begun to cry. “I can’t apologize enough for not being able to reciprocate just how I feel. There isn’t much time for me to talk one-on-one with everybody, but I can assure you that I care 
  
    deeply
  
   for each of you. The Guildmaster before me felt like a father to everyone. He kept things official, but…” Gallade shook his head. “It’s hard to describe without giving examples, and I don’t think I need to do that. They’re fairly well-known enough. I’m disappointed in myself that I can’t achieve that same kind of leadership that he held… And yet, when I look at all of you, I see the same kind of determination that I saw in myself and my brothers and sisters when I was still an Explorer. That in itself gives me endless joy.”



  Gallade wiped the tears away, yet kept the glistening orbs perched on the end of his finger and looked down at them longingly. He turned back to his colleagues. Rhyperior met him with his usual stoic pride and nodded in approval. Dusknoir did the same, though his wispy red eye had taken on more of a pink tint. Ampharos avoided eye-contact altogether, as she was focused on not collapsing under all the attention sent her way. With a dutiful nod, Gallade turned back to his audience. Before they knew it, Gallade was folding before their eyes. Hands down to his side, head lowered, and upper body bent forward as he bowed before them.



  “From the bottom of my heart,” Gallade gasped, barely holding back sobs, “and on behalf of the world at large, thank you. I love you all.”



  The mood would never recover that night. His speech hung over the feast like a cool fog, and only left late into the following morning. No one could agree on whether it had been heartwarming or incredibly awkward.



  …



  A little over an hour earlier.



  Kirlia had been shaken awake in the infirmary by his father, pulled from his rest and woken to see the stern look in Gallade’s eye. Through Audino’s shouting he said a familiar ten words: 
  
    We need to talk. You know where to find me.
  
   They were words that had been spoken many times in the past that Kirlia could sense them coming just by seeing his father. Gallade left the room seconds afterwards, leaving the frustrated nurse to glare at him behind his back. Less than a minute later, Kirlia followed him.



  For as long as Kirlia could remember, the cemetery had been the location of all of his 
  
    talks
  
   with Gallade. Every instance where he had to correct Kirlia’s behavior took place amongst the smooth stone monuments that had accumulated over centuries. His first time as a mere Ralts, nearly eight cycles prior when he first became an Explorer, had been for Gallade to show the weight of the task his son was about to accept, and to show what can happen to those who give the ultimate sacrifice. While that one fit the setting, the rest could have easily been held in the Guildmaster’s office. Things like his attitude, his behavior, like his father had suddenly become his counselor. This day marked their tenth meeting, and their last one had been merely a week ago upon returning from the desert. Kirlia had personally thought that he used this cemetery as a crutch to provide atmosphere. Rows upon rows of graves had watched them like a spiritual jury, silently judging the defendant.



  Gallade was exactly where he always had been when awaiting his subject: standing in front of the Groudon’s skull that marked the grave of the first Guildmaster. His eye was closed and his breathing regulated in meditation. On any other day, the sun always managed to hit him just right to give Gallade an angelic glow. The heavens themselves would cast a ray of light to mark him as blessed with wisdom, granting him a sagely quality to his words. Today, it was drizzling. The sun was a ghostly pearl in the clouds, and instead of an angelic glow, Gallade had instead been granted a dark sheen.



  Before either of them could speak, Gallade held his open hand towards his son expectantly. “Let me see it,” he demanded. Kirlia reluctantly reached into his bag and removed the dagger, held it by the sheath, then offered it to his father. Gallade grasped it and yanked the sheath off. The blade had been worn and chipped, and the sheath itself had grown thinner as the blade had cut through the edges. “Tch. You know better than this, Kirlia. This sheath isn’t meant for combat. What were you thinking?” he barked.



  “I don’t know, sir,” Kirlia said hollowly.



  “I’m gonna have to get this repaired,” he murmured. “The guy’s no longer around, either, so it’s gonna be a pain… Damn it, Kirlia. I told you to be careful with this thing.”



  “I’m sorry, sir,” Kirlia said hollowly.



  Gallade clicked his tongue and handed his son the dagger, yet kept the sheath for himself. “Be 
  
    careful
  
   with this. It’ll have to remain unsheathed for the next couple days. Otherwise you’ll cut through it.”



  “Understood, sir,” Kirlia said hollowly. This was the only way to get through these 
  
    talks
  
  .



  The Guildmaster held the sheath up to his remaining eye and looked carefully inside it. “You really went berserk with this thing. A few more hits and you would’ve cut right through. Didn’t I tell you to be more careful?”



  “You did, sir,” Kirlia said hollowly.



  Gallade suddenly snapped his hand firmly onto Kirlia’s shoulder, drawing his son’s disinterested gaze to him. “This is 
  
    serious
  
  , Kirlia. I’d appreciate it if you at least acted like you give a damn,” he scolded.



  “I do, sir,” Kirlia said.



  “
  
    Don’t lie to me
  
  ,” Gallade spat. “I can sense your emotions. I know you’re bored and you’re angry. You understand I’m trying to help you, right?”



  “Yes, s-”



  “
  
    Stop
  
  ,” Gallade barked. He took a deep, patient breath. “Alright… just, stop with all the ‘sir’ing for now. Just listen to me. Clear?” Kirlia nodded, and Gallade let go of him. “Good. Now, you need to know that you’re not ready to evolve. This training you’ve been doing… it isn’t enough.”



  The hollowness was dispelled and filled with shock as Kirlia locked up. When he first heard these words they had roused anger from him, and even when Gallade told him directly, Kirlia was still angry. But he was not talking to someone like Riley. His anger could not be taken out on his father, the Guildmaster, so it then turned to the second nearest target. His anger turned inward as it was transmuted into guilt.



  “Dad,” Kirlia said, meeting his father’s stern gaze, “you don’t-”



  “Yes, son, I do,” Gallade interrupted. “I know I’ve told you before, but it seems you’ve either forgotten or ignored it. Remember what I’ve told you of my brother?” Kirlia nodded, for he knew not what else to do. “He too wanted to evolve much sooner than he was ready. For him, his evolution was a requirement to progress. When Garchomp caught on to this, do you remember what he said?”



  The boy nodded. “A proverb. ‘Corn planted where it gets little sun will foolishly think that autumn is approaching and rush to give harvest. The result, while edible, is much less than if it had matured naturally.’”



  Gallade broke his stern look and gave the boy an approving smile. “Good,” he said. Kirlia murmured under his breath, 
  
    thank you
  
  . “I’ve always liked that proverb. My brother didn’t even think about its advice. He went ahead and evolved without the proper preparations. Before then it was bad, but afterwards… afterwards, he was a nervous wreck. You practicing out back isn’t enough to prepare you.”



  “Then what is?” Kirlia asked.



  The stern look reformed. “Proper training from a Highland master,” he stated suspiciously. “
  
    cycles
  
   down the line from now, Kirlia. You aren’t anywhere near being ready.”



  “Dad,” Kirlia blurted out. The father remained suspicious, yet gave the boy the conversational right-of-way. But the boy was frozen. The words were on the tip of his tongue, eager to jump off in one bravely childish leap- 
  
    I just wanted you to be proud of me!
  
  - and yet Kirlia was too conflicted to let them go. He had already said that a mere week ago. “I…” Saying it again wouldn’t have nearly the same amount of acceptance as last time. He could already hear his father calling him 
  
    misguided
  
   and 
  
    foolish
  
  , kicking his downed pride. Kirlia knew that it wouldn’t work. Kirlia also knew he wouldn’t remain silent and accept this lecture without trying to validate his actions. So, he spoke hesitantly. “I just… wanted to be a better Explorer,” he admitted.



  The harshness in Gallade’s stare softened, but did not dissipate. A slow, tired breath streamed out his nostrils as he lifted his arms to his chest and crossed them. Patiently he tapped his fingers on his elbow. “You’re going about this the wrong way,” he said. “You don’t want to grow up this fast, do you?” Kirlia couldn’t decide what his answer would be, and regardless he couldn’t find the words to speak with anyways. “Kirlia… You only have one childhood. Please, I don’t want you to throw it away. It’s something that’s impossible to get it back. Am I getting through to you?”



  “Y…” The boy swallowed. “Yes, sir,” Kirlia said sincerely but skeptically.



  Gallade shook his head and turned away from his boy. His gaze met the empty sockets of Groudon’s skull and peered deep into the darkness. “Honestly… I’m so sorry,” he said to no one specifically. “You’re mother would be so ashamed of me.”



  The boy stopped instantaneously to stare wide-eyed at his father, for he had said 
  
    that word
  
  . It was a word Kirlia himself had only uttered thrice before, and a word Gallade had not used once unless provoked: 
  
    mother
  
  , and all its lingual relatives.



  When Kirlia first said the forbidden word, it was when he was a little over a cycle old in his first Harvest Festival. He was watching the rustic floats come by, parading straw idols from a mythology long-forgotten, hoisted upon the shoulders of his father to get a better view. The young Ralts looked around curiously to see several similar family units, with kids lifted up on the shoulders of their parents, but it was the first time that Ralts realized that he didn’t have a mother like all the other kids. The next day, after the excitement of the festival had passed, Ralts asked his dad the question that Gallade had been unknowingly dreading: 
  
    What happened to mom?
  
   Gallade could only bring himself to reluctantly answer with 
  
    She’s not here anymore. She passed away before you were born
  
  . To his surprise, Ralts didn’t ask much more than that. His undeveloped mind managed to be satisfied with that meagre amount of information.



  The second instance was seven cycles after that, a mere week after first meeting Buizel and Luxio, who had been a Shinx at the time. As they were acquainting themselves with each other, Ralts had realized that he knew nothing about his own mother other than that she had died. At the end of the day, he went to his father’s office and asked Gallade, weary from a hard day’s work behind that mahogany desk and a mountain of paperwork, for some more details about his mother. Gallade only had it in him to tell his child how his mother had passed. 
  
    She had gone with me into a powerful dungeon- The Ol’ Mountain, actually- and… Well, she wasn’t quite ready for what laid inside. An accident happened, and… She was gone.
  
   This had been information Ralts had not known he’d longed for, and he was grateful for the opportunity, but his thirst was not yet quenched. He pushed for more. Gallade pushed back. 
  
    Look buddy, I’m really tired. I don’t want to talk about this right now, okay?
  
   The polite version of telling his child to shut up. Ralts asked a third time the next morning, and to no avail. 
  
    I thought I told you I don’t want to talk about this
  
  , Gallade had scolded him. 
  
    Drop it. I’m sorry, but I’m not in the mood
  
  .



  Yet this was different. This had been the first time Kirlia had witnessed his father bring up the 
  
    taboo
  
   unprovoked, the first time his father had been the one to bring up the absence in the family. That single word, 
  
    mother
  
  , activated a spell that cast all of Kirlia’s guilt and anger aside. He shed his skin and was born anew with a single desire: press for information. A chance like this wouldn’t present itself again. Finally, he would put a face and a personality to the phantom in their family.



  “D…” The boy swallowed anxiously. He could feel his throat shivering. “Dad?” he asked. Gallade turned to face him but said nothing. The look in his eye was terrifying. He could hear his response already. 
  
    I told you to shut your mouth about her. Don’t change the topic here, Kirlia. You’re still in trouble. Distracting me won’t change that. Have you no shame, using the dead to avoid a lecture?
  
   He shook his head and forced himself to focus. This was too important to allow himself to be talked out of it, even by himself. Kirlia opened his mouth and blurted out before he could even think, “I- I was hoping that you could fin- finally tell me about mom!” The boy folded his hands to his side and lowered his head in a respectful bow.



  Gallade pursed his lips together as he stared at his son questioningly. For Kirlia, it took every ounce of strength he had to stay still and silent. “I’m not done talking yet. There’s still-”



  Instantly Kirlia shouted respectfully yet thoughtlessly, “I’ve already done some self reflecting during the duel, sir! My training wasn’t getting me anywhere-” these words stung more than anything else, but he forced himself through, “-and I was being neglectful of my comrades! I have it planned to apologize once we’re done here! Please, sir…! I want to know…”



  More silence. Kirlia had never been so embarrassed in his life, and he couldn’t even prepare himself for it. His cheeks were singed as he stood there, head bowed, eyes glued to the cobblestone path. The only way he could envision this being any worse would be for him to kneel and beg, and in his eyes that wasn’t much worse than exposing himself like this. Nothing to hide behind, no excuses he could muster… just left out with all his defenses stripped and the truth presented to the judge and the jury of graves. And there was silence. Seconds upon seconds of silence that crawled by like agonizing cycles. Just the sprinkling rain on his head and back, and a faint wind carrying with it the earthy smell of mud. His father had refused to speak to him, refused to laugh, to growl, to roar, to sigh, to have any audible reaction whatsoever. It was torture. For the love of Arceus, get it-



  His calloused hand patted the back of Kirlia’s head gently. “That’s…” Gallade said proudly. “That’s good to hear, son. The next half of my speech was gonna be about that. Good on you for taking initiative.” He ruffled his hand through his son’s damp hair affectionately.



  A shiver ran up Kirlia’s spine. He raised his head, wiping the rainwater from his puffy eyes, and met his father’s proud smile. “S-so, can we talk about her?”



  “Well…” Gallade cocked his head to the side. “I guess I already have the time set aside for this, and bringing up that ol’ proverb’s got me feeling nostalgic. Sure, let’s talk about her,” he allowed. “What do you already know?”



  “Nothing,” Kirlia answered.



  “‘Nothing?’” Gallade repeated, appalled. “That can’t be…”



  “It is,” Kirlia insisted, eager to change that. “You would never tell me when I was younger, and no one else wanted to be the one to tell me.”



  Gallade put his hand over his scarred eye and clutched his face in disappointment. “My… I’m so sorry. I thought you knew at least 
  
    something
  
  .” He paused momentarily as he sifted through his memories. “Let’s… Let’s start simple. Do you know her name?” Kirlia shook his head. “It was Gwynevere. Everyone that knew her just called her Gwyn.”



  “‘Gwynevere,’” Kirlia repeated, savoring the sound.



  “She’d been born in Baltre, if you’re wondering where such a perfect name could originate from,” Gallade explained. “After she was around the age of fifteen, she moved to a town a couple miles from here called Pelipper Post to join the newspaper. I met her around a cycle and a half after that. You see, around that time, the Guild had been recognized as a sovereign nation by over half of the countries around the world, and to celebrate, their newspaper decided to publish a new type of article. They published world-wide, to a reasonable degree, so they volunteered to introduce us to the rest of the world a team at a time. Gwynevere was assigned this task, and Garchomp thought that my brother and I should be the first team to be introduced, so… When I first met her, I was confessing my life story in an interview. It was weird, to say the least.”



  “She’s a journalist?” Kirlia asked hopefully. “So… That’d mean that some of her writing is archived somewhere?”



  “Oh, yeah. Without a doubt,” Gallade answered. “I have my own article preserved in my office. There’s a whole scrapbook filled with everyone’s from back in the day, if you’re curious.” Kirlia nodded eagerly. “Though, I must say (for her sake more than your own) that she was young when she wrote those. Her writing was… 
  
    unpolished
  
  , as she would say.”



  “I honestly couldn’t care how bad it is,” Kirlia claimed.



  “I figured you wouldn’t,” Gallade shrugged. “Back to the story, she didn’t remain a journalist for too long anyways. The paper was just a way for her to practice her writing so she could one day become a novelist.”



  “Wait.” Kirlia took hold of his father’s attention. “She’s written books, and you didn’t tell me?”



  Gallade smirked. “You’ve already read them, buddy,” he said. The boy’s body locked up. “She took a position as an Adventure Author. Following teams on legendary expositions, joining as an unofficial member and detailing the events of the explorers, to succeed in whatever quest they ventured out for… Remember when you were a kid, I’d hand you some of the books written about my adventures? Awfully narcissistic of me in hindsight, but, they were written by your mother.”



  “You’re kidding…!” There must have been a dozen of his father’s books that he’d read when he was younger. A dozen dramatizations of his adventures as a part of Team Excalibur. A dozen relics of his mother’s own thoughts and words, and he hadn’t even known.



  “Until then we had been close acquaintances, but when she came to us begging to tag along, we soon became close friends. In the peril of a dungeon, you can either cling together or drive yourselves apart,” he stated. “I remember being surprised at how helpful she was. She wasn’t combat-trained, but she had been able to get us out of a few corners with her Protects. It wasn’t long until she was considered an unofficial member of our team.”



  “So, all those adventures I read about…” Kirlia trailed off, eyes gleaming.



  “Gwynevere was there. That’s right.” Gallade had to hold back his giddy laughter, for he didn’t get to see his son like this often. He couldn’t remember the last time since Kirlia evolved that he had managed to rouse whimsy. “She was there when we were attacked by Kyurem. She was there when we found the Heaven’s Isles. All of it.”



  “Then, when did she finally become…” Kirlia lowered his gaze in embarrassment, but his desire for more pushed him to keep talking. “You know… when did you two start dating?”



  Gallade stopped abruptly. “W-well, that’s…” he awkwardly stumbled. “It’s a long story, and I’ll be honest… I’m not prepared to tell it just yet.” Silence. The boy knew he just used up all his luck. It would be quite some time until he could have another 
  
    talk
  
   like this one, and while that wasn’t good news, he still had something to hold onto. The phantom in the family had a name and a bit of personality. It was comforting, at the very least, to have that much. But it got better.



  “I’ll tell you what,” said Gallade. Kirlia turned back to him. “I can show you to her right now, and leave you two alone for a while.” The boy lit up as he remembered the obvious: they were in a cemetery. Obviously she was somewhere around here, amongst all the members of the jury represented with sleek stone slabs. “She isn’t all that talkative, but… it’s criminal that she hasn’t gotten to see you. Visit with her all you want, and then… Not to ruin the mood, but then you’re gonna go back and break bread with your team. Sound good?”



  “Y-yes, sir. I’d love to,” Kirlia said. He was unknowingly grinning, and though it was barely more than his diplomatic facade of a smile, it was nice for Gallade to see. His father motioned for him to follow and proceeded down the wet cobblestone path, leaving the Groudon’s skull behind. The boy followed without hesitation.



  Their short trek brought them up a gentle slope to the crest of a hill. This particular hill, upon which a select few marble graves were perched, overlooked a great oak tree. Just under half a mile away this mighty oak towered over them at an astounding three-hundred-fifty feet. Twisted branches wove and split between each other, sheathed in emerald leaves darkened by the rain, forming a massive bushel to cloak the warped spire of wood that was the tree’s thick trunk. Rainwater dripped from the millions of leaves like a waterfall, audible even at that distance.



  Gallade came to a stop in front of one of the marble graves just shy of the hill’s peak. On its smooth surface the following had been shallowly etched into its surface:



  Gwynevere



  851-884



  “
  
    Through language comes understanding.
  



  
    Through understanding comes peace.”
  



  “Good afternoon,” Gallade greeted the grave. “Sorry I haven’t visited in awhile. Things have been… pretty hectic lately.” The grave only offered him a cold shoulder. “Even worse, it was brought to my attention that I’ve never brought your son to see you. Forgive me, Gwyn.” Still there was no reply.



  Gallade placed his hand on the boy’s back and nudged him forward. Now he was a mere foot and a half away from the tombstone, close enough to reach out and touch it. Gwynevere was somewhere beneath his feet. His mouth had gone dry like cotton.



  “Your boy,” whispered Gallade, “asked if he could see you. He needs some time to think, so… I’ll leave you two to it. Need anything else?”



  “No,” the boy answered. “Thank you, but, I don’t need anything.” Gallade smiled. Without another word, he brought his hand to his son’s head and ruffled his hair affectionately. In a soft flash of light the hand disappeared with its owner, then Kirlia was alone. It was just him in front of the marble monument, scarred with regulated text void of any personality. Even the quote, which Kirlia presumed belonged to her, sounded stoic and serious. 
  
    Through language comes understanding. Through understanding comes peace.
  
   From what little he was told about her, and the non-verbal signals his father used while talking about her, this wasn’t a monument to remember her by, but only to respect her. Either that or his idea of who she was had been utterly false.



  “Peace through language,” Kirlia murmured. He dropped to one knee in front of the grave, mud squelching under him, and carefully inspected the smooth slab. “Gwynevere… Mom… Were you really that naive?”



  The rain picked up again, pounding down upon the earth as the wind threw the droplets forward like handfuls of rocks. Water that had collected in the indentations of the letters were blown away to the north. “It would make sense that he fell for someone with as much blind virtue as himself,” he continued.



  The boy reached forward and placed his hand just underneath her name. “Gwynevere…” Elegance and beauty and comfort fused into a single name. Hearing it made him feel loved and embraced, even if for only a fraction of a second. Without meaning to, Kirlia extended his thumb to wipe away a drop of water that had been quivering in the stem of the G, like wiping away a tear. “Just who were you?”


  



27. The Exiles’ Resolve: Part 1


    
     


  A campfire didn’t offer much safety in the middle of a Mystery Dungeon, and in fact could potentially make things worse, but it more than made up for that by granting them comfort. To the intruders, such was invaluable. The fire danced on a small pile of twigs and weeds gathered from the arid environment, further fueled with a scrap of canvas torn from their satchels. Above it was a Spinarak impaled like a pig on a rotisserie, albeit with improvised tools and an unappetizing meal, with black lines where the eager flame lapped at its outer layer.



  The first of the intruders into the Mystery Dungeon, a Monferno previously sat with her arm perched on top of her knee as she absently gazed into her source of comfort, grabbed the Spinarak by the back end of the stick. Carefully she removed it, leaving behind a damp gorey tunnel that puffed out steam through both ends. Monferno recoiled from the repulsive scent carried within it, holding her breath as it began to fade away in the night air.



  She coughed once and placed it on the ground beside the campfire. “Disgusting little guy, ain’t he?” Monferno murmured. She looked to her companion, the second and final intruder, a Drilbur fixated on his own claws. Meticulously he picked the sand and pebbles out from between them, scraping away until they were perfectly clean. “It’s cooked,” she said. “Go ahead and cut it open.”



  Drilbur eyed the cooked Spinarak cautiously. “Do I really have to?” he asked. “Isn’t there anything cleaner we could eat instead?”



  “Nothing that wouldn’t put up a fight,” she answered.



  “But, I hate bug meat,” Drilbur groaned. “It’s pulpy and gross.”



  “If it’s so gross, then go hunt yourself,” Monferno barked. She stabbed the stick down into the depths of the bonfire, causing an eruption of sparks to soar up and plume just above them. Drilbur jolted back and caught himself on his elbows. “I’m tired enough as it is, and fighting anything bigger or more appetizing than this would take up more energy than they’re worth.”



  Drilbur looked hesitantly but guiltily to the Spinarak. Yes, part of it was his disgust towards eating a Pokémon like that, but a much smaller part of it was his own sympathy for wild Bug-types. The children for most species, unless they lived in colonies like Combee and Durant, were left to fend for themselves in the wild. Most couldn’t. They were easy pickings. Easy, disgusting, pathetic pickings.



  “F… fine,” Drilbur sighed. He leaned in to the Spinarak and eyed it carefully. Juices trickled out of the hole on its head like tears. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, reached out… In one flick of the wrist it was over, the exoskeleton cut in one clean motion, leaving only a thin veil of unknown liquids coating his center claw, which he wiped off on the dirt. Their meal split open and rolled apart to present the insectoid innards within the shell, steaming like a fresh turkey.



  “Thanks,” Monferno murmured. She grabbed her half and dragged it closer to her. “Sorry for yelling. I didn’t mean to get angry there. It’s been a 
  
    long
  
   day.”



  “Yeah. It’s okay,” Drilbur said.



  Her gaze was drawn back to the fire, to the stick she’d just violently offered to it. Tongues of fire were eagerly lapping at the oils that were marinated into it. “I don’t know if I’d told you today, but…” She rested her arm upon her knee again. “I’m sorry.”



  “You 
  
    just
  
   said that.”



  “That’s not what I mean, jackass,” she sighed. “I mean, sorry for… y’know, trapping us here. It’s all my fault.”



  “Oh. That.” The Ground-type scratched the back of his head with the tips of his claws. “It’s fine. Anyone could’ve made a mistake like that.”



  “Anyone could’ve, and they’d still be a fuck-up,” she spat bitterly. “Because of that, we’ve got the Guild on our backs. I wouldn’t be surprised if they have explorers posted around the exit to intercept us. It’d be a miracle if we could make it out of The Devil’s Labyrinth.”



  “Hey.” Drilbur raked his claws together, drawing her attention to him. He never liked having to step up to the plate, and in fact until a cycle ago he would tear up when he stood up for himself, but it was never a choice. Letting her continue like this could only hurt them. “Stop talking like that. If you didn’t mess up back in Wrytsberg, I would’ve instead. I mean it when I say ‘it’s fine.’ Just ease up on yourself. Please.”



  “You know,” she said solemnly, yet with a hint of a grateful smile, “that you can’t talk someone out of this.”



  He shrugged, smirking. “Not that quickly, but it couldn’t hurt to try. 
  
    You
  
   know-” Drilbur pointed at her accusingly but playfully, “-that our chances are severely lower when you’re in this funk. So…” His smile wavered. He drew in a short, dry breath and cleared his throat. “My dad had his own scientific law when it came to others. He’d say, ‘if someone seems to overreact to something relatively minor, there’s usually another variable involved.’ Should I start playing ameture psychiatrist, or do you want to just come out and tell me what’s wrong?”



  For a moment she began to scowl, flashing her teeth and setting her brown eyes ablaze, but her lips barely parted before she forced herself to stop. Anger turned to guilt as she sighed quietly. Her gaze flicked to the campfire, and then to the sky as she laid back with her hands folded behind her head. Rough red walls of the Labyrinth’s canyon formed the banks of a cosmic river of stars and nebulae. Its stagnant flow was hypnotic in its depth and its brilliance. Only now did she realize that the night back home was so shallow, with only a fraction of the stars and sights across the sea. In Baltre they could connect the dots to make vague creatures in the skies. Cycles ago she would make her own with Drilbur. But she wasn’t home anymore. She was almost as far as she could get.



  “I feel like we’re in over our head,” she murmured absently. “Whoever ended up getting us caught, it doesn’t change the fact that the Guild is dangerous.”



  He paused briefly, a quizzical look frozen on his face. “What, is that all?” he asked, the corners of his mouth curled faintly. “Monferno, the odds have been way worse than this before. This won’t be the first time we defied them.”



  “But there wasn’t anything on the line before,” she yelled, just a hair below barking at him. “If we don’t get out of here, everything ends. Please…” She was still laying back with her eyes set above, but she had taken on a deadly serious tone in her voice. “If we get held back by the Guild, I need you to go on without me.”



  Drilbur stopped abruptly. He didn’t even take time to consider her demands, but the fact she had even said this was concerning. This hadn’t been the first time her gut made her paranoid, and knowing her it certainly wouldn’t be the last. And yet, to treat her intuitions this critically? “Out of the question,” he stated plainly, planting his flag firmly in the dirt. “I won’t. I can’t.”



  “And why not?” Her tone was harsh yet patient, as if this had been anticipated.



  “Don’t ask me stupid questions,” Drilbur almost barked back.



  Monferno pulled herself up, removing her eyes from the cosmic river and placing them on the mole. They were dark and piercing, more so than ever before. Brown bombardier’s eyes. “I’m not,” she said through her teeth. “You’re familiar with the severity of our quest, aren’t you?”



  “Yeah, but…” He clenched his teeth together in frustration. The words slipped through his claws as he tried to grasp them. Stepping up to the plate for someone else was uncomfortable yet felt right, felt just. Doing so for his own sake only made him flustered and angry, for he never knew what to say… No. That wasn’t true, and Drilbur knew it. He knew exactly what he wanted to say, words perfectly formed and readied to present like a ring on a pillow. He would place his hand over his heart and scream, 
  
    I’m not leaving you behind!
  
   But he couldn’t handle the thought of rejection, the thought of her dismissing him as ‘foolish’ or, heavens forbid, ‘childish.’ What was he to say? Cling to the rule of half-truths?



  The Fire-type pushed herself up and loomed over her partner, glaring down at him with only the campfire between them. Her dark eyes shone like sheets of oil in the light. “You can’t even answer a ‘stupid question,’” she scowled. Drilbur stumbled backwards defensively as she stared at him, severe but patient.



  He panicked and blurted out the first thing that came to mind, “Th-there’s no way I can make it out without you!” and was disgusted the instant he heard himself. It was his past self that spoke, struggling to keep his voice from quivering. It was Hodrick that was panicked and frightened, Hodrick that was too weak to stand up for himself, and not the new Drilbur that he had promised to become. Drilbur gritted his teeth and pointed back up at her with his long claws. He knew two things for certain in that moment: there was nothing that could make him leave her, and there was nothing that would make him feel bad for caring. Not even Hodrick. “You want me to just leave you for the Guild to arrest? We both-”



  “
  
    We both know
  
   that the Guild won’t do anything. At 
  
    worst
  
  , I’d be locked up for a couple months with maybe a fine-”



  “Damn it, I 
  
    know
  
   what it means! Don’t try and lie to me!” he shouted. “If they catch you, they’ll send you back home! And 
  
    we both know
  
  -” there was a satisfying amount of stink on those three words as he chucked them back at her “-what that means. There’s no way I’d leave you to them. What’d you do in my situation?”



  Monferno was taken aback. No longer was her glare harsh, or even a glare at all. Her dark eyes grew to touch the border of her blue brow as they met those of Drilbur’s, and for an instant, no longer and no shorter, she felt a flash of pride. If she had not been its recipient, she would’ve congratulated him afterwards. Only, she was, and the flash of pride was snuffed and drowned in a wave of shame. Monferno couldn’t even bring herself to meet his eyes, and instead opted for the heart of the campfire. With a heavy sigh, she dropped back down to a sitting position under his accusatory stare of childish defeat. 
  
    Pick your battles
  
  , she told herself, and kept her answer a secret.



  Pleased, Drilbur dropped across from her and sat down. “How about this,” he said, smiling patiently, kindly, but it wasn’t the same smile it had been earlier. It was a facade that was trying desperately to be genuine. “Promise me you won’t get caught, and then we don’t have to worry about it.” She responded by rolling her eyes and was just about to speak, but he continued.



  “I know. I know, that’d be treating your intuitions like they’re just paranoia. It’s not something I like to do, believe me. There’s nothing wrong with being cautious since the stakes are so high.” He took a brief pause, during which he turned his gaze to the Spinarak. There it still lay, opened and presenting and waiting eagerly in a puddle of its own juices. Drilbur willed himself to lean forward towards his half, holding his breath,- the steam may have been gone, but the smell was not- and tore a piece of it off. “I also know,” he continued, “that it will 
  
    never
  
   come to that. So long as I have something to say about it, neither of us are going anywhere.”



  Monferno snapped her gaze back to him, gentle but stern. “Can we put a pin in this?” she asked, unnaturally still.



  “I don’t see why we should. We’re this close to-”



  And then he saw it. Saw them. In the shadowy halls of the Mystery Dungeon, clinging to the dark red walls, two Ariados carefully crawled closer and closer. They were a mere fifty yards away, eyes sheening from the light of the fire, and approaching gradually. Soon that would change. He could already just make out the singular horns poking out of the darkness, each joined by two tusks that served as external teeth. Drilbur swallowed and dropped the bit of Spinarak meat he held in his claws.



  “Aren’t they supposed to leave their kids alone…?” he whispered. It was all he could think to do. He sat so still he wasn’t breathing.



  “Who knows?” she shrugged. Her tail flared as she turned around to face the residents of the dungeon.



  …



  He ripped the job off the board after only a glance, for Riley had been smitten with it the instant he read a mere two words. From some couple dozen wanted posters, he had chosen this one only because of the name of the dungeon: The Devil’s Labyrinth. Hearing the name alone made him imagine legends passed on through the eons, of heroes venturing into the monster’s lair to claim its head, and Riley knew instantly that he would be taking it.



  After a brief check through the information and confirming that it’s rank, B, was not too out of their league, he turned to his partners who were themselves inspecting the wanted board, and offered it to them. The Charmander took it out of his hand, and the Roselia leaned in behind him, and the two began to read the rest of the poster that Riley had merely skimmed.



  
    Wanted: Alive
  
   was written above two portraits on the poster. On the left was a grim-looking Monferno walking through a busy city street he didn’t recognize, turned around to give the viewer a suspicious but harmless glare. On the right, a shot from the same city focused on an exhausted, anxious Drilbur. The tip of Monferno’s tail peeped in at the edge of the frame. 
  
    Monferno (left) and Hodrick, Drilbur (right)
  
   was written underneath them, then subtitled with the bounty: 15,000 Poké.



  Pyro turned the page over, skimmed the statistics, and stopped abruptly upon the location last seen: The Devil’s Labyrinth. He eyed Riley questioningly, humorously, and told him, “You have 
  
    no
  
   idea what you’ve just gotten yourself into.” Riley smirked gratefully, and after a quick trip into town to supply themselves, they hitched a ride on a caravan to the labyrinth. And on the way, Riley, sat upon the edge of a crate in the back of a wagon, learned exactly what he had asked for.



  “Just about everyone agrees that the Labyrinth is one of the toughest dungeons on the continent, almost rivaling the Mountain of Myths,” Rose explained. “Not because of the strength of its inhabitants. They’re a bit tougher than what we usually deal with, just not by much. No, the Labyrinth is dangerous because of the Labyrinth itself. Forty-five square miles for a single dungeon is unheard of. Usually for big plots of land like that are made up of several smaller dungeons. Not this one. Keep your Escape Orbs with you at all times, for if you don’t, it’d be a miracle if you could find your way out in time.”



  She pressed on. “It’s at the edge of the desert east of the mountains, and it’s by far the worst part of that patch of sand. The sun beats down hot enough to make most Fire-types uncomfortable.” Pyro nodded in confirmation. “Time will be our own worst enemy. Luckily, the dungeon is a series of canyons, so if we’re at the bottom, there’s only a short two or three hour window where the sun will be at its worst. Unluckily, we’ll likely arrive during that window, so we’ve to endure the brunt of it from the start. In the evenings, things will start to be more tolerable, but for your own sake, don’t even 
  
    think
  
   about going up-top until night has stuck around. On top of the canyons is a plateau that stretches on forever, and if you so much as touch it during the day, it will bake you. You could sear meat on the plateau. Imagine what it would do to your feet.” A chill ran down Riley’s spine at the thought. Heat enough to cook him… Yes, this place was turning into exactly what he’d been expecting. Exactly what would earn it the name of The Devil’s Labyrinth.



  Pyro stepped in, smiling a storyteller’s smile, and took the helm. “And there’s a lot more to it than its hazards,” said he. “There’s a lot of folklore about the place. It’s been around for thousands of cycles, and is one of the first Mystery Dungeons to be discovered. There’s over thirty documented myths about it.” He leaned forward and began to whisper as if these tales were forbidden secrets. “And some of them are actually real.”



  For an instant he paused to let the idea sink in, which it did. It hit the depths of Riley’s imagination hard enough to break through to the bedrock. The wonder took root and sprouted rapidly enough that his friends could see its shadow on the Riolu’s face. A wraith of a smirk appeared on the Roselia as she sat back and watched the boys play.



  “At first the place was a battleground for Kyogre and Groudon some twenty thousand cycles ago. Groudon won, so he banished the sea from the area, leaving a blazing hot scar upon the land as a sign of his victory. This was just a theory until explorers uncovered remains of Water-types buried deep under the dungeon,” he explained. Riley thought back to the wounded land behind the Guild, the trail of destruction that had healed in the past decades but whose raw power was still obvious. Envisioning an ancient battlefield for these gods only made his eager grin spread wider. “It was his home for a while, until, you know, the battle. Reports say that Implentur laid the body to rest somewhere in The Devil’s Labyrinth, but no one has brought back proof.”



  “Really?” Riley asked him, trying and failing to hold back his giddiness.



  Pyro snickered. “So the tales say,” he answered. Such a line was a staple amongst storytellers, for it only served to reinforce the wonder, and it seemed to work on his listener. “Implentur has kept a tight grasp on the dungeon ever since the kingdom has been established. It’s not closed off or anything, but to them it’s the most valuable bit of territory next to the capitol. Which only serves to give legitimacy to the other legends about it. Some say that it was used to keep an ancient, powerful Pokémon trapped inside, one on the level of Groudon. Others say there’s a trove of treasure stored away from thieves for over a hundred cycles. And (my personal favorite of them) some even say that The Devil’s Labyrinth is the first Mystery Dungeon that someone had ever built inside of, and somewhere in the shifting canyons there’s some kind of facility.”



  The Riolu leaned back with his eyes clamped shut. His paws raised to his mouth to muffle his giddy squeals, and his feet kicked high into the air as Riley fell onto his back. “I can’t 
  
    wait!
  
  ” he giggled. His team joined his laughter with their own, less excited but somehow more palpable because of that. In that short palaver Riley had bolstered their own wonder so that it towered above their anxiety. This Mystery Dungeon would be hell, and almost certainly these mysteries would go undiscovered, but it was hard not to be swept up in his blind optimism.



  …



  A mere mile and a half from the labyrinth’s entrance, the caravan dropped the trio off at a rocky crag jutting out of dry, barren soil that could only give life to tufts of straw-like grass. The shade it provided was uncomfortably warm, and there wasn’t much of it during midday, but the sunlight was blazing hot. It was like the heat of an oven wafting out from the opened door. Riley recoiled upon impact. A line popped into his head from his brother, Luke. 
  
    God didn’t intend for us to live in the damned desert
  
  . In that instant he couldn’t agree more. But thankfully, the route to the Labyrinth was traced out in a field of rocky outcrops, of shady havens for brief moments of respite. To push forward in bursts was the only option.



  And it only got worse. As the distance grew to a mere half mile the heat had gone up by at least ten degrees, and with each outcropping they sprinted forward, it seemed only to get hotter. Rose reached into her bag and snatched the damp stone, perpetually wet and cool, then kept it clamped inside the blue petals of her floral hand. She needed it, for the temperature would rise even higher. The blazing hallway stretched out in front of them, in which there were no shadows to hide in, and the air shimmered like a mirage inside it. Merely looking at it was painful. Yet, Riley ran into the canyon, bordered by two tall red walls of stone that radiated like stovetops, without hesitation. He was panting heavily and cycling the stale desert air in and out of his lungs.



  Only he could barely notice upon entering the mighty halls of this labyrinth, for he had breached the borders. Entering a Mystery Dungeon gave a sensation like crossing dimensions as a Pokémon waded through a thin, almost tangible film of energy. It filled the three with an odd sense of unreality, of every atom in their body being flipped on their heads. Everything changed, but nothing was different. For an instant they could feel not the heat, not the blazing discomfort nor the dry throats, as their sprints slowed down into a slow jog, then a dead stop.



  “Oh my god…” the Riolu whispered. It had only been four hours- the longest four hours of his life- since he’d heard of this mythical scarred dungeon, and yet it welcomed Riley as if it had been waiting for his kind for centuries. Smooth red walls with forty feet of dry, rosey sand between them, and a single path that branched off some two hundred yards ahead.



  “I regret everything,” the Roselia groaned back. The fine points on the top of her head were beginning to soften.



  “Just two more hours,” Pyro assured her. “If you need to stop, just say so. It’d give time to admire it.”



  “You guys haven’t been here yet, right?” Riley asked them. His attention was on them, but his eyes were set on the path ahead them. Left, or right. Which would lead to the skeleton of Groudon? Which would lead to that hidden facility?



  “Not yet,” the Charmander responded. “It’s been on my list for a while now.”



  “
  
    Please
  
  ,” Rose interjected. “If we’re gonna press on, can we get on that? Before I wilt?”



  “Right. Sorry.” With a nod, the Charmander, followed immediately by the Riolu and then the sagging Roselia, pressed further.



  …



  The Devil’s Labyrinth lived up to its name. Outside of the volcanic isles, this canyon was the hottest place on the planet, with a daily average of 140 degrees during any time of the cycle. Riley found his new body had a surprisingly high tolerance for heat, enough so that the desert didn’t bother him when he snuck away to Scizor, but this was far too much. His tongue hung out of the left side of his muzzle as he took his rapid breaths. Even the Charmander was growing uncomfortable.



  So when the first slivers of shadows appeared as the day progressed, they clung to them as if their life depended on it. Even the Wildies couldn’t pull them into the sunlight for long. Their encounters were slow and patient as they baited the dungeon’s inhabitants closer, then combatted them in quick bursts. It wasn’t long until the shadow had grown sizable enough that they didn’t have to attach themselves to the wall, and soon after that there were more shadows than sunlight. By the time it was evening the temperature was actually tolerable.



  The Charmander placed his hand flat on the west wall to test, and confirm, that it had cooled off enough. “It’s safe to climb now,” he called back to the team. Quickly he scanned this portion of the cliff for stray Ariados, and merely found a stray Spinarak clinging to the far left. “I’ll only need some twenty, maybe thirty minutes to look around. Think you can hold on?”



  “And camp here?” Riley asked him.



  “What, don’t think you can sit still that long?” Pyro smirked.



  “Is that a challenge?” Riley smirked back. “Game on.” He folded his arms in mock-stubbornness and plopped down in the sand right then and there. Pyro chuckled. Rose chuckled. Riley’s smirk faded from mock-bombast into a sense of timeless joy.



  “Be back soon,” said the Charmander, and with that he was off. It never ceased to be jarring to see his speed double when he crawled on all fours. Even up a sheer wall he scaled it almost as fast as he could run. Soon the flame on the end of his tail glowed like a distant star emerging from the approaching night, and an instant later it was pulled out of view.



  And the two were again alone. The Roselia slumped over on the canyon wall, a mere arm’s length from the Riolu. She reached into her Explorer’s pouch and brought out a plump, teal Rawst berry, rivaling the size of Riley’s fist. “Oh heavens, I’ve been waiting for this all day.” Greedily she stole a bite from it and filled her dainty mouth with fruit and juices. Beads formed and spilled from the corner of her mouth, which she wiped with the limp petals of her flowers. A chuckle escaped Riley’s muzzle as he watched. “Doth you juuj me,” she spat through her food, scattering pieces of her long-awaited treat to the thirsty sands. Quickly she chewed what she had and swallowed it all in one big, risky gulp. “I’ve been on the verge of dehydration all day. Now that it’s cool, I think I’ve earned this.”



  “No argument,” Riley returned. “Just didn’t think that you’d be the one to wolf down your food outta the three of us.”



  “You try being a flower out in the desert,” she countered. “It’s exciting to be out here, but I ain’t gonna lie. That sun would kill me if I hadn’t taken measures against it.”



  “Yeah,” he agreed. If that hot period had gone on for an hour longer, he imagined he would’ve passed out from heatstroke. Briefly he wondered just how their targets, Monferno and Drilbur, had managed to last here for three days if his math was right. Digging into the side of the wall? Must’ve been it. With that he shirked it out of his mind. “Enjoy every bite.” She nodded, and proceeded to tear another mouthful off. There was still half of it left; impressive for a Rawst Berry.



  Now sure that Pyro was out of hearing range, Riley finally told her. There was no ceremony, no prelude, no preparation, and instead he opted for raw truth. “I’ve got a few of my memories back,” Riley said plainly. The Roselia stopped abruptly and looked to him for clarification, upon which he nodded. 
  
    That’s right
  
  . Hurriedly she continued chewing and with her free hand, she twirled it around twice in a gesture. 
  
    Keep going.
  



  He did just that, and in a few minutes explained the few brief moments in time he could recall. He admitted that the line he gave her on the clock tower was not his own. He told her about watching One Piece in the basement (there was a brief exchange over the mentioning of this show, and Rose mentally marked it as a talking point for a later date), and the short discussion held over favorite characters. And most importantly, he gave to her a small portion of the list of all the things he could remember. His phantom brother had been fully realized, and additionally he had a whole phantom family back in his own world.



  “Or at least, I did,” he added. “Nothing I remember seems all that recent. In that last memory I was about nine, and I know I’m older than that. All the little details are from that age or younger, so I’m betting things are out of date by at least a few cycles.”



  There was little else to comment on in his brief memories. The only thing that struck Rose was the owner of the quote, and it wasn’t big enough to confront him over. Instead, she took a smaller bite of her Rawst berry and said through that, “Well, it’s good at least that you’ve got some of your memories. I was afraid that your seal was tight.” Riley raised his solemn eyes and gave her a curious stare, and almost immediately Rose saw her error.



  “Right. My bad.” She coughed thrice and took a deep breath. The air was still dry but pleasantly cool. “I’ll try and keep this short, but, from what I read, humans always wake up with memory loss to some degree. That part varies. You had amnesia; a complete brain scrubbing. I had a few memories here and there. You with me?” Riley nodded obediently. “Great. So regardless of who you are, when you wake up here, your memories are sealed up. In all the reported human cases, there are two kinds of seals: tight, and loose. Loose seals will let memories trickle in, or pour in, or come in bursts. Eventually they hold virtually nothing. Tight seals are, of course, tight. Nothing gets through. Having a tight seal 
  
    and
  
   complete amnesia is exceedingly rare, but, I hadn’t ruled it out until just now.”



  Riley nodded thoughtfully, considering the information about metaphorical seals, but it also made him uneasy for one simple reason. “So where did you find all this out?”



  The Roselia flicked her gaze up to the cliff tops. The sphere of light from the scouting Charmander’s flame was nowhere to be seen. She took a deep breath, leaned in, and whispered, “There’s some documents back at the Guild. If you catch Gallade alone- and I mean, 
  
    alone
  
  - you can ask him to give you a journal. It has a list of all the cases of captured humans over the centuries. Just, don’t ask me why. There’s a 
  
    long
  
   history behind it, and I’ve done enough info-dumping for today. I’m tired.”



  “Got it.” Though he agreed to silence his curiosity, this journal got his mind running. 
  
    How many other humans have there been? What happened to them? How did the author track all of them down?
  
   But this was to be a topic for another day. Riley laid down on the sand with his paws behind his head and his eyes on the desert sky. His place in the world would have to wait. Now his duty was here in The Devil’s Labyrinth, and he was determined to enjoy this.



  “Congratulations though,” Rose said, returning to her casual demeanor with a single small bite of her Rawst berry. “It’s not much, but you’ve got 
  
    some
  
   of your memories back. That’s great in itself.”



  “Thanks.” His reply was as simple as what he managed to recall, but in truth it was a relief to tell his only partner-in-crime about his phantom family. In a month’s time Riley might be able to confide in her his own woes once he pulled them out of the void.



  But now, the passing of tales was over. The weight on his shoulders had finally been shrugged off. Palaver was over. Now the two were placed back in the depths of a Mystery Dungeon amongst red walls and rosey sand. At the edge of their vision was a pair of Cacturne lurking in the distance, and the Spinarak that Pyro spotted remained in the same spot as it previously was. From further within there was the lone call of a Noctowl. And even further inside, silently beckoning them, was the remains of the titan Groudon- was the hidden facility built inside. Even closer, perhaps only a few miles away, were the criminals Drilbur and Monferno.



  “So,” said the Riolu, still laying on his back. “This ain’t your first time bounty hunting, right?” Rose answered with a muffled 
  
    mhmm
  
  . The Riolu paused briefly and considered his words carefully, until he decided he couldn’t think of anything intellectual and just phrased it bluntly. “How does it normally go down?”



  “Oh.” Rose swallowed, considered, and then gave him a shrug and a megre “Depends.” Riley raised his head and shot her a glare, to which she smirked faintly. “Honestly, it does. Pokémon have a lot of different moves, different styles, different items… They’re a lot less predictable than your typical Wildies. It’s more like hunting than fighting.”



  Unsatisfied, he pushed. “Okay. Then how would you go about taking these two down?”



  Now she sincerely considered. She furrowed a brow Riley did not know she had, and her black eyes squinted until they looked like beans. After a moment she clicked her tongue, and just like that her face lightened up a smidge. “In this environment, Drilbur is bound to be more maneuverable than Monferno. He can dig. About six feet down the sand gets a bit more packed, more easy to dig through. So he’d lose us easily. We can’t leave him alone for more than a few seconds. Understand?”



  “Yeah.” Riley propped himself up on his elbows and listened in fascination.



  “Good, ‘cause so do they. 
  
    We
  
   need to arrest them, which demands confrontation. They need only to escape. Don’t go in expecting them to fight. If we’re gonna be bounty hunting, 
  
    that
  
   is the 
  
    most
  
   important thing I can beat into you: we’re not here to fight, we’re here to hunt. Even if they start out combating us, that changes faster than you’d think,” she explained.



  “What else?” he asked. The wonder was back in his eyes.



  “What else…” she muttered. “Well, there’s some advice I picked up from Kirlia. He and his team do a lot of bounty hunting, so like it or not, he knows what he’s talking about.”



  Riley raised a brow. “You sat down and talked with him?”



  “Well…” After a moment’s thought, she shrugged. “Yeah, a while back. Only a month after I got into the Guild. I don’t like the guy, but I begrudgingly respect him… Anyways, I picked up two good lessons that day. The first: 
  
    always
  
   keep track of all of your opponents. Don’t let any of them slip your mind, or they will be your downfall.” She paused for a moment, and her listener nodded energetically. “And second: maneuverability is the key to this line of work. Being able to cut them off is paramount. Nothing is more demoralizing than watching a faster Pokémon run away from you, and you aren’t able to catch up fast enough.”



  “Oh!” Suddenly he snapped up to an upright sit as he became aware. “So it’s like back in the battlefield with Scizor. ‘Cept now my job is switched.”



  “With the Dragonite, you mean? Yeah, I guess it is. If it helps you think about how to do it.”



  The Fighting-type pounded a fist into the pad of his paw. “It helps alright,” he grinned. “I think I know just how they’ll be thinkin’.”



  Rose was about to inquire further, but her attention was drawn elsewhere. Above them she heard a whispering 
  
    hissss
  
  , and Riley too twitched his ears to hone in on it. Scuttling towards them was their Charmander returning from his scouting mission, gently calling for their attention. “Quiet down,” he silently ordered.



  “Why?” Riley asked in his usual speaking volume. Again he was hypnotized by the jarring speed at which he crawled. Much later it would strike him that this rapid wall-scaling reminded him of the horror movies he secretly watched.



  “Sound carries better than you’d think,” Pyro said. “They’re only three miles north-northeast of here, camped out for the night.”



  “Th-” He could feel himself about to yell, so he bit his tongue and began again in a harsh whisper. “Three miles?! That’s nothing! We could close that in less than an hour at a walk.”



  “We could,” Rose agreed, “but I’m not sure if I have another three miles in me just yet. There’s some Wildies around here that aren’t active until night, too, so we’d just make a racket.”



  “So, we’re gonna wait for the sun to come up before we pursue them?” Riley asked accusingly.



  “No,” Pyro said. He looked to Rose for conformation, and she nodded in agreement. “If we take this like we usually do, we’ll take a short rest and head out an hour or two before dawn. Sleep in shifts. All that stuff.”



  “
  
    Fine
  
  ,” Riley sighed. “I guess I can wait a little longer.”



  “Good.” The Fire-type had brandished the storyteller’s smile again. “‘Cause I’ve got some news for you guys.”


  



28. The Exiles’ Resolve: Part 2


    
    By the time Drilbur was awake, the first silvery light of dawn was emerging in the east. Stars were fading away above his head. Soon, the day star would take the throne again and begin his tyrannical oppression against the subjects of his cursed kingdom. But thankfully, there was at least a couple hours until it was soon enough. Now was the blessed period where the cool night air would run through these canyons like rivers.

He looked up to his partner, and Monferno was already awake. The campfire was buried in sand, and now she was smoothing and naturalizing it with the flat of her foot. Had he not fallen asleep next to it Drilbur would have mistaken it for any of the other odd mounds.

“Stop,” he said, quietly but firmly. “You need to relax. Let me do it.”

“No.” She didn’t even pause to look at him.

“Don’t be so stubborn,” he growled, rising to his feet. “You won’t get any better if you keep moving around.”

Monferno glared at him and brandished her left arm, waving it in his direction, showing off her makeshift splint. An ashy piece of desert driftwood rested against it, snugly tied to her wrist and her forearm. Aside from some unsullied bandaging around her elbow it appeared to be fine. They both knew it wasn’t.

“ This  isn’t going away anytime soon,” she barked. “It’s not a sore muscle. Taking a few hours means a few hours I wasted.”

“If you want to get better-”

“Getting better comes second. First, we need to escape this dungeon. And if that means I won’t be able to use it, so be it.” Her harsh brown eyes glared at the Ground type, who returned her an equally harsh but still caring stare.

“I don’t like this side of you,” he stated, pointing an accusing claw at her. “It’s impossible to deal with you. You want to get out of here? Listen to this: you’re not my commander, you’re my  comrade . Let me help you for Arceus’s blessing.”

She paused abruptly, for in truth, a kernel of herself agreed with him. A kernel of herself found that she was too controlling at times, too restrictive to grant her friend some breathing room.  If you had let him help, maybe you wouldn’t have busted your arm  , it said.  If I had, maybe he would’ve busted his instead , the rest of her countered. But the kernel had a point. Especially now that she wasn’t at perfect working capacity, allowing him to throw in a claw here and there couldn’t hurt. Slowing herself down wasn’t an option, but, she could bring herself to kick him until the guy catches up to her pace.

“You think you can keep up?” she asked him.

“Ferni.” He smiled with the confidence and charisma that Hodrick never had. She could almost hear it speak to her.  C’mon toots, what do you take me for?  “I’ve been right behind you for as long as I can remember. I  think  I can pick myself up to match you.”

She nodded, smirking, to her partner. Not her lord, her partner. “Alright then. I’m pretty much done here, so…” Monferno turned to face the east. “Go scout ahead a little bit. I can take care of the rest of the camp.”

“On it.” And with a pleased smile, Drilbur dove into the sand. A couple seconds of scratching later, he was gone. Only a drooping mound marked his path, which Monferno kicked and smoothed away.

As she looked around for blotches left in the sand, where she would need to brush it into a more natural-looking painting, she froze on the spot. Drilbur had left behind his ‘pillow.’ In truth, it was their little knapsack which was at one point filled to the brim with dried food and water and tools, and a small bundle of spices. That morning there was only a half-canteen of water (bound to be a quarter when he returns), two dried sausages, and a pinch of rosemary. Most of the spices had been used with the wild bug meat. At one time this pack had been sturdy Knight-grade burlap big enough to fit an adult Jigglypuff. After many fires, and many strips needed for kindling, it was just a loose sack which Drilbur had to actively hold together at all times.

She bent over to pick it up, but stopped abruptly halfway down. This too, she realized, was part of letting go. The knapsack wasn’t hers to worry about. It was Drilbur’s to hold, it was Drilbur’s to comfort, and it was Drilbur’s to gradually destroy. In truth the little lordling needed it, even if he was giving up his status. Yet, she could sense her own skepticism. There was another reason, quite simply, and it was that letter. That letter which belongs in the hands of the desert king. That was her duty above all else.

For the past eleven cycles she had been teaching and protecting Hodrick. His manor in Rochester Ravine fell into poverty after his grandfather, Knight Horace, fled with Garchomp and some others to begin that damned Guild. After thirty cycles of fighting against economics and a sullied reputation, Hodrick and his family were forced to beg for asylum for the Duke of the area. That was when Monferno first met him; with his head to the floor and tears in his eyes, pleading with the old Samurott Duke Levaunt for housing. That was when Monferno was assigned to the sniveling creature as a retainer.

Drilbur would claim Hodrick to be dead, but that wasn’t quite true. He still held onto the one piece of his old life as a pillow. There was still noble blood in him yet. Soon it would filter out, and there would be nothing but the hardened Knight for her own country. Soon wasn’t soon enough. All she could really do was hope that it would be good enough, soon enough.

Suddenly she froze again. She knew what she would see before even raising her head, and was greeted by the glare of two ocean blue eyes that lit up like twin Dragon Rages. A Charmander, one hundred yards away, with a leather satchel hung around him. Even at this distance Monferno could make out the Guild’s sigil. Quickly she darted her eyes about, through the canyon, to the top of the canyon, to carefully inspect her visitor. No one immediately around her. Nothing lurking above. Nothing aside from basic Explorer supplies in his bag and his hands.

Monferno knew one thing for sure, and it was only strengthened by the fact that this Charmander wasn’t moving closer. He intended to trap them in here. And that (plus the fact that he wasn’t evolved) meant he wasn’t alone. Any second now Drilbur would run into the other parts of his team. Without that letter, Drilbur can’t run. She had trapped herself.

…

It all happened before Drilbur even knew it had happened. He remembered breaching his nose to the surface, smelling a peculiar flower, and then raising his head out to investigate, and there they were. A stern-looking Roselia and a grinning Riolu awaited him. Just as he was gawking at the Guild’s sigil branded on their bags, the Roselia had placed her red flower over her mouth, and from it came a sound like shrieking piccolo. A second later, the Riolu was walking forward, one fist cradled in an open palm. The Roselia spoke up first, cold and stern. “You’re under arr- hey!”

Panic had seeped in before Drilbur knew what he was doing. The next thing he knew he was swimming through the sand as hard as he could. Ribbons of dust were tossed up behind him at his pursuers in an unending trail of Sand Attacks. Still their footprints were not far behind him. Out of the corner of his eye Drilbur could see the blue fur of the Riolu in the shadows of the early morning.

 Get back to Monferno  . That was the one thought, frantic and gasping, that whirled around the mole’s head.  Get back to Monferno. Get back to Monferno  . Repetition mechanized Drilbur to ignore his fears and put all his efforts into mobility. He dug faster and faster, and his pursuers applied pressure in response. The Riolu would zip in with a Quick Attack and attempt to tackle him, or the Roselia would form and hurl a Shadow Ball, and Drilbur would burrow beneath the sand to avoid them. Seconds later he would breach the surface again, and the distance between them shrunk. It was only a matter of time, and all he could hope for was for him to make it back before then.  Get back to Monferno. Get back to Monferno. Get back to Monferno. Get back to Monferno. 

Then that endless cycle of thoughts was reached by another equally endless cycle. Orange light from a small flame cast softly on the walls ahead, through which the shadow of his companion could be seen. Drilbur was almost overwhelmed with joy, but that was quickly snuffed out when he saw her shadow was accompanied by another. Her own pursuer, of course. And now that he knew that, Drilbur knew exactly what had to be done.

Yet again he buried his nose in the sand and dove beneath the surface. The Roselia formed a Shadow Ball in her left hand, blobs of darkness collecting and compounding with the shifting sound of wind through a dry forest, and held it behind her patiently. At the very instant a mound of sand began to rise, she would hurl it directly in front of it and corner their target. And yet, there was no mound. The seconds crawled by with no sign of him resurfacing. Just as her fears began to surface, she too saw the glow of the flame just around the bend in the canyon. Fear grew into an adrenaline-fueled rage when she put the pieces together. The mole saw his comrade as an opportunity to ditch them, and thanks to the chaos she would make, he could escape unharmed.

And then Monferno arrived at a full sprint from around the bend in the canyon. Behind her dark eyes was an abyssal flame of fure and desperation. Combined with her ludicrous speed, making her appear to glide over the carpet of sand, the image reminded the Roselia of a revenant. Even the ashy piece of wood that was her splint was held out to her side like a weapon.

A ball of fire grew inside her mouth. She leapt forward and curled up into a ball, spinning, and as she did so the fire grew to consume her in a Flame Wheel. The space between them closed quickly. Next to her the Riolu burst towards the burning disk with a Quick Attack, arms braced ahead of him, and collided with her. It spun and ground against his paws, but his heels were anchored in place. With a frustrated grunt the disk exploded out into a thousand tiny embers, forcing the Riolu’s eyes shut. Out of the shroud of flames Monferno planted her feet firmly on the ground and bashed the side of the Riolu’s head with the ashy splint. The Fighting-type cried out and clutched the point of impact as he staggered backwards.

And then came the Charmander, he too in a full sprint. Blue flames of a Dragon Rage billowed from the corner of his mouth. He arched his neck back and opened his maw, but as he was launching it, his foot was snagged. The Dragon Rage shot far left and splashed onto the cliffs. The Charmander looked down, shocked, to see the Drilbur’s claws with a firm hold around his ankle. With a sudden yank he was pulled down to his waist. Consumed with panic, he prepared another of his blue flames and hocked it beneath him, where a tunnel was gradually revealing itself. Drilbur’s claws retracted, and seconds later he popped back up next to his partner, and there was but a moment of peace.

…

No one dared to move. The fugitives were surrounded on one side by an angry Charmander who just pulled himself back into the dirt, and on the other by an even angrier Riolu and a wary Roselia. And the hunters had their prey, one snarling Monferno and one panting Drilbur, pinned between them. If any of the five were to twitch, their stalemate would be disrupted. Here, the Roselia observed, they were granted an opportunity for diplomacy.

“I didn’t get to finish earlier, when you ran,” said Rose, somewhat accusingly. “Guild law states that, if possible, the suspects are to be given the option to surrender without a fight. One of you is already injured. You’d do well to consider it.”

“Don’t insult us,” Monferno growled. “We’ve come too far to stop here.”

“It isn’t an insult, it’s a call for reason,” Pyro told her. “Even if you do win, you might end up with another broken arm. Or leg. Do you think you could make it out of here with that much weighing you down?” At that, Drilbur hesitated. His gaze flicked to the dirt as he momentarily considered. He did not speak for he did not know what he would say. Yet, his partner was anything but silent.

“Your ‘reason’ is little more than spit in our face,” she sneered. “At our resolve and at our pride. If you think you’ve the upper hand from your little ambush, you’d best leave right now, or you’ll be heading home limp over your friend’s shoulders.” Savage, stubborn words of one who cannot cut their losses, of one who will not amputate a poisoned finger to save the hand.

“Well you’re not wrong. You  have  gone too far.” He pulled his paw away from the side of his head and showed them the scarlet smear. Briefly his eyes met with his team in silent communication. It was clear to all of them that diplomacy would fail, solely because Monferno was the most dangerous kind of stubborn. Her cause took priority not only over her own safety, but the safety of her companion as well. Drilbur’s decision would not matter. When his team gave him wordless approval, Riley pressed on with a humorless grin.

“After a hit like that, I can’t let you go anyways. You’ve made me bleed. As far as I’m concerned that’s a personal challenge. I don’t know much about that resolve of yours, but here’s what I think.” The Riolu twitched his nose, snorted, and then spat into the thirty desert between him and the Monferno. It was everything short of barking  fuck your resolve , and it worked. Just as he’d hoped Monferno brandished a predatory snarl. The role of agitator had been taken on tactfully, but Riley would be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy it. “Just put ‘em up. I don’t care what brought you here. You’ve-”

…

Drilbur bolted forward, interrupting Riley’s thuggish speech with a roar as fierce as the kid could manage. He locked eyes with the Riolu, who was frozen in surprise (wasn’t he supposed to be meek?) long enough for the mole to close the distance. When he snapped back and shook the thought loose, he backstepped as Drilbur’s claws swiped up at his face. The Roselia pointed her red flower at his back and prepared a Shadow Ball, but out of the corner of her eye the flames drew nearer. She backed up and whirled around as the monkey pounced for the Grass-type. The Shadow Ball congealed around her chest. It did not stop her, and her knee met with her opponent’s chin and forced her off her feet.

As soon as Monferno touched the ground she was knocked back as the Riolu tackled her to the sand. Two swift punches crashed into her jaw, but the third was intercepted as she raised her hand to snatch her wrist. She snarled, and fire plumed out of her mouth as she coated herself in a Flame Wheel. The Riolu jumped off her, yet he wasn’t quick enough. He braced his arms as the fiery disk collided with him, grinding and burning against his fur. It spun faster this time, and after mere seconds he was off his heels and laying on his back.

Drilbur lunged for the fallen Roselia, but an orb of blue flame walled him off. He whirled around just as the Charmander was upon them. Flames spilled from the corners of his mouth as he built up a Fire Fang. Drilbur raised his claws and swiped at him, but the Charmander weaved out of the way before sinking his jaws into the mole’s shoulder. He screamed out, and in a moment of panic he raked at the Charmander’s face with his claws. Some of the scales were pulled off and thin cuts formed on his face, and so the Charmander pulled back.

The mole began to follow it up, until he was suddenly snatched by thorny tendrils that grasped him by the waists and the arms. He could feel his strength being sapped away by the Giga Drain. His efforts to cut them, however, were fruitless. With a snarl, he managed to put his claws together in front of him and dove into the dirt. A surprised Roselia was yanked off her feet and dragged across the sand. The grip of her Giga Drain might have been firm around the Drilbur, but his hold on the tendrils matched it. She was nearly pulled into the mound of sand until the Charmander ran in on all fours and took the tendrils in his jaws. His teeth coated in fire, he snapped them in two, and a gasping Roselia offered her thanks.

Now that the surprise was gone, the two Fighting-types were in something akin to a duel. They danced around one another in a series of lunges and sweeps as punches flew in from either side. Most missed narrowly, and the ones that hit were either shrugged off or mere grazes. Attacks like those aren’t the goal they were striving for. The goal was to predict and punish; something enforced in Riley in the proper duel two days prior.

Dodging a glancing blow, the Riolu’s tail was sheathed in a coat of metal, and he whirled around to bash the Iron Tail into her. Monferno ducked under it, just letting it brush the tuft of hair on her head, and then swung with the ashy piece of wood. Riley jumped over it and flipped around to bring the Iron Tail down upon her. With a shocked gasp, she fell onto her back and raised her feet up and caught the tail with an audible grunt. Her knees were forced down to her chest, but they went no further. In the air the Riolu had nothing to push off of. Monferno roared, and with all her might she kicked against the Iron Tail. He soared into the cliff side and splayed out against the red stone.

When Riley opened his eyes again, Monferno was closing the distance. Her right fist was coated in a ball of flame, and her injured left hovered above the sand. Before he could stand up she was upon him, fist raised. Riley dodged to his left to go under the Fire Punch, but the left arm moved first, throwing a streak of sand into his eyes. Startled, his clean dash turned into a stumble, and Monferno landed a punch on his chin. The Riolu twirled around in the air before again splaying out on the ground, limp.

Drilbur surfaced again between the Roselia and the Charmander, immediately slashing at the Fire-type with his claws. By instinct alone the Charmander jumped back, just letting the tips of the mole’s claws rake at his underbelly, and began to form blue flames in the back of his throat. He spat it out. Drilbur dodged under it, but a Shadow Ball hit him in the back, and the mole went into a stumbling sprint away from them. He clumsily ran to the cliff wall and sunk his claws into the red stone. They glistened and quivered, and the face of the cliff shook. Rock Slide. Boulders broke off and rained down. A frightened Pyro dove onto all fours and scampered away from the stone hail, and the Roselia followed as fast as she could. One of them, over three times her height, landed a mere foot to her left, partially burying itself lopsided. It fell over just as she ran by. Rose turned her head to face the mole only to see him burrow in the sand once again. Earlier she had convinced herself that letting him do that was one of the losing conditions, but the ferocity he displayed convinced her that he’d be back soon.

Being on the defensive wasn’t Riley’s style. Playing passively in a fast and frantic fight was more infuriating than challenging. Every time he opened his eyes, they stung. It didn’t necessarily  hurt , but it got an involuntary reaction out of him. Like a static shock, or the prick of a needle, his body overreacted to a minor inconvenience. The actual difficulty came from clumsily dashing into the cliffside and getting hit by brutal attacks he couldn’t see coming. Because he stayed mobile and defensive he was able to avoid those finishing blows by pure luck, but Riley had at least a couple dozen cuts and wounds. His senses weren’t sharp enough to make up for his eyes.

His senses may not have been honed, but as his eyes stayed shut, Riley began to… see, in a way. In his mind he could see brief colorless glimpses at his immediate environment. He was between two boulders, both just barely larger than he was. His team was roughly thirty feet behind him, and Monferno was just ahead of him. Riley froze in shock when he got this, studying the image in confusion, before the thought was knocked from his head with a flaming punch to his snout. And then, seconds later as he was recovering, he received another image. His team was carefully looking at the ground, lost in their own fight, and not far away from them he could see the outline of Drilbur. Neither of those caught his attention, however, for he immediately noticed the colorless image of Monferno leaping up in the air with the ashy piece of wood raised above her head. Riley jumped back, grazing an arm against another of the fallen boulders, and as he thought, there it was: the soft  thud  of her improvised club slamming into the desert ground.  Aura  , Riley thought, remembering that was something Riolu could do. Grinning, he continued in his mind.  This is sweet. I should’ve tried this weeks ago .

And with his eyes still shut, he began to throw punches of his own. His aura only gave him a glimpse every few seconds, so he had to make up for it with a lot of guessing and a lot of misses. His whole world was lagging. But a few times, his fist struck the bristly fur of his opponent. That moment right there, complimented with a frozen image of Monferno’s puzzled face, was the most satisfying thing he’d done on any of his excursions.

This time when Drilbur emerged, it was directly beneath the Roselia, opening a hole in the ground and dragging her into it. She shrieked. So did Drilbur. His paw pad was pricked by a single thorn, dormant in her skin, that injected a mere few drops of her potent venom into the mole’s blood. Already his arm felt the creep of an icy flame, and soon it would overwhelm him. He glared at the nymph who did this. She glared back with a sort of cold pleasure on her lips, simultaneously annoyed and angry and pleased. Though she may have been silent as she clung to the loose end of the tunnel, her eyes spoke volumes. And so did the dripping venom from between her petals. Drilbur recognized the move almost instantly; Venoshock. In fear, he threw up a torrent of sand at her, momentarily blinding Rose, and then began to burrow away again.

The Charmander forcefully grasped her arm and yanked her back up, whilst simultaneously pushing himself in after. He poked his head down the tunnel Drilbur escaped through and spat a small Flame Burst that cast orange light as it darted after him. It hit Drilbur in the thigh. He stifled a scream and paused momentarily, but through sheer will he dug as fast and as deep as he could. The salamander debated following after him, but he was smarter than that to pursue where he had no control. Instead he surfaced again and began to wait, anticipation burning in his eyes.

With the recent discovery of a new ability, Riley had been overcome with a sense of euphoria. It roused something within him to fight with rabid tenacity, zipping around with Quick Attacks and throwing Iron Tails and Force Palms at her. In response Monferno matched the pace of his sporadic dance. She weaved through his attacks just as he weaved through hers. They remained close enough to feel the other’s frantic breathing through their fur. A Fire Punch glanced off Riley’s chin. He pivoted around and swung his Iron Tail to her left. She blocked it with the ashy piece of wood, hissing with pain as the impact went into her injured arm.

But this refound zeal wasn’t enough to tip the scales. As fun as it was, having to rely on an unpolished ability was a severe hindrance. After dashing backwards, his right arm swelled with aura, and a second later he aimed his palm at the desert sand. The astral flower bloomed, and a cloud of sand and dust burst outwards. It consumed the Riolu, the Monferno, and the boulders shook loose by the Rock Slide. It consumed the Roselia and the Charmander. A small current of it traveled down Drilbur’s tunnel and assaulted him with a hundred grains, serving only to distract him momentarily. For those on the surface, it was a sandstorm with the ferocity of a wild Hippowdon, yet the lifespan of a Butterfree. A fierce gale battered Monferno with a thousand microscopic razors, forcing her good arm to cover her face. When it reached his teammates all the power behind it was gone, and it may as well have been a handful of sand. A second and a half later there was only a thin haze of dust, and the Riolu emerged from the epicenter of his sandstorm with his eyes open again.

Immediately he leapt forward with yet another Quick Attack, flipping in the air and swinging an Iron Tail down at her. Monferno narrowly dodged and punished him by clubbing him in the head with the ashy piece of wood, using all the force she could muster. Riley staggered back and dropped to one knee in a daze. Baring her teeth, Monferno raised her improvised weapon above her head and brought it down like an axe. Riley dove out of the way and to one of the loose boulders, then sprang back with a fist cocked back. He slugged her in the jaw, sending her stumbling back, and continued speeding right past her. When he met with the cliff wall, he pushed off it with another Quick Attack and swept at her feet with an Iron Tail. She adapted quickly and caught herself with her good hand, shifting her momentum so that her foot slammed down on the Riolu’s back, pinning him. Again Monferno raised the improvised weapon and brought it down, now making contact with Riley’s shoulder blades. He tried to resist, but he couldn’t, and he howled with pain.

Rose stood on edge with her back to Pyro, both of whom were carefully searching the ground for any sign of movement beneath. Sagging sand, bulging mounds, muffled digging… Their senses were piqued, but it didn’t help that they had to frequently glance over to the two Fighting-types to measure how their battle was going. Poison oozed from her petals in thick drops. If that mole showed himself again, her queued Venoshock would have something to say about that, and likely so would Pyro. Now all they had to do was wait for him to surface, and then prevent him from diving again. Simple in theory, yet bound to be chaotic in execution.

But the plan was lost when her eyes returned to the Riolu to see him struggling to get to his knees, and the Monferno sprinting towards them. Immediately she had but one thought:  You had  one  job. One. Job.  It only lasted for an instant, like the spark of a match, before being snuffed out in a storm of panic. The abyssal flame within the monkey’s eyes were set directly at her, and her right hand was sheathed in fire just for her.

Rose nudged the Charmander’s back. “She’s coming. Get ready.” He  was  ready. Pyro whirled around without a second’s hesitation and pushed his partner out of the way. Monferno pounced at him and threw her Fire Punch into the side of his face. He barely even budged. With his teeth brandished, the Charmander raked his claws across her face in two fierce slashes. She stumbled back. Another Dragon Rage began compiling in his throat, but he choked on it as the ground beneath him opened up. Drilbur had a firm grasp of his ankle and pulled with all his strength. Pyro kicked at his snout and his face, but the mole did not stop until he was buried up to his waist, and made sure he stayed there. When Pyro looked back up, there was Monferno, jumping in at full speed and driving her knee into his chin. Spittle sprayed from his mouth, and he fell back into the sands in a daze. His blazing blue eyes were now glazed over.

She turned her attention to a grimacing Roselia whose blue rose aimed directly at her. On instinct alone she dove out of the way as a shimmering cloud of Stun Spores blossomed out before her. Growling, she sheathed her fist in flame, only for it to be snatched in the thorny tendrils of a Giga Drain. Her strength was rapidly being sapped away, her clenched fist growing slack. But every ounce of strength taken was replaced by sheer will. Her reserve was nearly gone. With the last of it, she pulled back on the vines, lifting the Roselia off her feet, and then Monferno bashed her forehead into the Grass-type’s. The Giga Drain released its grasp, and its user fell weakly into the dirt.

“D…” Monferno wheezed for air. “Drilbur!” she shouted. Over her shoulder she could see the Riolu was up to his knees and glaring up at her.  Ten seconds  , she reconned.  Better make this quick .

Just to her left the mole emerged. His face was alight with pride and frenzy. That was good. “What is it?” Drilbur asked. Monferno raised her left fist above him and finally let it slacken. The burlap sack she carried fell, and Drilbur narrowly caught it by the tail end. He looked at it curiously, and then, he knew. A feeling of betrayal consumed his face as he looked back up to her. “You can’t be…”

“Get outta here,” she demanded, speaking quickly.

“But, we’re doing-”

“Time is a factor. Start moving,” she barked.

“Oh no you don’t.” It was the Riolu, hissing through his teeth and sprinting towards them. “I was just starting to get into this. Ain’t no way I’m letting you bail now!”

“Tch.” Monferno pivoted and crouched, but so had the Riolu. His Iron Tail clubbed her right shoulder. She grunted, suppressing her pain, and crumpled further to the ground. Behind her Drilbur leapt out of his hole like a Milotic out of the water. His claws unleashed a flurry of slashes. Fury Swipes. The first two hit the arms he raised to block and the third just barely grazed him. After that the Riolu backed up and batted him away with a kick. When he turned back to his desired opponent, she was on her feet and slammed another Fire Punch into his jaw. He staggered backwards.

“I’ve already told you,” Drilbur growled. He stood up once again, this time directing his attention to the Charmander. The glaze was gone, melted away by the twin dragon rages that burned in his eyes. As his foot stamped on the ground, having dug himself free once again, he was seething. Serpents of smoke slithered from his nostrils.

“This isn’t the time to-”  debate this , Monferno was about to finish, but Drilbur already knew that. Unfortunately he wasn’t on her side, and Drilbur was running the short distance to continue the fight. His claws scraped against the ground and tossed a streak of sand at the Charmander’s face. The salamander charged right through it. Sand hit his eyes, but he didn’t falter. They remained open, even as his jaws, wreathed in fire, bit down into the mole’s neck, piercing the skin and cauterizing the wounds they formed. And it was right then when Monferno knew what she had to do.

With a sigh, her right hand reached for her left shoulder where a strip of cloth kept the ashy piece of wood bound to her. She undid it, and both the cloth and the wood fell to the desert floor. For a moment there was a twinge of pain, but nothing compared to what she’d done to it herself. Had she really believed that her arm could be salvaged when she insisted on using it so? No, she supposed she hadn’t. Her left hand, stiff and weak but fueled solely by her resolve, gripped the ashy piece of wood properly. The battle was seconds away from being over.

Behind her the Riolu was back up, but he wasn’t swinging. Adrenaline was still coursing through his veins, and his posture told that he was one twitch away from entering combat once again, but his eyes were alight with piqued curiosity. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked. It struck Monferno as a silly thing to ask in the middle of a brawl, and it honestly was. In response, she merely clicked her tongue, and then swung the piece of wood high in both hands. As she predicted, the Riolu ducked, and then she followed it up with a swift sweep with her leg. She took out his ankle, and he collapsed to the ground.

Monferno pivoted around to her partner, and she was running before she could even make out what she was seeing. The Charmander’s jaws were sinking deeper into the mole. Splotches of red formed around his maw. Drilbur, between stifled grunts and silent, breathy cries, slashed at wherever he could on his attacker. His face, his neck, his back, his stomach. Some of them drew faint bits of blood. None of them stopped the Charmander’s jaws. For a moment, Monferno was appalled. The next, she hurled the stick. It spun and spun in the air, and by the time the Charmander saw it, it had already hit him square in the forehead. His jaws let go. Drilbur pushed free. Pyro splayed out on the ground with a fresh wound feeding the thirsty sands.

The mole looked up to thank her, but she hadn’t stopped running. Her right hand clutched Drilbur’s ankle and pulled him along. A second later she was almost cradling him. So many things were running through his head, from anger to excitement to determination, that it made his mind even more clustered.

“What are y-”

In mid-stride Monferno abruptly crouched down, only to spring high into the air as high as she could. She lifted her companion above her head. He struggled against her, but her grip was too firm. With one sharp inhale, she screamed, “Run already!” She catapulted Drilbur even higher, using every ounce of strength left in her, along with much of the strength she would have in the future. Something snapped in her left arm. She couldn’t feel it. All the gas in her tank was used up. Her form broke, and Monferno face planted in the sand. She couldn’t see Drilbur turn his head and reach for her uselessly as he soared higher and higher. She could barely hear his shout trail after him through her clouded mind,  Ferniiiiiii! The battle was over.

…

Four minutes passed. Monferno had been set against the red cliff wall, where she sat with her head laid back and her limbs limp beside her. Rose, who stood guard at a distance ahead of her, had immobilized her with a Stun Spore, and close by, Pyro had a hand pressed firmly against his forehead to suppress his own wound and the headache that came as a result. No one said a word. The Guildmembers’ bitter grimaces and the fugitive’s exhausted yet pleased grin said it all.

Metallic screeching cut through the morning silence. Above them the Riolu, against a sky colored with strokes of dawn, slowed his descent with an Iron Thorn stabbed into the stone. It snapped a fifth of the way down, and Riley landed with a heavy thud.

“No luck,” He said the instant he landed through tightly shut teeth. “Couldn’t find the bastard anywhere. Wherever he went, he covered his tracks well.”

“Oh lord,” Rose whimpered, her mouth hidden in her blue flower. “We need… we need to get word up to the north somehow, as soon as possible. Someone’s gotta intercept him.” For an instant her gaze flicked to the ground as she made some split-second calculations. “We can make it to the nearest town by nightfall if we run most of the way. We should have enough for a prime Express Pokémon to take us.”

“If we brought more supplies, we could probably pursue him,” muttered Pyro. It was the only insight he could extract from his aching skull. Everything else was just echoing doubt and frustration.

“We’ll depart in fifteen,” Rose stated, assuming charge of this crumbling operation. “Rest up. Eat. Drink. There’s a rough day ahead of us, and I want to get out of here before this place heats up again.” She got no response from either of her teammates, and their prisoner was on the verge of passing out from exhaustion and pain. Spirits were low. Even her own, despite taking back the role of leader. It was doubtful that this short break would be enough to bolster morale, but it would have to be, lest they return home failures.

She was nearly about to sit down until she saw Riley stop abruptly in front of Monferno. His face was alight with hatred, and his fists were clenched and surging with aura. He glared into Monferno’s half-open eyes. “What gives you the right?” he hissed through his teeth. “You can’t just end it like that. What gives you the right?!”

The fugitive stared up in a haze of confusion, some brought on by her exhaustion, some genuine befuddlement. “Wha…?”

“It was a fair fight!” Riley barked. “It was a fair fight, and you threw it away right at the end. What happened to that pride you were talking about earlier?!”

Mouth half-open, Monferno sluggishly turned to the Roselia. The small Grass-type watched on in a sort of studious curiosity as she internally debated whether to step in. “What’s he going on about?” asked Monferno.

Rose hesitated for a moment, then decided to speak up. “Forget it, Riley. Screaming at her won’t fix anything. You’re wasting your breath.”

He didn’t walk away, but he did keep himself from screaming any further. Teeth clicked together as the Riolu bit down on nothing in particular. “And to think I began to respect you,” he mumbled, and then kicked at the sand.

“Wait.” Monferno had heard this kind of talk before, and remembering it cleared the haze in her mind. Prioritizing honor in a fight, as if every match was a duel instead of a desperate struggle for victory, was the outlook she had seen countless times in the raw faces of fresh, often young warriors. The Riolu fit that almost perfectly, so delusional that he sees an arena spring up around him each time he picks a fight. And the fact that she was defeated by someone so raw made her furious enough for her tail to blaze. “Just what the hell do you think this is?”

“I was just about to ask the same thing.” He pivoted to walk away, but locked up halfway through the motion, and then whirled back. Brick-red eyes were alight with controlled rage. “I thought you were going to show me your resolve the hard way. I thought you were going to make me feel the weight behind your fists. I thought you wanted-”

“Riley.” The Charmander’s voice carried with it a frigid edge that stopped the addressed in his place. Out of the corner of his vision Riley could see his gaze locked onto him with those twin Dragon Rages. They were tamer than usual, like a mere torch compared to the bonfires that ignited in battle, but seeing them directed at him did give Riley pause. “You’ve gotten too invested in this. Fugitives like Monferno aren’t honor-bound to finish a fight. Most of them fight dirty. Most of them will run. Some will give up in order to screw you over, like she did. If you’re going to be a bounty hunter, you need to remember that last word: hunter. Do you understand?”

A moment passed which Riley used to process. In some way he had already known that. Bounty hunting was not about defeating your target, it’s only about capturing them. The two often go hand-in-hand, but they should not be mistaken for the same thing. After all, if he had a bounty on his head, he likely wouldn’t bother dueling each pursuer. There are things beyond a good fight, but once one started, Riley had a tough time seeing that. This would be something he’d have to overcome, yet even knowing this, it still left him feeling hollowed, unfulfilled. He neither won nor lost.

“Yeah.” He nodded twice, seemed to mull something over for a second longer, and then finally stepped away. The anger wasn’t entirely gone, but merely soothed to a lower, longer burn. “I understand. I have t-”

In the middle of his stride the Riolu abruptly froze. Another of those colorless images pinged into his mind, and in it he could see something in the stone cliffs. Its shape was murky, perhaps because of distance or interference, but whatever this was fascinated Riley. It had an aura of its own, so it had to be another Pokémon, but what could have drilled its way through…

Just before he pieced it together himself, a hole broke open in the cliffside, and from it a hundred rocks blasted out like shotgun pellets. Many of them hit Riley in the arms and the chest and the face, leaving bruises and cuts in their wake. A few strays pelted Pyro’s head. One bounced off the opposing cliff and hit Monferno, but by then it had lost much of its power and barely even hurt.

And from this hole emerged Drilbur once again, fur matted with dirt, breathing heavy, cold breaths as the toxins had made his muscles stiff. Even now his eyes were alight with anger as they swept the scene. Everyone gawked back, Monferno included. When the fugitives met their gazes, the mole ran to her and stood in front of her like a guardian knight. In turn, the party exchanged glances filled with disbelief and urgency. They too went into formation. The Riolu and Charmander blocked their escape routes, whilst the Roselia stood ahead of them with poison oozing from her petals.

Monferno’s body quivered as she struggled to move herself. After some effort and audible grunts, she got herself up to one knee, and glared up at Drilbur. “What have you done?!” she seethed. “All you had to do was run! It was all but guaranteed!”

“I told you, time and time again. Why won’t you listen to me?!” He stared straight ahead at the explorers. If he was forced to stare Monferno in the face and see the betrayal that was written there, his resolve would buckle. He couldn’t have that.

“That’s a laugh!” Monferno barked humorlessly. “I don’t listen?! You’re the one who’s been ignoring reason this entire damned journey! Just del-”

“‘Deliver the letter. No more, no less,’” he finished, spitting venom. “Like that’s all that matters.”

“It is,” she countered. “And you fucked us out of it!”

“Because I care about you more than some stupid letter!” he screamed, his voice cracking. “You’re the closest friend I have. I couldn’t live with myself if I ran away and let you be dragged back home.” There was a short pause, during which Monferno’s fiery rage was quelled. The abyssal fire in her eyes was doused, for they were focused on a glistening tear that hung from Drilbur’s chin. Soon it was joined by another. “H… Hodrick is gone. That selfish, meek little coward is gone, and I… I’ve gotta step up and be who he never could: someone who can stand by your side, through the good and the bad. And I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I guess I’m still a bit selfish.” Here Drilbur tilted his head just so he could see Monferno. Through shimmering eyes that held pools of tears he could see Ferni. For the first time, she looked soft, as if she didn’t know exactly what to say… No. No, that wasn’t it at all. There were too many things to say, so none of them made it out. All she could manage was a smile. It was as radiant a smile as she could ever hope to manage. Drilbur began to sob. “I guess this is it, huh?”

“No.” Her voice was quiet, barely above a mumble. She rested her good hand on Drilbur’s shoulder and used him to get to her unsteady feet. “It’s not over yet. Selfish or not, we have to get out of this. Right?”

“R..” Drilbur wiped at his face, and when his claws were back at his side, there was a look of fierce determination behind a thin veil of tears. “Right!” Next to him, Monferno entered a parody of her former stance. That left arm that once was used as a menacing club now swung limp and twisted unnaturally at her side. Even still she shared that ferocity. Not just cornered animals, but a cornered family. If it had been like this from the beginning, Riley thought as he watched this with an awe-stricken grin, things would have been different.

Unfortunately they hadn’t, and the fight was over before it even started.

  



29. The Exiles’ Resolve: Part 3


    
    
  
  The two prisoners, formerly fugitives, were bound in manacles around their wrists and ankles. They couldn’t walk without the chains pulling themselves taut before a full stride was complete. Neither Drilbur nor Monferno wished to run anyways. Being in the Guild office scratched that option off the list with a spike.



  They had been brought back into Astraean that afternoon already in chains. Both of the prisoners walked behind the explorers with the solemn acceptance of criminals heading towards the gallows. But they did not meet with a noose. Far worse, what awaited them was legal proceedings. The Guildmaster, finishing up with another smaller case seconds prior, sighed quietly and then gestured them in. It was both out of annoyance and relief. On one end, more work, more time spent in that chair, more grating scratches of his quill against paper, but on the other, the client would finally get to leave.



  Their client, a prim-looking Dewott with sleek fur and beady eyes, had been waiting for them to arrive. When they opened the grand doors to the bland-looking office, the Water-type darted his head around to see the new faces that came in. He absolutely lit up with sick delight to see that they were successful. To hear about it was a relief, but to see the runaways chained up and ready to be given back was just plain satisfying.



  He only let this show on his face for an instant before he slipped on the mask of diplomacy. “Excellent work,” he congratulated. “Thank you dearly. I knew I was right to trust the Guild with this task, team… Hellraisers, was it?”



  “That’s right,” confirmed the Roselia. The Dewott suppressed a chuckle. Sure enough, these children had picked a childish name. This right here was a perfect example for what the Guild really was. “No thanks is necessary. Just doing our job, sir.”



  “Never take others for granted. You may not take it personally, but you three really have helped out more than you’ll know. You have my thanks, and that of my Lord, necessary or not.” The Dewott bowed his head. Rose repeated the gesture. So did her companions. The Dewott began to meander towards Gallade’s desk where he rested a small wooden chest, but the harsh look of the Guildmaster’s single eye stopped him in his tracks.



  “The job is not yet complete,” he stated plainly, but with a faint warning lying underneath. “There’s a couple more proceedings that must take place. Just a couple minutes, if you will.”



  The Dewott had no choice but to agree, and so silently and patiently stepped aside. Upon request, the Roselia offered a short testimony of the events. How they found them, what they were doing, how they responded to the arrest, and a few minor details here and there. Riley and Pyro added their own afterwards, with only a few differing touches. Once it was done, they placed the prisoners’ belongings, a torn burlap sack with some basic supplies and one sealed envelope, on the Guildmaster’s desk. Gallade scribbled some things down, and as they finished speaking, turned to the two prisoners who had silently been staring straight ahead, meeting no one’s gaze.



  “Monferno and Hodrick-” Drilbur seized up when he heard his name utter, but Monferno placed her hand on his shoulder to calm him, “the both of you have been charged with the crimes of theft, smuggling information, and resisting arrest. How do you plead?”



  “It’s as you say,” Monferno admitted. “What do you say here? Sinful? Guilty?”



  “Guilty,” Gallade repeated, and then returned to the piece of paper. More scrawling. Without looking back up, he said lifelessly, “Miss Rose, you may finish up with the client and then go about your business. I’ll handle it from here.”



  “Yes sir,” she said. Taking the hint, the Dewott opened up the wooden chest. There were belongings taking up the majority of it, but they were hidden under a blanket of some sort, and on top there rested three things. Two of them were small velvet bags holding coins (half for the team, half for the Guild directly), and the other was a silvery disk. A TM that reportedly held Energy Ball, for potential use if Rose chose to alter her movepool. A few more pleasantries later, the team left to grab an early dinner.



  When the door clicked shut behind them, the client and the prisoners finally acknowledged one another. First they eyed the Guildmaster, who was ignoring them in reluctant favor for the necessary legal work that needed him. Dipping the Articuno quill in the inkwell, he left them alone. They ceased to be the client and the prisoners, but now resumed their former identities. Hodrick the runaway noble, his conspiring retainer Monferno, and Odun, son of Duke Louis from across the seas, who came to catch them. Odun bore his teeth in a smile. Monferno bore hers in a grimace. Drilbur, refusing to use his name, did nothing but glare.



  The Dewott spoke first. “You were probably hoping never to see me again, weren’t you? I know I wouldn’t if I were in your place.”



  “Wipe that grin off before you drool all over the place,” Monferno scowled.



  Odun checked himself, and indeed, he was salivating. He didn’t let that stop him. “It seems I was hungry to bring you back. The pride of the house depended on me, after all.”



  “And you had to hire explorers to do your work for you. Some pride you’ve got there.” She finished by spitting between his feet. The Dewott stared down at the puddle for a surprising amount of time as that smile of his began to wilt.



  He inhaled deeply. “With such a 
  
    charming
  
   personality, it’s no wonder I almost trusted you,” Odun stated quizaciously. “Exiled 
  
    freak
  
  . Make your peace while you still can. If you’re lucky, Duke Levaunt will merely kill you. And 
  
    you
  
  , Hodrick-”



  “That’s 
  
    not
  
   my name anymore,” growled the mole, furious but not letting it show on his face. “The Pokémon it belonged to is no more.”



  “… Sure, whatever,” Odun waved away. “Whatever your name is (or was), I don’t think it can really save you either. Don’t expect to see each other again.”



  “Was it worth it?” It was Gallade who spoke, his face still set towards one final sheet of paper, as he finished jotting the rest of it down. His guests all stared at him, remembering he existed. The Guildmaster finished up one last sentence, added a little flare by dropping the quill back in the inkwell, and then laid out the recently-finished documents to dry. Life flooded back into his face as he joined in the conversation like he was mingling at a party. “You must’ve known that this was a possibility. Now that your adventure has come to a close, do you think you’d do it again?”



  “What kind of question is that?” Monferno asked, in a surprisingly conversational tone. “Of course I would. I wouldn’t have set out if I could be so easily dissuaded. Right, Drilbur?” He nodded in response.



  “Really now,” Gallade muttered to himself.



  “I know.” The Dewott crossed his arms. “Blind ideologues willing to throw not just their life, not just the lives of their friends, but the fate of the world into the fires of chaos… They’re terrifying. They must be stopped.”



  “‘Blind?’” Drilbur spat. “You’re calling 
  
    us
  
   blind, you pompous-”



  “You have a long ride home,” Gallade stated, in his forcefully diplomatic tone of voice. His I-want-to-be-friendly-but-so-help-me-I-will-force-you-to-calm-down-if-you-don’t-do-it-yourself voice. “Please, save your bickering for then. I prefer not to be a witness to your shouting match.” Silence. When Gallade spoke that way, it had a tendency to get that reaction out of anyone. Even between heated enemies it formed an unsteady peace. “Right. Now, everything is just about finished up here. There’s just one last thing…” The Guildmaster leaned forward, slipping his hand into the burlap sack containing the prisoners’ belongings.



  “What do you think you’re doing?” Odun asked even before Gallade removed the desired object, but it didn’t stop him from extracting the sealed envelope and holding it out in front of him. “That’s not yours. You can’t do that.”



  “Sir Odun, I don’t know if you read it or not, but the Guild takes its job 
  
    very
  
   seriously. Even if the accused claims themselves to be guilty, we must have some evidence to go on. All we have is your word. As you must know, a testimony is the lowest form of evidence, and only becomes valuable when compared to hard data,” he rambled.



  The Dewott stared at him in shock. “Are you calling me a liar?” he asked, daring him to answer.



  “I don’t know what I’m calling you yet,” Gallade shrugged, and then sprouted a sly smirk. “But let me put it to you this way. These two here stole this letter and attempted to smuggle it all the way north. They did it personally, so I can infer that its contents were far too important to let it possibly be caught in the mail. Does this sound right so far?” Odun hesitated an instant before nodding. Next to him the prisoners noticeably tensed up. “Okay. They’ve agreed that they would do this again. I can admire this attitude. It’s the words of a martyr who is about to die for their cause, knowing that it will continue without them. Perhaps because they shall be an inspiration, or perhaps… because they’re a decoy.”



  “… What?!” exclaimed the Dewott, beady eyes blazing with fury. “You mean they-”



  “
  
    They?
  
  ” Gallade broke in. “I’ve been doing this for a long time. Two lower fugitives serve as a distraction, and when they’re arrested, an associate comes to pick them up. They underestimate us and think that such a scheme could work. Now do you understand?” There was a brief pause, during which no one spoke, and the possibility sank further and further in. Monferno and Drilbur looked to each other and communicated with expressions alone. “Now, this is not an accusation, but merely an example of why I must be so thorough. This possibility can be waved away depending on the content of this letter. After all, why would a decoy be equipped with such information?”



  “You…” Odun sighed, shook his head, and grinned a bitter, humorless grin. “You devil. Levaunt warned me about you, and I should’ve listened… Go on then. Open it. Just know, he 
  
    will
  
   hear about this.”



  “Fine by me.” Gallade darted his single eye over to Drilbur and Monferno, both still silent, both now looking in frightened anticipation. And then, the wax seal was broken, and the parchment inside was extracted. He read line by line of the elegant calligraphy. Slowly his interest turned to enthrallment, enthrallment turned to anxiety, anxiety turned into dread. He hadn’t even passed the halfway mark before the Guildmaster slammed the piece of paper onto the desk, shattering the silence. His guests jolted back.



  “I should burn this,” Gallade grumbled through his teeth.



  “S-still think they’re decoys?” Even despite his own unease, Odun hadn’t let that humorless grin fade.



  “Is the entire world a show to you? Is this what Baltre is about nowadays?”



  Monferno couldn’t help but to smirk, either from anxiety or genuine delight from seeing the illustrious Guildmaster lose his cool. “The truth is always ha-”



  “
  
    You
  
   keep quiet,” Gallade scowled. His palm smacked the desk like a judge swings his gavel, and then clenched a fist, crinkling the profaned letter. “If you managed to bring this to the right Pokémon, you wouldn’t just change the war, you’d change the whole damned world. Trust would have been annihilated. The only place that would be left unchanged would be Makoto, and that’s only because they’re too busy worrying about themselves to give a damn about the rest of the world. The whole nation of Baltre could be a council of cackling crones watching from across the sea like it’s some damned theatre performance, but 
  
    you
  
  … The two of you are either the greatest fools I’ve ever seen, or you’re the most vile Pokémon to ever breathe.”



  Drilbur lurched forward with fire in his eyes, but before he could even attempt to open his mouth, he found himself unable to move. The mole had frozen up with one foot barely raised in the beginning of a short stride, and despite all his efforts, he couldn’t move. He couldn’t open his mouth to communicate his shock. He couldn’t even breathe. Next to him, Monferno was going through the same thing, as if her entire body had turned to stone. Even Odun, that pompous Dewott who would never let him forget that they had done him a favor by granting the meek Hodrick sanctuary, was paralyzed.



  Gallade stood up, and suddenly it clicked in all three of their minds: 
  
    Psychic
  
  . Telekinesis locked them into place where they stood. It wasn’t unheard of to use it for restraint, but to completely paralyze someone took a great amount of effort. To do it to three at once would be too much strain to bare even on an experienced knight. What would that make the Guildmaster?



  “You three are in my home. This Guild is my family, and the Pokémon we protect are all my neighbors. They are 
  
    all
  
   mine.” A drop of blood formed at the corner of his mouth. It seemed that even the Guildmaster had his limits. Even so, something about the contrast of red on white skin when added to Gallade’s genuine fury was legitimately terrifying. “Mine is a realm of peace. We are strong so Pokémon don’t need to be. And if you pose a threat to anything of mine, you’d better pray for forgiveness, because you sure as hell won’t get any from me. Are we clear?”



  His guests didn’t answer. Even if they were capable of moving, none but Odun would have been able to utter something. A minute had passed. Gallade’s words had sunk deep into their minds, and his presence loomed over them like some kind of malevolent deity. The job was effectively done. When his telekinetic grip let go, there were three simultaneous gasps for air. Enemies had been united temporarily through terror, and they all watched with a brew of fear and anger as the Guildmaster held up the letter.



  “I’m keeping this,” he stated coldly.



  “Y-you can’t,” stammered the Dewott, panicked but pressing forward. Apparently his fear of going home with one objective failed was greater than confronting the Guildmaster. “According to your own rules, the objects of desire must be returned to-”



  “Page four, paragraph seven. ‘If an investigation requires an object of desire to be confiscated for further inquiry or because it is deemed hazardous, the Guild may confiscate it temporarily until the matter is resolved. If it is required to be confiscated indefinitely, then the client must be duly compensated for the object of desire,” he recited, rolling off his tongue as if practiced. “You’re being compensated with my silence. That sounds fair, doesn’t it?”



  “You…!” Odun reached for the razor-edged scallop on his hip, but couldn’t go far enough to touch it. What would happen if he did? He decided that his honor wasn’t worth risking. Through his teeth, he hissed, “You’re going to hear from Levaunt about this. Mark my words.”



  “No. I won’t.” Those were the last words spoken in the office, and they left shortly after. The letter was promptly burned and its message was lost with it. It may as well have been that nothing happened at all, and that was for the better. Someone would have to confront the nobles of Baltre some day… But it won’t be any time soon. Cycles, maybe, when things end up calming down. No one would ever know that Team Hellraisers prevented the desert kingdom from raising hell. No one, not even themselves, would know that they might have saved the world.


  



30. A Waning Warrior


    
    Twilight was upon Astraean that evening, orange being conquered by a dark purple as the sunset was forced to retreat beyond the horizon. Its Pokémon were restless, as in the recent days news of the Slaughter of Llaffan spread throughout the town. There was no progress made towards catching the graceful beast. It was only natural that they should be afraid, for that kind of destruction, far exaggerated beyond reality, loomed over them as well. The only thing that kept them from fearing for their lives was the Guild, who themselves stood at the top of that hill, a simple-looking cabin that still somehow stood prominent and powerful. So they were nervous, and many were at a loss for what could only be called terrorism, but they managed to get by. Little did they know that they were right to be so afraid.

This night that would go down in infamy was also the night of a lunar eclipse, which brought many out of their homes to watch. Even though there was still hours until the full eclipse, they were out and about, conversing as if it were still daytime. There would be parties to watch it together. To some, the moon had meaning. To others it was a rare occurrence, and had last been seen from their own backyards over twenty cycles ago. As Astraean had very little light pollution yet more tourist appeal than other such countries, Pokémon had traveled from far and wide to get the clearest view. Even some from the northern desert had ventured south so that they may witness it without the haze granted by all the dust in the air.

Bisharp was among them. He bought a room at the local Sleeping Stallion and there he remained. Right now it had a view of the moon, pale white with a twinge of yellow like cheese, but as the night progressed it would move out from the window’s vista. Even still he watched it with some interest. And he wasn’t alone either. Not too far away, an Alakazam levitated in place, with two novels floating in front of his face. Graveler’s Travels and Phantump of the Opera. On the bed there lay a Dragonite, stretched out on his back and napping. On his side he bore a small scar from a stab he took not long before this. And Bisharp’s final roommate was a Marowak, sat against the wall with his right knee up near his chest, and the matching wrist resting upon it. The curved, slender bone leaned against his shoulder tenderly, almost delicately, almost lovingly. For some time they stewed in silence, with only the soft sound of Dragonite’s breathing to pass the time.

It was minutes before sunset when their expected guest and unwilling mediator opened the door. Weavile came in without knocking and without speaking. That was for the better. After all she was now in enemy territory, and more than that, she was plotting in enemy territory. If by chance Weavile was discovered, this would be the end of her. And there was no way in hell that she would let Bisharp get her killed here. Not when, after this, she would be on the verge of taking the syndicate. So she kept her cool. Murkrow, who came in directly behind her, did the same. He looked no one in the eyes and stuck himself to Weavile’s heels.

“I got them all,” she stated, low and cool. “Twenty of them. But you already know that, don’t you?”

Bisharp didn’t give a verbal answer, but the twinge of a smile was answer enough. Alakazam spoke up in his place, just above a murmur. “And where would they be?”

“I thought you’d be watching them?” Weavile asked. There was no coy smile, no hint of sarcasm in her voice, but it was there all the same. Alakazam shot her a glare. Answer the damn question, it seemed to say. She did. “They’re set to arrive slowly by ones and twos to avoid attention. Everyone should be at the skull about twenty minutes before midnight.”

There was a brief pause in the Psychic-type. The gears clicked, and calculations ran in his head, until he seemed to ease back again and give a slight nod. “That should work.” Just like that he returned to his novels.

“I don’t know if I’ll have the chance later,” said Bisharp. Now his voice was more sweet than terrible, but it was still chilling; perhaps more than usual because he was trying to be sweet. He turned around, face obscured in shadows, towards Weavile. “I’d like to thank you for doing this. You’re helping more than you know, and it’s a shame you didn’t eat much when I invited you to dinner. Now I feel like I’m indebted to you.”

Weavile put a claw on her hip. “You’re threatening me into doing this,” she spat, keeping her composure. Murkrow nudged her back with his wing, but she ignored him. “Take your ‘thanks’ and shove it up your ass. I wouldn’t be doing this if you hadn’t planned on cooking me.”

“Insolent imp,” growled Marowak, a hand reaching for the bone. “I’m inclined to immolate you for insisting-”

“Easy now,” Bisharp soothed, opening a hand towards the Ground-type. “It’s okay. Really, what does a few harsh words matter? After all, she is right, but that doesn’t change how I feel. Can I not have gratitude towards a slave?”

“Slave?” Weavile repeated. She could feel the venom in her voice.

“Let it go, Weavile,” warned Murkrow. “We can’t afford to fight here.”

Bisharp grinned, playful in both a friendly and very unfriendly way. It was hard to tell if, in his eyes, she was viewed as either a pupil or a victim. “Wise words. Conflict before setting out to war is as close to suicide as you can get,” he said. “In fact, in Makoto to the east, many tribes have a tradition. When a small group is set to go to war, usually of five or six, they would make amends with one another. Apologize for everything, and perhaps things that were weighing on their hearts, so they may fight with a clear mind, and perhaps die with a clear conscience.” During the course of this sentence, Bisharp’s gaze had drifted over to Marowak, where it remained for several seconds.

Marowak sighed, taking the hint. “My… apologies for almost attacking. Anxieties are abound among us.” Uttering the words was undoubtedly painful for him. Even beneath his mask the sheer anger he held back was palpable.

“Does… does he always speak like that?” Weavile whispered.

“Alliterating? Alas, his lines are always alight with alliteration. His argot awareness attempts to abolish the all-knowing Alakazam’s authority on alphabetical apprehension,” Bisharp bemused, then briefly chuckled at the sheer confusion he created. “Couldn’t tell you why though.”

“Seems like a lot of pointless work,” Murkrow mumbled.

“You’re not wrong,” Bisharp agreed. There was silence for a moment longer, and then Bisharp turned around, steel-clad feet clicking against the wooden floor, to return to his window. The pale yellow moon was calling his attention. He leaned out the windowsill, a hand supporting him by his rusted chin. Fingers drummed along the wood in a rhythmic series of ticks. “I do want to know, however, what you’re doing here,” he said, no louder than a murmur. “It’s been a busy week for both of us, but I believe I said I wanted to meet you at Groudon’s skull, about forty minutes from now. I’m glad you’re here and all, but, pardon me for being skeptical that you came just to check up on me.”

Weavile swallowed, nervous, but not knowing why she was. There was something about the way the Steel-type talked that made each word, smalltalk to harsh, lustful threats, come wrapped in a personal vendetta. Indeed, she did come here with a question in mind. Before she went and risked her life she was hoping for some sort of insight. Mostly she wanted to know just how this attack was provoked. And she would ask. By Arceus, Weavile wouldn’t be intimidated into keeping her mouth shut here of all places, but the words caught in her throat. Confronting Bisharp wasn’t a pleasant idea. But, what were her other options?

After a short breath, Weavile blurted her question out. “What do you plan to gain from assaulting the Guild?” After willing herself to say it, she felt a weight shrug off her shoulders, but before she could feel relieved, there came over her an oppressive silence, hanging over her with a sense of dread like the blade of a guillotine. Alakazam’s attention shifted from the books to the Ice-type. Marowak’s razor-sharp gaze sharpened further. Even Dragonite, magically roused from his nap, opened a single eye to watch what was about to happen.

Steel-clad feet clicked again as Bisharp gradually turned around half-way. Pale moonlight illuminated his face, revealing a set of green eyes, peaceful and alluring like a field of sweet grass. They hadn’t been that color before. Weavile remembered them. They were a cold blue, but seemed to shift hues to a bruise-like purple in specific lighting. It took every ounce of willpower she had stored up to keep from making a scene. That wasn’t the same Bisharp. He looked exactly like the Mad Jack, sounded exactly like him, but his face… it looked off. The smile he wore was genuine and trustworthy. He didn’t look like a trained killer, he looked like an uncle. Behind her Weavile felt Murkrow cower and quiver, and she didn’t blame him. This wasn’t scary, per say, but it was unnatural.

“I’d say you’re smarter than I’d give you credit for, but I think we both know you didn’t think that up yourself,” Bisharp guessed. His warm eyes shifted to the bird. “Weavile’s lucky to have you, you know. She’s inept. If she wants to pursue this whole ‘coup’ thing, she’d need a wise advisor like yourself.”

“T-th-th-th… Thank y-you,” Murkrow stammered.

“But,” Bisharp continued, “you need to make her be smarter with the information you’ve given her. If I was anyone else, I’d be afraid of someone who knows too much. And do you know what happens to those who know too much?” Still he was unnatural, too genuine and too polite. Like he had their best interests at heart.

Murkrow nodded. Indeed, he knew.

Weavile resummoned her will and stamped her foot on the ground in a single aggressive step forward. “Quit with all this smalltalk! I asked a damn question!” Her voice remained still. That was good.

Off to the side Marowak began to snicker, but a brief flick of Bisharp’s gaze stopped him. “I’ll tell you, but only because I know you’d blame this attack on Persian regardless,” he said. “It’s because Guildmaster Gallade is up to something. He’s toying with the fate of the world for no other reason than being too good-hearted. If he isn’t stopped, everyone is at risk. Everyone.”

“Fate of the world?” Weavile repeated skeptically. “The hell are you talking about?”

“It’s complicated,” Bisharp shrugged. “I don’t think we have time to go over it. Even if we did, it would cloud your mind. And I can’t have that.”

“You can’t do that,” she hissed. “You can’t just say that someone is threatening to destroy everyone and then not explain!”

“Really? Because, that’s exactly what I’m gonna do,” Bisharp leered. And there it was: that glint in his eyes, and the twitch of the smile. That devilish grin. The Mad Jack was still there. He was still there, but only for a moment, and Bisharp was back to his overly-friendly persona. “I think Joker might know something about it. Go ahead and ask him.”

“What? What does he have to do with this?” Weavile demanded to know.

The Steel-type mulled his response over for a moment, frowning. “Nothing.” And then, grinning, he added, “Everything.”

“You little…” The Ice-type’s anger subsided. It did her no good to play Bisharp’s games. His lips were sealed, and letting him watch her squirm under his thumb would only waste her time. Besides, she got some kind of answer, and she received a clear message: none of this would matter to her. The fate of the world would be taken care of, probably. Weavile clicked her tongue. “I’ll see you in forty, then. C’mon Murkrow.” With that, she whirled around towards the doorway.

“F-fine by me,” Murkrow agreed almost too eagerly, and together, the two left the inn.

There was a quiet interlude left behind them. Dragonite drifted back into slumber, and Alakazam returned to his novels. Pages soundlessly flipped as he did so. Only Marowak spoke, in a murmur that was clear in the room’s silence. “The don’s decision to decree her the director of the draftees will always dumbfound me,” he said.

Again Bisharp mulled it over, but this time he was actually thinking. “I… I don’t know about that. At the very least, she isn’t terrible with the kids,” he said.

“Babysitting’s a breeze,” Marowak scoffed.

“Even so, I could see her being somewhere in my hierarchy. Upper-middle level. Hell, maybe she could replace Mandibuzz if she wasn’t so hard-headed…” Seemingly in the middle of planning, Bisharp abruptly stopped, shook his head, and waved his hand as if to dismiss the thought-cloud. “I really need to stop trying to think about Mr. Kitty now, and so do you,” he said. A hint of a grin formed on Bisharp’s face, genuine and haunting. “From tonight onward we don’t follow his orders.”

…

Joker sat in the hollow eye of the Groudon skull, dangling his paws over the edge. He had a reflective look in his eyes as he stared at nothing in particular. Weavile and Murkrow were surprised to see him there when they arrived.

“You’re early for once,” Weavile called up to him from the base of the skull.

Joker looked down at her, then up at the night sky. Most Pokémon could judge the time to some extent based on the position of the sun or the stars. Joker was never one of those Pokémon, which explained why he was almost always late to appointments, but he pretended to have some idea of the time, anyway. He smiled as he looked back at the Ice-type. His smile wasn’t too different from his usual expression, but Weavile could sense some weariness from within it. “I wanted to spend some time alone, to think of new circus tricks. What do you think of a Grass-type fire-eater?”

“How would it work?” Weavile asked, then quickly shook her head, “Actually, nevermind. Is something wrong?”

“What?” Joker looked at her, a bit surprised.

“Joker, I’ve known you for a long time. Even from here, I can tell that something’s bothering you,” Weavile stated, putting a claw on her hip.

Joker paused. A moment of silence passed, then shook his head and slapped his cheeks with his paws. “Nothing’s wrong! Just thinking a bit too hard about things,” he replied as he jumped down to meet the two on the ground beside the large skull. “When’re the soldiers coming?”

“I told them to meet us and Bisharp here fifteen before midnight. If they know what’s good for them, they’ll come a little earlier,” Weavile answered.

“Are we really willing to send these young Pokémon off to their deaths?” Murkrow asked, almost pleadingly. He had been opposed to the whole plan from the beginning, but didn’t dare speak out against the Mad Jack.

“They agreed to come on their own.” Weavile rolled her eyes, tired of having this conversation.

“Only because you’d kill them, yourself, if they refused,” Murkrow replied.

“Please. Even the youngest of children know not to refuse a job from Bisharp. I didn’t even have to threaten them,” Weavile retorted.

A lapse of silence passed between the three. Weavile noticed once again that Joker was acting different. He was quieter than usual. Murkrow noticed this, too. The two of them waited, as if testing to see if they were only imagining it, but Joker said nothing. He seemed to be staring at the ground in front of him, deep in thought. He then looked up at Weavile suddenly, and opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off by Weavile’s name being called.

“Weavile!” The three Pokémon turned to see a small group of Pokémon approaching. The group consisted of roughly twenty-five Pokémon of varying size and type. It was formed from alumni of Weavile’s orphanage (although they were mostly there before Weavile was given the position of Matron), who were never picked up by the other divisions. After being deemed unpromising, these individuals left once they came of age and skulked off to take out their frustrations on whomever they may please. Most of these outcasts became criminals, and several were locked away by Guilds, but some were more tactful on their journey.

These wily few stayed hidden from the Guilds’ eyes, but still continued their no-good ways. They often returned to the orphanage in the hopes of redeeming themselves and finally joining the syndicate as a professional criminal. Some were successful in being recruited into the unloving family they perceived the organization to be, but the ones standing in front of Weavile now were the ones who had been shunned numerous times.

The Pokémon gathering around the great Groudon’s skull were very different from one another, but they all shared one thing in common: a feeling of inadequacy. They had all been raised with the orphanage as their only family. The closest to a mother they’ve had was the previous Matron. Other Pokémon came and went, getting adopted and starting new, better lives, but they were never chosen. Then, when they reached a certain age, they were let in on the true purpose of the orphanage. They were trained in all sorts of skills, from combat to stealth to deception.

The older orphans who were tasked with training them said when they were good enough, they’d be taken in by other divisions and they’d be able to climb up the ranks and become a powerful criminal. Everyone looked up to the other divisions with amazement and admiration. They talked with one another about which one they wanted to go to, like students discussing their preferred college. But when the time came for the division leaders to assess the trained rookies, the Pokémon who stood now in front of the Ice-Type never experienced the visitors’ eyes focusing on them.

For some, spite grew in their hearts. They strove to better themselves in order to prove they should have been chosen. For others, abandonment took hold of their souls. They struggled desperately to hone their skills in an attempt to catch the syndicate’s eye once again. But whatever they felt, the Pokémon that stood now all shared the same desire: to finally be accepted.

The group of misfits was led by a young Raichu, the one who had called Weavile’s name. “We’re all ready to fight,” she reported.

“Ah, perfect,” Murkrow responded, and the three syndicate Pokémon turned their attention to the horde. “Bisharp should be here soon, so sit tight and steel yourselves.”

“I’m not gonna lie to you all,” Weavile addressed the crowd. “Many of you won’t be walking out of this alive. Bisharp intends to use you all as meat shields. He fully expects your bodies to clutter the battlefield.” Murkrow looked away somberly. “But I know you all are willing to die for your family, even though you were never accepted into it. So consider this your final exam. Those who are successful in this mission will be granted the opportunity to join the division of their choice. This is a fast-pass to victory after a hard and grueling journey.”

Faces brightened in the small crowd as hope glimmered in their eyes. The soldiers thought not of what was to take place that night, but of what would await them tomorrow, should they remain alive.

“Well said.” All at once, Bisharp was suddenly there, leaning against the side of the great skull. It wasn’t that he appeared, popping into existence, but… One moment he was nowhere to be seen, and the next he had always been there, arms folded across his chest. “You chose well. I’d expected a bunch of thugs and nobodies. Just nobodies? It’s wise, even if you don’t know it.”

Weavile rolled her eyes. Internally, having Bisharp suddenly come into being was startling, but she didn’t let any of that show. It wasn’t just about not letting Bisharp get under her skin. Under the watch of some twenty-five Pokémon she roped into this, her face showed nothing but annoyance. “I thought you said you’d be watching me,” she said, exasperated.

Bisharp groaned, also exasperated, and threw up his palms. “Come on, ice queen. Learn to take a damn compliment,” he exclaimed. Weavile sighed. That time, her annoyance was genuine.

Having gotten no reaction, Bisharp cleared his throat, narrowed his eyes, and began to study the small militia he had gathered before him. In each of them he could see steeled resolve. Some were passionate about this assault, and likely didn’t have to be persuaded. Most had just accepted that they had no other option. That, Bisharp thought, was probably for the best.

“She wasn’t lying,” he said. The humor was gone from his face, and all that remained was cold and cunning. Behind him, a half-devoured moon bathed him in its pale red light. In a matter of minutes the eclipse would be complete. “Looking at you now, I’d guess that seven or eight of you will make it out of this alive. The rest of you will probably die, or be captured. What we attempt tonight will be a full-on battle, a twenty minute war.”

He paused, letting the words hang in the air. The small militia looked amongst one another for conformation and support. Yes, they knew this already, but having it blatantly stated came as another final test. “The plan, for you anyways, is simple,” claimed Bisharp. “All of you are to lurk in the shadows at the base of the hill. I want a fourth of you hanging around trying to be hidden. The rest of you, stay somewhere close in town, a mere minute’s sprint away. I’ll lead with my buddies.”

His gaze flicked to the very back of the group, where the four hung some fifty yards back from the crowd. Alakazam, with no books in sight, with Dragonite on his right, and Marowak on the far left. Between him and the wise Alakazam, there stood Nidoking, bound in thick chains from his neck to his ankles. The wild beast must have carried its bodyweight in metal, with too many locks to be counted. For the moment it seemed complacent. The ravenous, lustful hunger that it had shown in the desert was gone, now replaced by a hypnotic daze, gazing upon the Mad Jack with its mouth hung open and a thin strand of drool hanging down from its large, dagger-like fangs. Soon, the wild beast would awaken.

Bisharp’s admiration for the wild form was not shared by his unwilling compatriots. There was a twinge of fear in all of them. Rumors of such a monster had circulated, but to have them confirmed… Beaming, Bisharp continued. “With them, I think we can handle their gatekeepers, but still do be careful of them. Dusknoir and Blaziken are not to be trifled with. Even with us at their throats, I’d bet my life that they’d stop two or three of you. For the most of you that do, once you get inside that cabin, there’s a trap door in the back right corner. Go down there to get to the Guild. Then, get into the dorms and cause as much chaos as possible. Hold them off. Most of the explorers are out right now, so there should only be around forty or so. You can do it. Probably. Down there, the two other threats, Rhyperior and Gallade, should be waiting. Again, I’ll handle them with the help of Nidoking. Is anything unclear, or are we all set to go?”

A murmur swam through the gathered Pokémon, quiet but curious, fearful but fascinated. Questions on the tips of their tongues, most of which they shared with Weavile: why? It never escaped their lips. Asking, they knew, would only waste their breath, but that didn’t stop them from theorizing. There were other questions, too, but for the moment only one came out.

A Medicham half-raised her hand up so it was just above her head. Bisharp’s icy blue eyes turned to look at her. “Yeah, uhm, what will happen if some of us get discovered before the attack?” she asked.

“Not my problem.” There was no hesitation in that remark. No one had any time to consider the question themselves before he swiftly scratched that off the list. “I’m not bailing you out if you can’t stay hidden for more than ten minutes. Kill them. Run. Bluff. Whatever you do, it’s none of my concern. You’re on your own.”

“G… Got it.” She lowered her hand, looked from side to side, and then proceeded to try her best to blend back into the crowd.

Bisharp raised his hands out impatiently. “Anything else?”

“I got one,” shouted a Frogadier, one of the few who had some fire in him that dreadful night. He was here on a mission. Bisharp actually knew this one, for he was one of the select thugs with a name. Flynn the Frogadier, a roguish hero and a Robin Hood-esque figure for the poor, glared up at the Mad Jack with unwavering resolve. “Do you know how badly you’ve messed up?”

Playfully, the Steel-type cocked his head to the side. A thin smile emerged, disconnected from the hollow, dilated eyes that stared daggers back at him. The world was absolutely still. For an instant the murmurs came about again, but they lasted only a moment before a cold wind swept over them, carrying Bisharp’s dry, ghastly Oh? Raichu clenched a fist. “What is he doing?” she whispered.

Flynn smirked, and began walking forward. The crowd moved for him. Behind him, the Frogadier was accompanied by a Houndoom and a Gurdurr, sharing the light of the torch that Flynn carried with him. “You’ve gathered all of us here by threat of death, using Persian’s name, and thought we’d be too afraid to think about why. All you see us as are obedient pawns kept in line by fear.” He breached the front of the small crowd and stood in up front amongst Weavile and Joker. “It just takes a minute of thought. We’re supposed to believe that Persian would want to destroy the Guild? All that could possibly do is disrupt his syndicate.”

An Arbok raised her head up above the others. “He’s… He’s right,” she agreed, joining the face on her hood in glaring at the Steel-type.

“Persian would never…!” In the back, a Kingler snapped his claw shut and ground it together in a fit of anger.

As the murmur grew into a buzz, Flynn continued on, his smirk even broader. “And furthermore-” The Frogadier pointed his finger straight between the Mad Jack’s eyes with vigor and fire as if it were the barrel of a rifle, “-you’ve made a grave mistake tonight. What’s keeping us from killing you, here and now?!”

Bisharp’s head tilted further, his thin smile stretched wider, his icy eyes glaring deeper. “What…?” he whispered, dry like the wind of a desert night. “I don’t know… what is keeping you?”

“Pathetic,” spat Flynn. “Is that all you can do? Keep trying to strike fear?!”

“Yeah,” agreed a Glalie, shivering as he floated above the ground. “Yeah! Why hasn’t he struck him down yet?!”

The Gurdurr slammed down his iron pillar on the path with a heavy thud. “Because it’s nothing but a rumor,” he growled. “Lies told to keep us in check. He’s not some living legend! Not even he could hold off all of us!”

Weavile anxiously raised both hands towards the Water-type. “Stop, you don’t know-” She stopped abruptly when Bisharp’s cold hand rested on her back and shirked away from him. The look in his eyes stole the words from her tongue.

Flynn veiled his left hand in a vortex of water that endlessly and viciously swirled from the tips of his fingers and disappeared into mist once it rushed past his wrist. Waterfall, one of the Frogadier’s favorite moves in his arsenal, and perhaps the rogue’s signature weapon. With its appearance came an eerie, oppressive silence that sucked the breath from everyone’s lungs. Some were mortified. Others were bracing themselves to join in however they could. And then, Frogadier vanished into wisps of smoke, and cries began to rise from the group. Whether of frenzy or terror, no one could quite tell.

Time lurched forward. In the blink of an eye, Flynn had been plucked like a weed with Bisharp’s hand firmly around the Water-type’s skull. Beneath his foot he had pinned the Gurdurr, grinding his heel into the nape of his neck. The houndoom stood frozen, mouth hung ajar, as Bisharp contorted himself to have one finger on his left hand press against her chin.

The Mad Jack’s raspy snickering brought with it a dry wind to the hills of Astraean. Above him the pale red moon bathed him in its ominous light. “It wasn’t a bad idea,” Bisharp admitted. “Surprise me with a Shadow Sneak and hit me off balance, burn me with Houndoom until it hurts to move, and then have Gurdurr bash me over the head… It might’ve worked, if I didn’t so happen to be that boogeyman you just said couldn’t exist.”

“Im… poss…” gasped the Frogadier. “You can’t be…!”

Bisharp sneered. “I can, and I am.” He whirled around gracefully. In one fluid motion both Gurdurr and Houndoom were sent flying back into the crowd, amongst anguished and shocked cries, and then the Steel-type stood tall with the Frogadier raised above his head, shown off like the spoils of war. The frog’s hands grasped at Bisharp’s wrist with all the strength he had, but it showed no sign of progress. “Tell me, young Flynn, what did you think this would accomplish? Why strike me down?”

“Be… cause…” He took a deep breath and gathered his nerve. “Because you’re nothing but a monster. You’re a stain that’s gotta be erased. I can’t just let you threaten everything I hold dear!”

Again he snickered. “My, you sound just like an Explorer. All young heroes are the same, aren’t they?” That thin smile of his softened into something harsh but admiring. “I’ll admit though, you’ve got guts. By now they usually realize how futile it is and beg for mercy.”

“They need… to know… that we don’t have to be afraid of you,” Flynn said through tight lips.

“Oh, honey…” Bisharp tilted his head to the side and stared deeply into Flynn’s eyes. They quivered, but met his own undaunted. “You really should be-”

A glob of spit met Bisharp’s face. It landed right between his eyes, where it splashed out and slowly seeped down. For a moment he was absolutely still, making no noise but a long, sharp inhale through his nose. Slowly his gaze drifted from the rogue to the back of the group, where Bisharp’s security stood waiting patiently and quietly. “Hey, Niiiiidokiiiiiing! I got a treat for you!”

“W-wait, what?” The Frogadier turned his head as much as he could in the Steel-type’s unrelenting grip, and out of the corner of his eyes he could just see the monstrous Nidoking snap out of its daze. Its head shook, drizzling slobber everywhere, and then let out a long, famished groan. The countless chains that bound it rattled in a dischordious choir of clinks and clicks as the monster pushed with all its strength. “N… No…!” Flynn unwillingly gasped and began to thrash in his grasp. “You can’t!”

“Oho? Where’s all that bravado?” mocked Bisharp. He began marching forward through the grass and across the path, waving Flynn high and far in front of him. The Nidoking’s great jaws opened wide and snapped back shut, as if it could close the distance and snatch the Frogadier out of his hands.

Flynn began to buck and kick at the Steel-type’s chest, but in his carelessness he had kicked one of the blades that encircled his stomach, leaving a clean cut from his heel to his ankle. “S-stop, no! Not that!” Behind those gnashing fangs was a gateway to nothingness, to a certain and undignified death. There would be no honor in that. He had braced himself to die at the hands of the Mad Jack, but this?

“What kind of hero pleads with their boogeyman?!” Bisharp shouted, his smile humorless. When he reached the crowd they parted before him. Arbok retreated into her coil. Glalie had all but dropped to the ground. Medicham averted her eyes. Houndoom growled fiercely, and Gurdurr gripped the iron pole tight against his body, but neither made a move. “Come on, you’re in front of an audience! How can you mess up your role this badly!”

Flynn reached up to the hand that held his head so firmly and began to pry at his fingers, but the slender pieces of steel were sharp and strong. His head felt damp from his own blood. “L-let go! Anything but that! Anything but that!” he cried. Marowak chuckled dryly.

Bisharp grimaced, planting one foot into the ground. “You lost the right to complain the moment you tried to overthrow me. Now just shut up already!” His arm whirled around, gathering momentum, before hurling the Frogadier over the rest of the crowd. He crashed into the rattling chains of the Nidoking with an audible cry. The monster, excited, tried to reach out and grab his meal, but his restrains didn’t allow that, and the wild beast lost his balance and fell over. With one splat, Flynn fell silent, and would never speak again.

“Dear Arceus… Wannabe martyrs are so annoying.” Bisharp shook his head, and then his hand to get most of that frog’s blood off of him. All of the fun and friendliness had left. He turned his cold gaze back to the crowd. “Any other questions?” he snarled.

No one answered, save for a cold wind that blew across the grassy hills.

He exhaled, in relief but also in annoyance. “Good. Now let’s fucking go.”

…

Lunar gazing had always been one of Dusknoir’s hobbies. Since much of his job had him standing under a blanket of stars, it was almost a requirement. Being the gatekeeper for the night was uneventful. Maybe twice a week he would actually have to shoo someone away. The last time he was in an actual scuffle was at least three months back. It was just him and the stars and the moon.

That is, if it were any other night. As it was then, he had a companion that wasn’t hundreds of thousands of miles away. There on the porch sat Blaziken in her rocking chair with her eyes half-open. A mug of lukewarm coffee was held tightly in her hands as she worked on bringing it back to a boil with the cuff of flames around her wrists. The sky mattered not to her. Was it pretty? Kinda, yeah, but not pretty enough for her to stay awake for it. All she cared for was the cup in her hand, steam slowly beginning to rise from the dark, unsullied coffee, as she rocked herself back and forth by the tip of her talons. The rich aroma was both soothing and strong, holding her firm in the waking world.

“Any minute now,” Dusknoir sighed. The moon was just a faded red sliver in a dark sky, surrounded by a thousand cold, loveless stars. “Do you remember the last time there was a lunar eclipse?”

“Nnnnope,” answered Blaziken.

“Four cycles ago, in the fall, supposedly. It had been so cold that even I could feel it. Everything was blanketed in clouds, and I remember praying for them to part for just five minutes. No dice.” He chuckled to himself. “It’s so peaceful around here that you can forget all about storms.”

“Yyyyyup,” agreed Blaziken.

The Ghost-type drummed his fingers on the back of his other hand, which quickly turned into firmly folding them together. They trembled slightly. He could just hear it behind him: footsteps, for death was strolling up the path to the top of the hill. All that was left of the moon was a single strand of red. “Leora?” he whispered.

Blaziken raised a brow. “You never use my name,” she observed, and took a sip from her mug. Almost hot enough to burn.

“I… I just want you to know, there’s nobody I’d rather die with,” he proclaimed. The glowing red eye floating in the hollow of his head drifted over towards the Fire-type. In turn, she opened her own eyes fully, blinking the sleep out of them. “You’re a dear friend. I couldn’t ask for anyone better.”

“Don’t mention it,” she dismissed.

“If I don’t do it now, when will I?” he posed. Blaziken shrugged, and took another slow drag from her coffee. That was a fair point.

Death emerged at the end of the path and came to a stop some thirty yards away from the porch. A tall, gaunt Bisharp with splotches of rust on his face stood with his arms folded behind his back in the last beam of pale red light. Slowly he removed one arm and waved provocatively. From behind him a Marowak wandered in, dragging a curved, slender bone, and halted just behind the Steel-type with a hateful, eager glare through his skull mask. And just after drifted in a Dragonite hovering just above the ground, sharing a similarly hateful, differently cautious glare with the Marowak.

“Well I’ll be…” Blaziken trailed off as a grim smirk grew on her face. “The sonofabitch showed up.”

Bisharp mimicked her smirk. “You stayed up just to greet me. Now I may be a sonofabitch, but a fellow that stands a lady up is just a general piece of shit,” he said with a hint of sarcasm.

“Why couldn’t Gallade be wrong, just this once…?” muttered Dusknoir.

Bisharp rolled his eyes and dramatically folded his arms across his chest. “Of course he knew,” he pouted. “‘Ooh, look at me. I’m Gallie and I know everything because I’m perfect and everyone loves me. I can’t be wrong.’ Piss off.”

“It isn’t important if they were informed,” proclaimed Marowak. “Our internecine invasion is not interrupted.” He raised the bone up and pointed it through the cabin’s doorway, hungry for blood.

“I hate him already,” Blaziken murmured, making no effort to stay quiet as she shot daggers at the Marowak.

“I have to admit that I agree.” A green hand grasped the door frame and pulled the rest of the Guildmaster into view, lit by nothing but a dancing flame trapped in a lantern. A dark silhouette against a dim glow, staring with a singular luminescent eye, thoroughly sized up the assassins that had come for him. From the Bisharp, to the Marowak, to the Dragonite, and didn’t seem to stop for some time.

Bisharp’s pout subsided in favor of that grim smirk again. “Well, fancy that. Not only do I get the privilege of two doorkeepers, but I even get the Guildmaster here, just for me!” he cackled and clapped his hands together. “You have no idea how much this means to me. Seriously, I’m like- obsessed with you-”

“Shut up,” Gallade barked. He was patient, taking naught but one step out of the doorway. A bland breeze with no temperature and no scent blew out from him, stirring the blades of grass and rolling over the Pokémon around him. They could hardly even feel it, but it was there. And Gallade’s presence alone was enough for them to know that nothing is merely just ‘there.’

The Steel-type slapped his cheeks with his palms as his mouth formed into a cartoonish O. “You wound me! Good sir, that is not how one should greet-”

“Thirty-two,” Gallade blurted. “Three in front of us. Two others lurking in the distance waiting to Teleport. Twenty-seven others lurking within a quarter-mile. Less than half of them are fully evolved. Most of them aim to slip past us. That’d be my guess.”

Dragonite’s cautious gaze flicked to the Guildmaster in reluctant admiration. Marowak snickered in anticipation. Bisharp, in a fit of rage, screamed and stamped his foot on the dirt. Clots were chipped out of the hill and sprayed out everywhere. “You’re ruining my fun, asshole! I came all this way just to see an old companion, and you just act like your normal Guildmaster self?!”

The faintly luminescent eye fell upon the Steel-type like a spotlight. Gallade raised his chin and proclaimed to all that would hear, “I do not know you, wretch. Claiming I do is an insult to everyone I hold dear.” In the sky, the last of the moon vanished into the void of space, leaving only faint starlight to illuminate the silhouettes. Blaziken, her mug mostly empty, tossed it aside and smashed it against the porch. Bisharp, defeated, sighed one final dramatic sigh, and just looked back at the Guildmaster’s icy indifference. He really was just being the normal Guildmaster.

“Very well.” All the drama and passion was gone from Bisharp’s voice. “Business it is, and it’s real mean business. Get out of my way before I cut you down.”

“I’m already right here,” Gallade said. “Face me alone. That would save a lot of time and a lot of lives.”

“You really think a ‘wretch’ would agree to that? Because I’ll have you know, I’m here for two things: blood and loot. Why do you think that I’d-”

“Because I have the loot,” Gallade interrupted, and slipped a hand into the bag on his hip. When it came back out again it held a peculiar twist of fabric. Otherworldly red and otherworldly green were woven and tied together into a circular shape big enough to fit over one’s head. After showing this off in the darkness of the eclipse, he let it fall to his wrist, looped it twice so it fit tight, and then slid it all the way back up to his shoulder. “And now you have to cut me down to get it.”

Dragonite chuckled to himself with a hint of underlying anxiety. “Can’t get anything past him,” he murmured.

Bisharp wore an expression somewhere between a grin and a grimace. Surprise and pleasure and relief and anger and annoyance, an unnatural agglomeration all birthed into being at once on one face. His head shook in irritation, and he stepped forward. “Ain’t that the truth…? Alright, fine. Where do you want to do this?”

“Elsewhere,” Gallade answered, and extended a hand towards him.

“… Clever little prick,” Bisharp muttered. “Oi, Alakazam, you can go ahead and show up now.” As per request, Alakazam emerged in the soft glow of a Teleport, a dozen yards to the left of Dragonite. With him he brought the Nidoking, bound from head to toe in chains. Almost immediately the monster’s hollow eyes set upon the Blaziken, and a low growl rumbled out of its meaty throat. “Looks like I’m leaving this all to you three. Think you can handle it?”

“Certainly,” answered Marowak, grinning beneath his mask. “I shall sing a song of scarlet stains.”

“Yeah,” Dragonite nodded.

“More than likely,” Alakazam estimated.

“Rrrrrrrrrrrr…!” wheezed Nidoking. The restraints around its throat choked out whatever roars it tried to make as it gnashed its fangs.

“Then I leave it to you.” Without another word, Bisharp took Gallade’s hand, and held it caringly.

Gallade took a deep breath. “I won’t ask the same of you,” he said to his companions, but did not look at them. The two stood ready in the starlight. “Whether or not you think you can, you must do everything in your power. The world depends on you.”

“I wouldn’t dream of doing anything else!” Dusknoir exclaimed with zeal.

“Yessir,” Blaziken agreed.

And then the two swordsmon vanished.

…

In a blur of dark landscapes lit by no moon, they warped past the grassy hills of Astraean, past the Sawtooth mountains, past thick forests and deep lakes, past the endless deserts, over the churning oceans, for well over a minute, until it suddenly stopped just as it had suddenly started: in a moment of tense silence. Bisharp looked around, and almost instantly he knew where he was. A grassy plain on a floating chunk of earth some hundred yards long. Above them, below them, all around them, more of these great hunks of dirt drifted about without a care in the world. And far below was nothing but ocean for as far as the eyes could see. Yes, he knew this place alright.

Bisharp grinned. “Heaven’s Isles. I don’t think I could’ve picked a better arena myself. I’m just glad you didn’t choose to drop me into a volcano.”

“There weren’t any close by.” It may have been a joke, but he didn’t make it sound like one. “And here, we can’t be interrupted. I don’t have to worry about collateral damage.”

“Tch. You’re serious about this. Do you plan on bringing out the mega stone?” he asked.

Gallade didn’t respond verbally. He swung his left arm downward at an angle, aiming it at the dirt, sheathing it in a shimmering, crackling blue Psycho Cut. Now it was just long enough to scrape against the grass.

“Oh… Oh! You don’t have it!” Bisharp exclaimed. “Where could it be, I wonder? Just what did you do with it?”

“Come on already,” demanded Gallade. Gradually, methodically, he walked to his right, with his Psycho Cut behind him leaving a groove in the dirt. “If you didn’t come here to talk, then let’s get this started.”

“Sounds good.” Bisharp went on to his own right, dragging a sharp toe to leave a deep trail. The two were circling each other, never breaking eye contact, as they formed their arena. Step by step, their paths formed a neat curved line that would be the boundary. Until the duel was resolved, neither participant would be allowed to leave. Fighting must remain in the boundaries. It was a conflict solely for them, fought in boundaries made solely by them, and was essentially a quarantine for their animosity until it bled out of their system.

“Just like old times,” Bisharp sighed wistfully, breathing orange sparks into the air.

“Stop pretending,” Gallade warned. His arms crackled blue.

“Oh, right. Let’s have a good duel, ‘stranger’,” he mocked, contorting his face into some caricature of his vile self. “Is that what you’re gonna pass this off as?”

“I think I’ve made myself clear, but in case I haven’t, let me spell it out for you,” the Guildmaster growled, baring his teeth. “My brother is dead. You won’t drag him into this.”

An instant later their arena was closed, sealing the two in.

  



31. The End of an Era


    
    
  Their leaders had left in a soft glow, and the doorkeepers were alone with the soon-to-be assailants. No longer was the talkative Bisharp hogging the spotlight and holding up the action. Two against four. Blaziken and Dusknoir, defending against Marowak, Dragonite and Alakazam. And the Nidoking? It was there for carnage. The only priority it held was a rematch.



  Marowak pointed the head of the bone directly at the Blaziken. “I claim her as my kill,” he claimed, glaring through his skull mask. “Don’t cut in on my clash. I am compelled to corner her.”



  Blaziken put one claw on her hip and leaned to the side. “Sorry. I’m not the kind of girl to let herself get tied down,” said she in her usual monotone.



  “Don’t deny me this duel,” he hissed. “I’ll be damned before-”



  The chains pulled taut as the Nidoking attempted to lift its arms, only to be held down by layers upon layers of steel. It grunted, slacked for a moment, and then pulled again. The steel stretched a bit. A few fingers squirmed free.



  “I think he wants in on the action,” Dragonite said, drifting a little bit away from the beastly Poison-type.



  “He just wants payback,” explained Alakazam, eyeing up Blaziken with pity. “If you want her to yourself, you’d have to convince him. And good luck.”



  Fingers clenched around the chains and clamped down on one of the links. It bent, then snapped, pulling free from the rest of a strand and falling into the grass, pulling the rest of a length of chain free. It ended with a great, heavy lock falling onto dirt with an audible 
  
    thud
  
  . With a little more room, Nidoking pushed against his restraints again. With the gap it had made, it could just fit its wrist through, and with a loud, choked roar, its arm ripped through several more chain links. In one fell motion, a little under half of the steel that bound it had fallen around its feet.



  “Oh dear,” murmured Alakazam, floating quickly away from the creature.



  Subtly, Blaziken leaned over to her companion. “That thing’s gonna be a problem,” she whispered. “I fought it out in the desert. I beat it, but it was worn out, and still almost got me. You think you could do anything about it?”



  “Hmm…” Dusknoir rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I could neutralize its damage, but I fear it might outpace me… Still, I probably should be dealing with it.”



  “Be careful. It has some of the highest destructive capabilities I’ve seen. If we can’t hold it back, never mind the Guild- all of Astraean is done for,” she warned. “And don’t forget about the others lurking. We have to hold off as many as we can. We don’t know what could be amongst them.”



  “So it’s us against a dragon, a swordsmon, a Psychic, a wild beast king, and a small army,” grimly summarized Dusknoir.



  “Yyyyup.” The Fire-type raised one leg like a crane. “I swear, it’s just like him. Every single day it’s just mundane, until suddenly we have to rub the sleep out of our eyes and save the world.”



  “Isn’t that the truth?” Dusknoir clenched a fist and punched it into his other palm. And when he did so, Dusknoir’s dim red eye shone through like a will-o-wisp. A circle of pale lavender shook and enlarged with the Ghost-type at its center, rushing past Blaziken, past the cabin, past the attackers, until it surrounded the hill, and then faded away. Mean Look. “Now! Hurry up then! You lot have been the most passive bunch of assassins I’ve yet seen!”



  “Gladly!” Marowak gripped the bone in both hands and bolted forward, followed closely by Dragonite after a flap of his wings. From Dragonite’s open maw came a cold blue glint an instant before an Ice Beam shot out and swept towards them. Dusknoir raised a hand in front of him to block it, letting the crystals grow over his palm and thumb. Blaziken ducked underneath it. Behind them the wall and the windows were streaked with ice. Provoked, the Fire-type sprinted forward to meet the Marowak. He swung the curved club. She caught it with one hand and drove her knee into his gut, lifting him off the ground. For a moment he was dazed, but gathered himself in an instant and bashed his skull mask into her forehead. She staggered back before throwing the bone, and consequently him, away.



  A blood-curdling howl reverberated throughout the hills of Astraean as, all at once, the chains binding the Nidoking snapped, and a hail of steel fragments rained into the dirt. The stars above dimmed with its cry. In a celebration of its freedom it pounded the ground with its fists, sending a small quake through the hillside. Normally it would want its warden smashed to a pulp, want that mustache ripped from his face, but it remembered that Blaziken. It remembered, and it vehemently wanted her eviscerated. Snarling, the monstrous Poison-type barreled forward.



  A boisterous crash countered the hall as the front wall exploded out in a mess of splinters and glass shards. With tears in his eyes Rhyperior had punched through the cabin he had called home for so many cycles. It would’ve been destroyed one way or another, he knew that, but even then was still coming to terms with it. But he didn’t have time for that. He only had a second of surprise, and he’d be damned if he didn’t take advantage of it. Rhyperior stamped his foot through the porch, braced his left arm, and aimed it at the assailants. Amongst the shards of wood, no one noticed he was holding a boulder, until with a deafening roar it blasted out like a cannon, soaring past Marowak, past Dragonite, past Nidoking, and into the chest of Alakazam, just too slow to Teleport out of there. Sheer force knocked the Psychic-type out of his meditative levitation and into the dirt.



  “Nicely done!” Dusknoir laughed. He formed a fist, shattering the ice that tried to take root.



  “And there’s more where that came from!” Rhyperior cried. A boulder in his right hand was transferred over to his left. “On my life, I swear that each and every last one of you will be buried before sunrise!”



  He might have planned to say more, but the Nidoking cared not for his speech, and Blaziken had to lurch to intercept it. Her leg kicked at his elbow, just barely managing to deflect a blow as that arm dove down just to her right. The ground quivered. Blaziken jabbed it twice in the chest, knocking it off balance, before crouching down and sweeping at the Nidoking’s stout legs. With some effort, the monster lost its footing, and landed face-first in the grass.



  Then came the first of the lurkers, an Electrode speeding up the hill with a faint whir announcing its arrival. Rhyperior stamped his foot, unearthing a slab of stone from beneath the dirt, which the Electrode smacked into with a dull 
  
    thump
  
  . Following just behind it, a Weavile deftly leaped over the slab and bolted for the cabin. Dusknoir drifted over towards her, right hand coated in a sickly purple substance, until a Fire Blast from the Dragonite’s gaping maw burst apart between them, forcing the Ghost-type to halt. Blaziken made a similar charge for her, but a jumping strike from Marowak forced the Fire-type to stop and guard. A second later, an Arbok slithered up. An irritated Rhyperior raised a hand, ready to drop an Earthquake on them, but stopped abruptly when a hundred berry-sized orbs glowing a bright purple, swarmed for an instant. 
  
    Psyshock
  
  , Rhyperior cursed, and covered his face in his thick arms as they burst apart on his stony skin. The Arbok made it past.



  Alakazam hissed air out of his nostrils as he regained himself, legs folded in wonky levitation. “You absolute brute…! So help me, I’ll grind you into sand by the end of this!”



  “We’ve lost,” Dusknoir murmured. “If we keep staying on the defensive, we’ve lost. We have to be more aggressive.”



  “But, the kids-” Rhyperior began to plead, but was quickly cut off by Blaziken.



  “It’s sad, but there isn’t much we can do without chasing after them exclusively.” Contradicting herself, Blaziken kicked Marowak off her only to leap to the other end of the hill towards a Gourgeist. With one swift Blaze Kick she punted the Grass-type off the hill and down the side of the cliff. “Stop what we can, but the explorers can 
  
    fight
  
   them. These four are top priority.”



  The Nidoking was unhappy with all this, for in its humble opinion, things were still too intact. It growled through its fangs and pried up a chunk of dirt from the ground nearly four feet in diameter, raising it above its head before hurling it at Dusknoir. He raised both arms in front of him as the great boulder of earth broke apart around him. Dragonite tried to hit the clods of dirt with an Ice Beam, effectively trapping the troublesome Ghost-type, but the moment it started to form, he punched through it and drifted out as fast as he could.



  “Rrgh…!” growled Rhyperior. Up the path he could see a painted Floatzel darting up in an Aqua Jet, followed closely by a Murkrow struggling to match his pace. Rhyperior had a Rock Wrecker at the ready. It would’ve been so easy to take them out, there and now… One shot, and they’d be nothing but stains… With tears in his eyes, Rhyperior braced his left arm, took aim, and fired. 
  
    Clunk, boom
  
  . The boulder soared and spiraled the short distance, hitting the Nidoking directly in the face. With a cartoonish, garbled 
  
    oof
  
  , the boulder lodged itself in the monster’s jaws and knocked it over. The weasel and the crow ran past him, and he did nothing to stop them. “I’m… You’re right,” he admitted. “We must save what we can.”



  Nidoking’s jaws snapped shut and the boulder shattered into gravel, just as easily as it could’ve shattered a jawbreaker. For a moment, it seemed to snicker, then to cry, then to howl as it thrashed there on the ground, pounding the earth with its fists. With each one the hill quivered more and more. When it stood up, its tail was writhing eerily, spasming and thumping against the dirt. It took a deep breath, sucking in the sound, before unleashing it all in a spine-tingling, ear-shattering explosion of sound. That was a reminder. 
  
    It
  
   was the apex predator, and these were its hunting grounds.



  …



  Weavile burst into the cabin, quickly locating the trap door and throwing it open before dropping down into the Guild hall, followed by a few other soldiers that had slipped past. As they fanned out to scour the halls, she waited in the main lobby for her two companions. She had no doubt the two would have no problem getting past the guards, and sure enough, it only took a few moments for Murkrow to swoop down and glide to a halt beside her, followed closely by Joker, surrounded in an Aqua Jet as he shot down to the floor and came to a screeching stop. The three could already hear the sounds of scuffles from the barracks, where explorers were being jostled awake and into battle by the noise of the war taking place above their heads.



  “Shall we join them?” Murkrow asked, unsure of why Weavile was hanging back.



  “Why do you think Bisharp is doing this?” Weavile asked, ignoring his question.



  “Is this really the time to be asking that?” Joker replied, “If you have misgivings, you should have voiced them a long time ago.”



  “I’ve had misgivings from the get-go. Anything Bisharp says should be taken with a grain of salt. It’s obvious he’s doing this for his own benefit, but my question is what could he possibly have to gain?” Weavile explained.



  “We’ve survived this long by minding our own business,” Murkrow pointed out, a wary tone in his voice. “Whatever Bisharp’s planning, I think it’s best not to ask too many questions.”



  “I suppose you’re right,” Weavile conceded, casting a wary glance towards Joker. 
  
    Nothing
  
  , and then, grinning, 
  
    Everything
  
  . It would be best to keep her nose out of the business of the Mad Jack. Just treat him like a natural disaster, and ride in the wake of his chaos. Shaking these thoughts away, Weavile turned towards the cafeteria hallway. “Let’s get moving.”



  She led her two companions down the hall into the large cafeteria. The sounds of battle echoed through the large clearing as the Guild Pokémon desperately fought off the oncoming raiders. Weavile only took a moment to scan the battlefield, her eyes passing over tables flipped sideways for cover and screeching, adrenaline-driven invaders clawing their way over them, before her sweeping gaze fell upon an Audino, carrying a wounded Taillow in her arms as she cautiously sprinted through the battlefield.



  A sly grin found its way to Weavile’s face as she watched the Audino disappear into the kitchen, slipping behind a Simisear quietly guarding the entrance. The raiding Pokémon were too busy looking for their five seconds of glory to notice the quiet kitchen, but Weavile knew better. She gave Murkrow and Joker a sideways nod, indicating that was to be their target.



  Murkrow instantly took to the air, having to work harder to stay alight in the still, underground air, but managing. There were a few other bird Pokémon, and most of them were too busy in their own battles to notice him gliding overhead. The crow circled the indoor battlefield a few times until Weavile was able to pick her way around to the far side of the door. Then, without so much as a moment of eye contact, the three criminals performed a synchronized attack from three directions towards the Simisear guarding the kitchen entrance.



  Joker shot a Water Gun from the left side of the door, nearest to where the three had entered the mess hall from. At the same time, Weavile blew an Icy Wind from the opposite direction. With oncoming attacks from either side, Simisear was forced to retreat backwards through the doorway of the kitchen. From the colliding water and ice spray, Murkrow emerged, talons extended, and shoved Simisear all the way in, pinning him against the back wall.



  As if breaking an illusion, the explosion of water and ice against the doorway of the kitchen attracted the attention of other fighting Pokémon nearby. As Weavile charged into the smaller room, she found herself immediately backed by the Raichu that had acted as the leader of the soldiers, as well as Joker and Arbok.



  Murkrow’s initial attack had surprised the fire-type, but it didn’t hold him for long. As Simisear shrugged Murkrow off of him and turned to block any other Pokémon trying to come in, it became painfully clear to the bird that he was in over his head. He looked around the kitchen to see a Simipour and Simisage, ready to block and counter any attack Murkrow would make, and an Audino, healing a wounded Pachirisu with a Heal Pulse. The Taillow she had brought in was lying on a table, impatiently waiting for relief from a long gash across his wing. It was instantly apparent by how the four Pokémon remained completely calm that they were far more experienced than the explorers fighting in the mess hall. These were staff Pokémon, and Murkrow understood in the split second that his eyes met Audino’s that they would fight him if they had to, and he felt in his heart that they would win.



  Murkrow would have surrendered to them if he were alone. Audino’s guarded, yet passive gaze told him they wouldn’t hurt him if he didn’t pick a fight with them. But before any of them could speak, Weavile came catapulting through the door, followed by the other three bandits, raring for a fight. A complex mix of relief and terror washed over Murkrow all at once. Now that Weavile and Joker were here, they stood a fighting chance, but it also meant battle could no longer be avoided.



  Weavile took only a second to glance across the room before exhaling another Icy Wind over the four Guild Pokémon. Simisear countered it with Incinerate, easily melting the icy shards into water puddles. Joker clamped his eyes tight and shot a Water Gun at the flames to help stave them off.



  Weavile turned to look at the doorway to see more Pokémon finding their way inside. They seemed to think the kitchen was an enemy stronghold they needed to destroy, once guarded by an immovable obstacle, but now left defenseless. The Ice-type looked back at the four Guild staff members and decided to leave her comrades to the fight as she slipped back out into the mess hall. She would join the few others who attacked the dorms, or, at least she planned to.



  “
  
    You
  
  .” The word was uttered with hatred and contempt by a young but familiar tongue. Weavile turned around to see a Riolu only ten yards behind her, glaring at her with those dim red eyes. “I know you. You’re from the caravan, right?”



  “Caravan…? Oh! You’re the kid that tried to stop our heist!” Recognition flashed in Weavile’s eyes.



  Riley clenched his teeth together, genuinely upset with her. He recognized her the instant he saw the back of her crown, and yet it seems she’d forgotten him. Pretending he was angry at something else, Riley growled. “You’re leaving your comrades to fight on their own?” he asked, nodding towards the kitchen where a battle was raging. “Despicable.”



  Weavile laughed, “Are you surprised? I’m a big, bad bandit, remember?” she taunted, raising her claws in a “come at me” gesture. Her voice was mockingly sweet, like a Victreebel’s aroma trying to bait in foolish prey. But Riley didn’t take the bait immediately.



  “I 
  
    am 
  
  surprised,” Riley stated calmly, but she could almost see the steam rushing out of his ears. “I still remember, even for a bandit you didn’t seem that bad. You swapped places with that Breloom and took a Force Palm for him. Even if you were my enemy, I’d thought it was cool. But here you-”



  “
  
    Shut up
  
  ,” she snarled. For a miracle, he did. The Riolu stopped mid-sentence as if struck, staring at her with accusing eyes and clenched fists. “I’m not here to listen to you prattle on. Your naivety is making me sick. C’mon, let’s finish what we started already!”



  The Riolu huffed, then nodded. “
  
    That’s
  
   something I can get behind,” he proclaimed, pounding his fist into an open palm.



  With a Quick Attack he dashed forward, closing the gap in an instant and driving a kick into her chest. Weavile staggered backwards with a muffled grunt. She’d been expecting another line from the kid, but apparently not. The Riolu went for a follow-up punch, but this time she was prepared and snatched him by the wrist, pulling him off his feet and throwing him into the wall behind her. Weavile opened her mouth and breathed an Icy Wind onto him. Rapidly frost tipped his fur and spread to cover the backs of his arms and legs and back. In half a second his left arm began to freeze to the wall, but Riley roared and ripped himself away, facing the Icy Wind head-on. He ran directly into it, feeling the frost grown on his face and his arms. She expected him to freeze, but Riley didn’t stop until his ice-coated fist crashed straight into her chin, knocking the Ice-type off her feet and onto her back.



  She laid there, cold blood pooling in her mouth, in shock. That wasn’t a rookie move. Hadn’t it only been ten days since they fought last? A mere ten days… Smirking, she jumped to her feet as the Riolu wiped the frost off his face and chest. They locked eyes again.



  This time she made the first move, pouncing at him with her claws raised. The Riolu stood in place with his arms held out defensively. One after the other she unleashed a Fury Swipes, raking her claws across his skin again and again and again. She pushed him back and caught him whenever he tried to dodge out of the way. Annoyed, Riley dropped his guard, taking a slash across his chest as she shallowly cut him, before sheathing his tail in metal and pivoting around with an Iron Tail. Weavile tried to dodge, but the tip of it smashed into her hip, sending her spinning into the air.



  She landed and winced, regaining herself just in time to catch the Riolu darting towards her. He leapt forward with his arm cocked back. Weavile ducked underneath a flare of aura and swept at his feet, tripping him onto the floor. Without wasting a moment she pounced on him, straddling his chest, and began her flurry of Fury Swipes. Cut after shallow cut formed along the Riolu’s chest, splattering his red scarf with more red. Riley clenched his teeth, enduring the onslaught for only so long before he could do so no longer, and unleashed a loud howl of agony.



  It was one of many that night, from both sides.



  He was still screaming when he bucked underneath her, throwing her just enough to get one leg free. In one quick motion Riley brought his knee to his chest before driving his heel into Weavile’s neck. She choked and flew backwards, wrapping her hands around her neck as she gasped for breath. Riley too was gasping. He patted his chest with his paws as he inspected his cuts. They stung fiercely, but not enough to stop him. Nowhere close to enough.



  “I don’t know what the hell you’re here for,” he snarled, “but you need to do harder than this.”



  “Yeah,” she wheezed. “Now I’ll have to actually try.”



  At that moment from the mess hall emerged a painted Floatzel, anxiously looking around amidst all the chaos. “Weav?! Wea- Oh! There you are,” shouted Joker. “I’d thought something happened to you.”



  “I told you,” sighed a weary Murkrow covered in scuffs. “I told you, she wouldn’t fight a losing battle, but you 
  
    never
  
   listen to me.”



  Joker paused momentarily, inspecting the scene and locking eyes with the Riolu. “
  
    Right!
  
   He’s an Explorer. Slipped my mind that we could run into him.”



  Murkrow stretched his wings and lowered his head to the ground like a hunting bird. “The kid that nearly took down Sableye, right? He could be pesky… If we’re smart, the three of us could-”



  “
  
    No
  
  ,” Weavile barked, keeping her eyes glued to the Riolu. Hearing her, the Riolu did the same, and the two stared at each other with contempt. “He’s all mine. Don’t touch him.”



  “But-”



  “Shut your beak and stay out of this.”



  Murkrow gulped. “Al… alright.”



  And then over the Riolu’s head soared a ball of fire. Weavile ducked as it passed her, heading straight for Joker’s head. He yelped and jolted out of the way as it just barely missed him, where the ball of fire then burst apart on the stone wall, leaving a black burnmark as a scar. Riley didn’t even need to turn to see who it was.



  A seething Charmander stood in the entrance to the dorms, his blue eyes blazing. There was blood on his arm and his head. Not too much, not all of it from him, not enough to stop him. “There you are,” he said, tongues of fire lapping at his maw. “How’re you holding up?”



  “Just fine,” Riley answered, ignoring the cuts running across his chest. “And you?”



  Pyro bared his fangs. “I’m fucking livid, that’s how,” he spat, advancing towards Weavile and her companions. She watched him in amusement. “Not only are we being invaded by low-life 
  
    scum
  
  , but now these three show up on top of it…”



  And then finally came the Roselia. She was panting heavily, but seemed to be uninjured aside from her right eye which she clamped shut. For a moment she was flooded with panic, which changed to relief when she saw Riley still standing, and changed again to enraged shock when she then noticed Joker. The gangs were all there.



  “You…?! What are you doing here?!” shouted Rose.



  “What does it look like?” Weavile answered playfully. This was punctuated by a sudden, abrupt rumbling from overhead, where the Guild staff battled with Bisharp’s trusted assassins. Dust and pebbles fell from the ceiling.



  “It doesn’t matter,” Pyro sneered. “We can worry about their motives after we beat them all.”



  “That’s being a little presumptive, don’t you think?” taunted Murkrow.



  Rose scowled. “A lot has happened since then. We’re stronger than we were,” she growled. “Losing to you here, after everything… I wouldn’t be able to live it down!”



  Riley grinned. “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” he said.



  Flames billowed out of the Charmander’s maw. “You don’t deserve to end the day alive!” he screamed.



  Joker cringed at the sight of the raging Fire-type, holding his paws in front of his chest. “M-my… Murky, you mind dealing with that for me?”



  “Wh-what?” Murkrow stammered, darting his head to stare at the Floatzel in bewilderment. “Th-that’s… Why can’t I just take the Roselia? I’d have the type advantage. And you would, too.”



  “Yeah? Well… It’ll be more interesting this way!”



  “
  
    Interesting?! 
  
  Do you see where we are? This is hardly the time to-”



  “Hey, you two,” interrupted Weavile. They looked over to her, but her gaze was fixed ahead of her. “I don’t care who you take on, but be careful. They aren’t just rookies on a job anymore. Now they’re stronger, and they’re defending their home. They’ve got more weight behind them than we do.” If that had been said on any other night, Riley would’ve been flattered to the point of his face flushing, but it was the other thing that Weavile said that stuck with him. 
  
    They’ve got more weight behind them than we do
  
  . They weren’t fighting for the sake of a job, or even the sake of their own pride. Even more than their lives were on the line tonight. They were fighting for the Guild.



  “Tch. Whatever then,” Murkrow mumbled.



  And then, palaver was suddenly over, for the gap between Riley and Weavile was closed. With her arms the Ice-type had just barely blocked an Iron Tail, holding it back mere inches from her face. From behind her came a Floatzel veiled in an Aqua Jet soaring over those two and pouncing for the Roselia. At the last second she ducked and rolled underneath him as venom built up in her petals. Next came Murkrow, stretching his wings and taking flight into the room. Another Flame Burst came his way, fast enough that he couldn’t fully dodge it, and the flames grazed the brim of his hat and his tail, but even still he dove for the Fire-type.



  The Iron Tail faded away, and the limp tail fell off Weavile’s arms as the Riolu whirled around with his fist cocked back. The first punch hit home right in her chin, but the second only grazed her. By the third Weavile caught the fist in her hand and pulled Riley off-balance. Her claws raked across his back in two quick slashes, leaving another series of shallow cuts along his skin. Barely hesitating, Riley crouched down and swept his leg at her ankles, but Weavile jumped back to avoid being tripped. From her mouth she blew an Icy Wind. Frost grew on the tips of Riley’s fur and over his cuts, and for once, he winced and let slip a cry of pain.



  Murkrow drove his beak into the Charmander’s underbelly, piercing through soft flesh like a spear. For a brief instant the Charmander let out a cry. In the next, he bit down fiercely and suppressed his pain. His claws joined together and slammed into Murkrow’s back. The bird squawked and flailed back, putting space between them. That space didn’t last long. Flames coating his teeth, the Charmander lurched forward. His fangs bit down so close that they tore off feathers. Murkrow let out something between a yelp and a battlecry and, his beak sheathed in dark violet, struck the wounds on Pyro’s head with a Feint Attack. Pyro roared in pain, his Fire Fang bursting into a cloud of embers.



  Beneath Joker erupted Venoshock after Venoshock. Puddles of poison grew and expanded and burst outward, spraying drops of the burning toxins on the walls and ceiling. Splotches landed on Joker’s painted fur, and for a second he would feel like he was beginning to rot, until he armored himself in an Aqua Jet to wash away the trace amounts. When he could he would counter with a swish of his tail, sending a wave of Swifts her way, but she wouldn’t stop. The stars homed in on her, but she neither blocked it or fell back. Rose just took the hit and kept on going. Another Venoshock exploded underneath him. This time he dove down to avoid most of the ‘shrapnel,’ but out of the corner of his eyes he could just see three thorny vines shoot out of the blue petals of the Roselia’s left hand. For a second, he panicked, for he recognized the Giga Drain. In the next, he saw his opportunity and seized it. With another Aqua Jet he abruptly changed directions and darted towards her, weaving around the throned tendrils. She raised the red flower to prepare something else, but it wasn’t fast enough. Joker exploded out of the Aqua Jet with his fangs glistening in a thick layer of frost, and bit the small Grass-type in the side of her chest.



  Rose moved her beady black eyes to inspect the damage, and let out a weak gasp. The Ice Fang was in nearly all the way to the gums. It took every ounce of her will not to scream, but even still, she was not angry.



  “You… damn…!” she choked out.



  “I’m sorry,” he solemnly told her, gaze aimed at the ground. “It’s… best if I end this quickly.” He spoke clearly for someone with his mouth full.



  “If… if you’re so sorry, then… then why d-don’t you leave?” Rose wheezed.



  For an instant the Water-type seemed to consider, until he sighed. Hot breath soothed her freezing wounds. “I can’t do that. It’s… I’m sorry.”



  She bared her teeth, but even still the Rosalia was not angry. No, she was pumped. Her blood was up, even if it was starting to seep from her chest. “Then… 
  
    to hell with you!
  
  “



  Instinctively Joker tried to let go and jump back, but a hand of thorny tendrils grasped him like the cold hand of death. Barbs prodded and shallowly pierced him in dozens of places. Joker squirmed and writhed desperately, only succeeding in making his restrains tighter. He opened his eyes to face the Roselia, but his vision was taken over by a red rose pressed against his snout. Joker held his breath in vain, for at this range, it was a guaranteed hit. From between the petals there blew a cloud of gold into his face. The Floatzel was overwhelmed with the scent of copper as his body was overcome with a Stun Spore. His movements were rigid, unreliable. His Ice Fang came loose, leaving him weakened in the grasp of the Giga Drain. Most of his strength was gone. His body felt heavy. When the throned vines retracted back into the Roselia, Joker found he was barely able to stand. His balance was all over the place.



  “Just stop already,” she spat. By the sound of her voice, Joker guessed she’d been waiting to throw that back at him for some time now.



  Joker chuckled, albeit weakly. “Can’t believe I fell for that. Weav’s gonna get angry with me over this,” he admitted, struggling but managing to get to his feet again.



  The black bird flapped his wings as he backed out of another Flame Burst. Many of his feathers were singed and covered in a film of ash. Through the fire jumped the Charmander, narrowly missing Murkrow with a Fire Fang. He countered with a Wing Attack aimed at the Charmander’s wounded arm. Pyro hissed and recoiled that arm, then brought the other forward and swiped at the bird. A glancing blow. And again, Murkrow countered with a Wing Attack, this one aimed directly at a cut along Pyro’s scalp. In one instant he yelped. In the next, the flame on his tail was blazing. An inferno covered his jaws. In a flash of fear Murkrow stretched his wings and flapped away, only, his wings were seized by the Charmander’s claws. Murkrow tried to pull away, but the Charmander’s grip was tight. Too tight. As were his jaws.



  Fire Fang sank into Murkrow’s shoulder in searing agony. He opened his beak and squawked and squirmed, but it was no good. Pyro’s claws held him like a vice, and his teeth pushed in further and further. Murkrow remembered this. This had been what took down Breloom. These relentless, starving jaws that only sunk further and further in no matter how hard he fought against it. Was there anything he could do? Murkrow looked to his left, where Joker was currently struggling against the Roselia. And to his right, Weavile was tied up with the Riolu. Whatever he did, he was the only one who could save him. And in that moment, he could only think of one plan.



  Grimacing, Murkrow shifted his eyes to the Charmander’s. They were just like they had been back then, two Dragon Rages burning with primal simplicity. Burning for the sake of burning… No, that wasn’t quite true. It was burning for a purpose: to cleanse, to burn the rot away. The teeth slid in further, now hitting bone. Murkrow could feel his muscles cooking. He had to act quickly.



  His beak became cloaked in a deep purple, and he arched his neck back. And he waited. Seconds seeped past him like hours, but he waited, until the Fire Fang was buried all the way up to the Charmander’s gums. And then, he struck with an empowered Assurance, his beak hitting his opponent right in the eye. All at once Pyro screamed, releasing Murkrow from the relentless Fire Fang, and collapsed onto the ground. There he squirmed for a moment with a claw clutched over his left eye. Red oozed out. He was panting heavily, just barely holding back his moans. Murkrow was doing the same as he carefully inspected his fresh wound on his shoulder. He would have to get this checked when this was over.



  “You…” groaned Pyro, staring at Murkrow with what was now his only good eye. Realizing that, Murkrow felt guilt compile in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t want any of this. “That was… My best attack, and yet…”



  
    And yet it almost killed me
  
  , Murkrow didn’t say.



  “I’m not… strong enough…!” His palm smacked the stone floor. “Damn it! I need to be… For everyone…!”



  The bird turned away. Watching this pulled at his heartstrings in a way that hurt him more than any attack would. 
  
    Just… Go help someone else
  
  , he thought. 
  
    Get that Roselia out of the way, and then go save more of the rookies. And
  
  -



  An explosion of light bloomed behind him just as he began to walk away. Beams of pure, glistening white danced across the walls. Murkrow locked up, and the fear inside him resurfaced and consumed him. This was the light of evolution. Murkrow was too afraid to turn around, but he knew what he would see. Behind him there was a Fire-type cocooned in blinding white as his body began to change, to shift, to grow. Eventually Murkrow found a nugget of courage and turned to face the light. It had taken shape, growing to nearly double the size of what the Charmander had been.



  The light receded, exposing the newly birthed Charmeleon to the world. A small jet of blue flame coursed out of his open maw. “Everything’s… hot,” he noticed, curling and uncurling his claws. This body was pristine. None of the wounds he once had tainted his skin. Even his eye, which Murkrow had just taken out, was back in working order. The damage was still there, but there were no more weaknesses to exploit. Murkrow only had one ace up his sleeve, and that was the fact that Pyro was not used to this body yet. It was still strange to him. His moves would be sloppier. But, that wouldn’t be enough to grasp victory. Murkrow knew that. Damn it, he knew that all too well.



  Weavile clicked her tongue. “Shit.”



  “Awesome,” snickered Riley. He didn’t even mind that he wasn’t the tallest member of his team anymore. The power of his friend’s evolution seemed to be infectious, and he found himself practically giggling as he stood in a standoff with Weavile.



  “Glad that’s not my problem,” mumbled Joker, staring at the newly-formed Charmeleon. He already had his hands full with the Roselia, who now stood smirking with her arms folded across her chest.



  “If you didn’t regret coming here already, you’re about to,” she proclaimed.



  “Awfully confident, aren’t you?” he observed, sliding into a three-point stance. He wouldn’t admit to anything, even if moving just that much put so much strain on his joints.



  “I’ve lost,” whispered Murkrow, frozen in enemy territory. Charmeleon took a clumsy step forward, and then another. By the third he didn’t seem like he was about to fall on his ass. And by the forth, Pyro looked up from his feet and glared at the small bird.



  “For my friends,” Pyro growled. “For the Guild, for Astraean and for Gallade… 
  
    I’ll broil you!
  
  “



  …



  Five minutes had passed since the eclipse was finally over, and the sky now held a small scarlet sliver of the moon as it grew back to its full, grandiose color. Altogether, it had been fourteen minutes since Bisharp had stopped in front of the Guild. Fourteen minutes ago he had been bitter and playful and hungry for death. Fourteen minutes ago he had been the Mad Jack. Now, he was at peace.



  The arena he and Gallade had formed was in pieces, scattered to the boundaries of these floating islands, for their battle had destroyed their island. Bisharp sat on a small piece of earth just barely bigger than an office chair, kicking his legs in the open air, as he sat gazing at the waxing moon. A web of cuts was carved into his body, lining the Steel-type from bladed head to bladed toe, trickling dark blood at a slow, controlled pace. He didn’t let this bother him, for in that moment, he knew no stress. His fingers gently caressed Gallade’s hair as the Guildmaster’s head lay tranquil in his lap, eyes both shut, mouth ajar. It was almost as if he was merely taking a nap with his head rested on the Steel-type’s thighs if not for one simple fact: the rest of his body was lost beneath the waves below.



  “It’s so pretty,” Bisharp sighed to himself. “Everything aligns so precisely just for this to happen. Just a minute ago, the sun and the moon and us were lined up perfectly enough to create this grand shadow trickery. I remember Dedenne used to talk about planets where there are no eclipses, or where the moon wouldn’t vanish completely and would instead just shift to red… Every piece of the cosmos has its purpose.”



  Gallade’s mouth drooped down as his jaw grew slack, revealing a set of pearly teeth and a tongue that would speak no more. Countless tales of exotic lands, gripping stories, deadly adventures, complex politics, would never be told. His embarrassing moments, too, like his first love or his fledgeling adventures, or when the two intertwined, or his insecurities, would be lost to his world.



  Chuckling, Bisharp slid his hand to gently close Gallade’s mouth. “That’s right. I don’t remember who said that, but it’s true. Pointless, but true,” he thought aloud, running his fingers through Gallade’s hair. “Damn it, it’s gonna bother me all week. Who 
  
    did
  
   say that?” About thirty seconds passed, and Bisharp could come to no answer. He shook his head, exhaled in frustration, then went back to relaxing. “Oh well. I guess it doesn’t matter, does it? Semantics are kinda… Well, we’re beyond that right now.” He crept a pinky finger further down to fiddle with the exposed muscle on his neck.



  “You know, I don’t appreciate what you said,” Bisharp admitted. “Trying to kill me? Okay. I can understand that. I’m an asshole. But back there, you just pretended I didn’t even matter. Like I was nothing to you. After all you’ve done to me, all we’ve been through, to treat me like any other thug on your doorstep… 
  
    Was
  
   I nothing to you?”



  Bisharp was alone on Heaven’s Isles. Once upon a time there had been life here, undisturbed by the outside world, but they were no longer here. Heaven’s Isles were abandoned. Bisharp and Gallade had been their only guests in many cycles. Bisharp was completely alone. The nearest Pokémon was somewhere beneath the sea, a half mile below his feet. There was no one to answer him. Bisharp thought otherwise.



  “So, that’s how it is. I’m dead to you,” the Steel-type sighed. “I came here fully prepared to be scrubbed from the annals of history. Seems that it already happened, so far as you’re concerned.” His lungs inflated with air, and his eyes flicked up to the waxing moon, hanging against the dark night like a bloody nail. “Well guess what? You aren’t the guy you used to be either, you righteous tyrant. Suddenly you’re the arbiter of truth, and heaven forbid anyone disagree with you and be wrong in your eye. Even when 
  
    you
  
   are the one putting the world in danger, you still force the world to either agree with you or stay out of your way. But now…” he beamed. “Now you’re not here to get in the way, and I can clean up your mess.”



  The sentence echoed through Bisharp’s head in a voice that seemed to age a hundred cycles. And he knew why that was, didn’t he? He murmured it aloud, “Now you’re not here…” and indeed, Bisharp sounded much older to himself, for in the blink of an eye, so much time had slipped past him. It felt like just last month when Gallade would still call him ‘brother’ and set out into dungeons, or when Garchomp held the peace together with nothing but a kindly, toothy smile. He could still remember vividly those tranquil spring mornings on his days off, when she was there. His darling Gwynevere. “Now you’re not here…” The words had unexpected weight to them, and he knew why. Tonight was the dusk of an era. The Guildmaster was dead, chaos would reign, and it would be a long, long night before dawn heralded in a new era to take Gallade’s place.



  One last time Bisharp sighed it to himself, “Now you’re not here…,” but now it was the beginning of a question, the beginning of a thousand questions, none of which he dared to ask. There was little point in mulling over problems that weren’t his to solve. Bisharp had a role to take, a place to be, worlds to save and humans to be rid of. The world would move on. Dawn would break.



  Inflating his lungs once again, he gently picked up Gallade’s head by his cheeks, twirling the head so that Bisharp stared into his exhausted eye. “Well, it was nice seeing you again, regardless of the circumstances. I’m happy to see what you’ve made of the world, even if you 
  
    are
  
   meddling in things beyond you. Maybe I’ll see you again soon, eh?” Grimly he chuckled. A steel hand slithered off his cheek and onto his left forearm, where that intricate weave of otherworldly green and otherworldly red was tightly wrapped around Bisharp. Lovingly his fingers slid over the smooth fabric, razors’ edge leaving no marks. “Thank you dearly for the gift, Gallie. Don’t worry- I’ll find 
  
    some
  
   way of making it up to you… Later though. For the moment I need to leave.”



  Bisharp’s eyes gleamed red as a grin spread across his face. “Right now, I have a role to play.” The Mad Jack snapped his fingers together with the sound of scraping steel, enveloping himself in a soft glow, before vanishing from the Heaven’s Isles.



  …



  Rhyperior and Nidoking were locked together by the hands as they pushed against one another in a sumo match. Their stout legs left troughs in the dirt nearly a foot deep. Rhyperior’s drill spun and whirred as it ground against Nidoking’s horn, causing a stream of sparks to soar into the sky. Ropes of drool hung from the monster’s fangs as it heaved and growled, with that same starving savage look in its eyes. It wanted nothing more than to tear into Rhyperior and crush whatever stone organ it had for a heart. It wanted to grind the Rock-type into nothing but gravel, but this was a task that proved difficult. Rhyperior nearly matched it in strength, and what little difference there was had been filled in by the natural bulk of a Rock-type. Every step Nidoking made only dug his opponent in deeper, anchored his feet in further.



  That is, until Rhyperior let go of Nidoking’s hands and lowered his shoulders. The monster was confused for an instant, and an instant was all he needed. Rhyperior reached for Nidoking’s waist, and with one bellowing roar he hoisted the flailing Poison-type into the air.



  “Keep going!” cheered Dusknoir. A Fire Blast exploded on top of him, coating him in flame and smoke, but the gatekeeper burst out of it and towards the Dragonite in a shadowy blur. Smoke trailed behind him as he crashed into the pesky flier with a Shadow Punch.



  “I’ll be damned,” Marowak muttered, averting his attention from Blaziken to Rhyperior. With Nidoking held over his head, he took great, heavy steps from the troughs. “The dullard is dominating the destructive devil. A delightful development… Indeed, there isn’t any disa-”



  “
  
    Shut up already!”
  
   thundered Blaziken, closing the gap between them and clocking him with a Blaze Kick. Shamefully, Marowak had actually let his guard down, and the kick hit his chin and punted him into the air. And then she crouched, enchanting herself with Agility, and leapt into the air to chase him down.



  The flailing Nidoking held its hands together and swung them down, crashing into Rhyperior’s back with an Earthquake. He bared his teeth and suppressed a cry. He felt his leg begin to buckle underneath him, but whether by amazing fortitude or indomitable will, Rhyperior took that next step, And the step after that. Despite that his body felt like it was about to fall apart he pressed onwards. Onwards towards the cabin that served as the Guild’s face, and towards the cliff beyond it. When he was less than fifty yards from the edge, Rhyperior roared a fierce battle cry. He anchored himself to the ground and, with all his strength, hurled the Nidoking forward. It flailed and screamed and roared, keeping its eyes focused on the rock monster, and it didn’t look away, even after it began to plummet off the edge of the cliff and into the scablands.



  “Good riddance,” he grumbled. He tried to turn around, but found that his left leg was stiff. It didn’t want to move. Bitterly he glared at the unmoving stone hoof. 
  
    Not now, damn you. You always pick the worst times to act up.
  



  Alakazam slowly clapped thrice. “My, my. That’s quite a feat. I didn’t think there was anyone who could take the monster on head-to-head like that,” he noted.



  “I am the bastion of this Guild; the impenetrable shield,” Rhyperior brazenly claimed. “I wouldn’t be worthy of that title if I could be beaten by some untrained savage.” 
  
    Move already! They’re depending on me, and I can’t have you slowing me down!
  
   he thought to his unmoving leg, but every attempt to get it to work was met with a surge of pain. It was stubborn, just like he was.



  Alakazam raised a single hand, summoning a dozen glowing orbs around him. Psyshock. “Impenetrable, you say? I’ve yet to find something that holds up to that name. Care to show me-”



  A Blaze Kick crashed into the back of the Alakazam’s head and spiked him into the dirt as Blaziken landed on him. The Psyshock dissipated. “At this rate, you lot are gonna bore me to death before this fight even finishes! Quit playing friendly. You’re assassins, not solicitors!” she shouted, and then quickly fixed her gaze on Rhyperior. “Quick, you need to follow it!”



  “What?!”



  “Don’t leave that Nidoking alone,” she ordered. Alakazam tried to say something, but his mouth was being firmly pushed into the dirt.



  “He’s at the bottom of a cliff! What could he-” A boisterous crash and a deep, powerful rumbling beneath their feet interrupted him. An earthquake? No… rather, an Earthquake. “Why did I have to open my mouth?” he grumbled.



  “You need to jump,” said Dusknoir, ducking out of the way of an Ice Beam. “That thing could destroy the entire cliffside, which could ruin the structural integrity of the hill. It could bring the Guild down with it!”



  “But…” Rhyperior swallowed. The drop was far, and with his old injury flaring up again, he might not be able to get back up by morning, let alone in time to be of any help. “You sure you can handle this without me?”



  “Go already!” Blaziken shouted. Alakazam Teleported from underneath her to a few feet to her right. His spoons crossed over one another and a flash of pink light unleashed itself in a Dazzling Gleam, hitting Blaziken head on. She grimaced and closed her eyes before closing the gap and leaping forward to knee that damnable Psychic-type, but he warped away with another Teleport.



  He took a deep breath. “Alright then,” he sighed. 
  
    You will do as I tell you to. After this… After this, then you will rest. We’ll sleep for an entire day. So long as you give me ten more minutes, I will… I’ll…
  
   Wincing, Rhyperior took a step. And then another. And another, and another, and another, until he began to run in his own clumsy barreling charge. “Leave him to me!”



  “No you don’t!” shouted Dragonite. An Ice Beam built up in his mouth, but Dusknoir reached up and grasped his muzzle, holding it shut. He looked with fear into the gatekeeper’s single red eye that drifted balefully in the void.



  “Yes, he does,” he said.



  And then came the sound of scraping metal, like a knife grinding against a whetstone.



  Rhyperior was abruptly swept off balance and fell flat on his face, tumbling across the dirt like a rolling boulder. He slid closer and closer to the cliff, until he was saved by a steel boot stamping firmly on the back of his neck. The toes were sharp and cold, and Rhyperior recognized them immediately. Blaziken froze. Dusknoir let go. Dragonite flew idly in place. Alakazam teleported in from somewhere. Even Marowak, who was running in to join the frey again, slowed to a walk. Everyone stared at the newly arrived figure, at the victor of the Guild war.



  “No, he doesn’t,” said Bisharp coldly. There he stood, covered in a thousand cuts, giving them a sharp gaze. But that wasn’t what made everyone stop. No, that was thanks to Gallade’s head, clutched by the hair in Bisharp’s hand. His eyes were both shut as if he were merely asleep.



  “He actually did it,” whispered Blaziken, her arms hanging by her side. She couldn’t decide whether to leap forward in rage or collapse in despair, so instead she just stared at the head of the Guildmaster. “Gallade… Gallade actually lost?”



  Dusknoir shuddered. “This has to be a nightmare,” he said. “This can’t be…”



  “It is,” Marowak sneered, glaring at the Fire-type through the holes in his skull mask. “Your idol has been imolated in the integrity-”



  Flames sheathed Blaziken’s foot as she whirled around to the alliterating swordsmon, fully intending to rip out his tongue, if not kill him. She only stopped because of the harsh bark of Rhyperior that rattled her. “
  
    Enough!
  
  ” he bellowed. Silence. He took a few heavy, raspy breaths. “We’re… we’re through here.”



  And indeed, Bisharp wasn’t moving. He stood there menacingly, covered with blood and scars, but nothing about his demeanor was aggressive. And why should it be? Bisharp had already accomplished everything he set out to do. He was, just as Rhyperior said, through.



  “Alakazam,” Bisharp called, and the Psychic-type bowed his head towards his master. “Go collect Nidoking and head to the prearranged location. We will catch up with you shortly.”



  “Yes, sir.” Alakazam put his hands together and enveloped himself in a Teleport. A second later he was at the bottom of the cliff, put his hands on the monster, and then warped away again to deal with the beast.



  Then Bisharp shifted his gaze to his winged companion. “Dragonite.” The Pokémon called for perked up. “You and Marowak should be ready to fly away. I need to do one more thing before I leave.”



  “Don’t be so sure,” Blaziken snarled, raising her Blaze Kick to leap forward. For the second time in her life, she was trembling in fear and standing tall in spite of it. Bisharp would kill her in a fair fight. She knew that, and the current state of the Guildmaster only fortified that conclusion. But, this wasn’t a fair fight. Bisharp was heavily wounded. This would be her best chance to kill him. And she wasn’t the only one to see that.



  The Steel-type sighed, and then met her ferocity with cold reluctance, like he was doing her a favor by looking at her. “If I sent Dragonite and Marowak away, you probably could beat me,” he admitted. “The three of you together could take me down, but not for free. At my estimates, I would kill either Rhyperior or Dusknoir, and then Blaziken and I would kill each other. That would leave only one of you. One member of the Guild staff to watch over and secure Astraean.” Blaziken narrowed her eyes. Dusknoir stared cautiously. Neither of them seemed on edge anymore, so that was a step forward. “The Guild is dead, and the kid who’s next in line isn’t anywhere near ready yet. It will take some time to establish another Guild. So, let’s say you killed me, and all that’s left is… Rhyperior, let’s say. One guy. One slow guy to defend this town. What’s to stop the brigands from coming back? What’s to stop this town from becoming food for the bandits again? Nothing but a stone wall that can only walk towards them and hope they don’t run around him. Arceus forbid they can fly.”



  Dusknoir hummed thoughtfully. “That… That makes sense,” he said consideringly. “But why should I trust a murderer?” The words were stated calmly with no intent to start a fight.



  “Because, I like this town. I grew up here. It doesn’t deserve to fall to raiders,” he said earnestly. Disarmingly earnestly.



  Reluctantly, Blaziken dismissed the flames that sheathed her leg and returned to an idle stance. “Just what is it that you need to finish up?” Bisharp smiled, and then told her.



  …



  Kirlia grunted as he removed his dagger from the belly of a Delcatty. The feline let out one final weak hiss before slumping forward and falling onto the floor. It had been a pesky opponent, and Kirlia was not sad to see it go. That was the thing he hated about assassins. They tended to forego skill and replace it with battlefield trickery. Fighting with nothing but gimmicks-… 
  
    gimmicks
  
  … The word made him fume in his head, derailing his train of thought. 
  
    That damn Riolu…
  



  “Watch out!” Behind him Buizel tackled Kirlia to the ground with an Aqua Jet. Just as he did so the swirling laser of a Hyper Beam burst overhead and crashed into the wall behind them, drilling through and leaving a deep hole in its place. Kirlia looked up to see a panting Raticate standing in the hallway, leaning heavily on her right leg.



  “Th… Thank you,” Kirlia said.



  “Don’t mention it!” Before he could even finish the sentence he was on his feet again with his tail shrouded in an Aqua Tail. Before the Raticate could regain herself she was knocked into the wall. Her eyes closed, and she fell onto the floor not too far from Delcatty. “Damn vermin. I’d expect nothing less from invaders.”



  Kirlia chuckled grimly and stood up, his blue bracelets sliding down to his wrist. “I was just thinking the same thing.” He looked down the hall to check for any new assailants and was greeted by a Luxio sprinting towards him at damn near full speed. Tufts of fur were burned and dirt matted his hind legs. “Perfect. You’re okay. How is everything?”



  “Not great, but it could be worse,” Luxio answered. “Six casualties. Everyone else who’s been badly injured has been brought to Audino in the kitchen. The chefs have that place mostly secure with the help of Team Twister and Team Sunder.”



  “They’re in good hands,” said Buizel.



  Kirlia clicked his tongue. “Six casualties,” he repeated, letting it sink in. Six Pokémon that he and everyone else had failed to protect. He supposed only six so far wasn’t too bad, but as far as he was concerned, six was too damn high. Even just one was ludicrous. He gripped his dagger tightly and began to hurriedly stride down the hallway. “Don’t let any of these invaders escape. We’ll show them that we’re not to be trifled with.”



  “One more thing,” said Luxio, following his leader but speaking more towards Buizel. And with the look of someone unloading a huge, awkward weight off his back, Luxio told him what he saw when he was scouting. “Rose is currently squaring off against Joker.”



  All at once Buizel was numb to the adrenaline in his system. The anger that had been focused and honed into a razor’s edge slipped from his hands to be replaced by flimsy, useless shock and confusion. “What…? You mean, Joker’s…?”



  He didn’t finish, but Luxio nodded anyways. “Yeah. Maybe we can get some answers from your brother aft-”



  The ceiling in the Guild’s heart collapsed with a deafening roar as great, thick slabs of stone grinded against yet more stone and smashed apart on the floor. Torrents of air whipped and stirred through the halls, carrying smoke and dust down every hall and into every room. Pokémon closer to the epicenter were blown into the walls or tumbling down the halls like ragdolls. Riley had been one of them pinned against the wall by a boulder nearly as big as he, and Rose was carried by the shockwave into the halls of the dorms. Things were eerily silent for seconds afterwards. The fighting had stopped, the cries were no more, no one dared to move. It was just the rocks settling and falling off one another, mere pebbles joining the chunks and slabs, and a cloud of dust obscuring the very center. The source of all this. Kirlia gripped the dagger tightly, but it was more for comfort than anything else.



  After a half hour seemed to pass in the span of fifteen seconds, there was finally another sound again. Dry, raspy laughter with a metallic tone echoed through the halls of the Guild, never dying in strength. It sounded like it was coming from everywhere, like there were a thousand voices all cackling as one in some sort of surreal nightmare. The dust began to stir and shift, and it became thin enough for the moonlight from above to show through, revealing the face of the Guildmaster.



  Kirlia exclaimed in short-lived relief, only for his tongue to seize up, “Galla-”



  His body was gone.



  Gallade’s neck lead to nothing, for it was only being held up by his hair clutched in a steel-bladed hand. Blood dripped both from Gallade and his killer onto the stone as the laughter continued, only growing more and more giddy with each passing fit. The dust shifted more to show everyone the culprit. A gaunt Bisharp with smears of rust on his face stood before them wearing a thin smile, as his otherworldly red eyes admired his trophy. Those that weren’t paralyzed let out a shocked gasp. A few even screamed. Still, no one moved.



  “Behold the death of an era!” the Mad Jack cackled. Sweet and terrible, like a madman’s lullaby. “The Guildmaster is no more! No longer will the world dance to his tune!” Around him the dust began to settle, leaving him in a beam of moonlight.



  Finally he took his eyes off of the severed head and began to look around. In the mess hall the chefs were doing their best not to piss themselves, and behind them, Bisharp heard Audino’s soft sobs. Others were crying as well. His own Pokémon, his unwilling raiders, ranged from fortified terror to terror with a side of relief. He saw the latter when he looked into Weavile’s eyes. He could practically hear her whisper, 
  
    Glad he’s on our side
  
  , which wasn’t entirely true but was close enough.



  “The show’s over now. Stay here at your own risk, for the job is already done,” he told them. “A lot of you did better than I thought. That intel really was reliable, wasn’t it?” Grinning, he raised his other arm to admire the red and green weave of fabric he now wore on his forearm. “Not only did he tell me who’d be here, but he even showed me where this baby would be… Where is he? C’mon, show yourself. I gotta thank you.”



  A curious murmur swam about as Bisharp swept his gaze across the Guild. explorers looked to one another with a doubtful glint in their eyes. If someone sold them out, they wouldn’t get away with it. And this sentiment was held strongest by Kirlia, who began marching forward with the dagger clutched in his hands. “I’m gonna kill him,” he seethed. “That Bisharp, and then that traitor, whoever he is. They won’t get away with this.”



  “Aha! There you are! C’mere, slugger!” called the Mad Jack, grinning a wide, fatherly grin as he gestured for someone to come closer. Everyone stared in astonishment as a Riolu pushed the boulder off of himself and stood up to face him, his fists clenched. Everyone, including Riley himself.



  “Excuse me, 
  
    what?
  
  ” Riley hissed through his teeth.



  “Oh, don’t be so modest. I couldn’t have done any of this without your snooping around,” Bisharp loudly proclaimed.



  Right about then, Murkrow had stalked over to Weavile and put his beak right next to her ear. “We should get going about now. I have a feeling things are about to get ugly.” To that, she nodded, and amidst the dust and the distraction, they began to slink away. As the Guildmembers’ eyes were focused on the spectacle playing out before them, their enemies quietly slipped away, leaving no one for the remains of the Guild to question afterwards. Even those with dire wounds did their best to inconspicuously drag themselves to the exit, although they were prepared to end their lives if they proved unable to escape.



  Meanwhile, Riley couldn’t really think of anything to say back to the Mad Jack. For one, the claim was ridiculous, and for another, the boulder pinning him to the wall had rocked his head pretty badly. He couldn’t think straight. All he could manage was the simple but reliable, “Shut up.”



  Bisharp sighed, then chuckled humorlessly. “I should’ve known you’d deny me,” he said. “Lying is in your nature, right? After all, you humans survive by deceiving others.”



  Maybe if Riley’s head were clear, he could’ve gotten out of that. Maybe he could have bluffed, or responded by immediately attacking, or really doing anything. But it wasn’t clear, and he didn’t. The word ‘human’ stopped Riley in his tracks and instilled a new kind of fear into him. 
  
    He knows…?
  
   was all he could think. By the time he remembered where he was, he realized the look on his face: hopeless fear. His emotions betrayed him, and expression admitted what his words would not.



  His head whipped around to his fellow Guildmates to try and persuade them differently, but it was already too late. Luxio stared at him wide-eyed and speechless while Buizel refused any sort of eye contact at all. Kirlia glared with disgust and rage, his small frame taking great, snarling breaths as every bit of his will sent towards not killing him on the spot.



  The worst was when Riley looked to the newly-evolved Charmeleon. His friend that not just fought by his side but actually put up with Riley’s antics and whims. A friend that he didn’t deserve. Pyro looked down at him, his eyes upturned in a sorrowful gaze. “Is this… Riley, is what he’s saying true?”



  “No!” Riley nervously barked, and then immediately regretted it. Denying it now would only make him look like even more of a liar. “It’s… I mean, yeah, but I’m not…” He winced and put a paw against the side of his head. “L-look, I can’t think right now, but I’m-”



  “He’s a spy,” Bisharp finished for him. “A human who hates your world for taking him away from his family and wants to destroy it.”



  Even in his hazy state, Riley never knew hatred as he did right then. He’d been annoyed, he had been ticked, and he’d even been enraged. Right then, Riley wanted nothing more than to kill Bisharp. Anger was a reasonless, fleeting flash of emotion, and in that moment it consumed him. He brandished his fangs in their entirety, retracting his lips so that even his gums were showing. The Riolu howled and sprang forward with a Quick Attack. As hard as he could he threw a fist forward. Casually Bisharp reached out and snatched the Riolu by the wrist and snaked his other arm around his back.



  “Yes, an excellent idea. We should probably leave right about now,” said Bisharp. And before Riley could do anything, he snapped his steely fingers with the sound of knives scraping together, and then they were gone.



  Kirlia bared his teeth in a vicious, twisted snarl. “After them!” he bellowed. “I want every single 
  
    one
  
   of them captured and locked up!” At his words, the remaining assailants made a mad sprint for the exit, a staircase that was now just a hole in the ceiling. And only a step behind came a rush of Guild Pokémon to capture them. A Noctowl trying to fly out was struck out of the sky by Luxio’s Thunderbolt. An Arbok tried desperately to slither away and out of a Machoke’s grasp, but she was no match for his strength. Some did get away though. A Graveler fought well to pin down a Foretress, but in the end wasn’t able to get a solid enough grapple and let that one get away.



  “What should we do about Riley?” asked Buizel. “Should we go after him? Get him back?”



  For an instant, Kirlia seemed to consider the possibilities. But he knew deep down just what he’d say from the moment his companion posed the question. “Put a bounty on him. For conspiracy, for treason, and for being a damned human. Alive.”



  “W-what? But-”



  “Everything is in shambles, and it’s because of that damn Bisharp! If Riley has anything to do with the son of a bitch who murdered… Gallade… Then I’ll hunt him down myself if I must,” Kirlia proclaimed. “We can sort out what to do later, but right now we have to hunt down as many Pokémon responsible as we can.”



  …



  Bisharp tossed Riley away into a sea of grass. An endless plane of tall grass waving in an endless breeze. He recognized the wind’s soothing whisper almost immediately, and in a fit of panic and fleeting adrenaline the boy scrambled to his feet. Whispering Prairie, bathed in the faint moonlight of the growing moon. Riley whirled his head around to face Bisharp, features obscured by the shadow cast by his steel helm.



  “You shouldn’t be able to learn Teleport,” he said, agitated but curious. “How the hell did you bring me here?”



  “Are you sure you want to ask that?” Bisharp asked. “I’m willing to give you only one answer tonight. You know, as an apology. Do you really wanna waste it?”



  Riley’s ears twitched. Now he was just agitated. “‘An apology?’ For attacking the Guild, murdering Gallade, and… and 
  
    framing
  
   me as a traitor?! Take your apology and choke on it!” he snapped.



  Bisharp chuckled, now with humor to spare. “I guess that’s fair.”



  “‘Fair?!’” He strode forward, aura swelling around his fist. Bisharp grinned playfully. “You shut your mouth about being ‘fair!’ None of this is ‘fair!’ You’ve stolen 
  
    everything
  
   from me!”



  “Yes! Yes!” cheered the Steel-type. “Make this all about 
  
    you
  
   some more, why don’t you?!”



  Strides turned into a jog, into a run, and then into a sprint. Bisharp outstretched his arms welcomingly with a proud smirk upon his shadowy face. Gallade’s severed head still dangled by his hair, swaying in the gentle breeze. The valiant leader that gave him asylum when Riley found himself here, the father-figure that gave him a family and a purpose and excitement like he never knew… He was no more. With a fierce, childish roar, he drove a Force Palm into Bisharp’s chest, right between the blades. A flower of aura bloomed outward and blasted the Mad Jack off his feet. The tall grass knelt in the shockwave. Direct hit, right in a nest of wounds.



  He skidded backwards through the dirt as he landed on both feet and one hand, still holding the head up tall. Starlight bathed his face and revealed his dark, astonished eyes and wide, pleased smile. “Nice job, kid. I actually felt that one!” Riley stared, mirroring his astonishment. The sheer force of his reality crashing back down to earth cleared the haze in his mind, providing Riley with the truth. That one hit had been everything he had. If that wasn’t enough to even make a dent… Riley didn’t even have to finish the thought. “But now, I think you get where you stand. You’re far from being able to kill me.”



  In defeat the Riolu dropped to his knees. “I can’t win,” he whispered. His head fell back so that he was absently gazing at the cosmos. Methodically a pair of footsteps began to stroll towards him, footsteps belonging to a Pokémon far greater than him. A Pokémon that had the strength to take what he wanted and ruin everyone’s lives, to pull the strings and cut them at whim, and Riley couldn’t stop him. “I’m… I’m nothing. You’re gonna get away, and there isn’t anything I can do.” Riley slumped over, burying himself in the grass. Everything had been taken from him, and he was powerless to do anything about it. He could feel the tears well up in his eyes.



  “There there, kid,” Bisharp cooed. “I’m not gonna hurt you. If I was gonna do that, I would’ve just killed you back at the Guild.” His only answer was a dry sob as Riley tried to keep himself together. “No, you’re innocent in all this. You didn’t ask for any of this. And that’s not fair.”



  “Rose didn’t ask for this,” Riley muttered. “Pyro didn’t. Kirlia didn’t. Dusknoir didn’t.”



  “And yet,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard anything, “Gallade marked you. He gave you a gift. I couldn’t tell you what he foresaw, but… Well, let’s see what he saw. You have a name, kid?”



  “Riley,” he answered hesitantly. “Just, get this over with.”



  “‘Riley.’ Fitting enough,” Bisharp chuckled. “There are three paths ahead of you, Riley. You can walk with me on the path of truth. You will gain answers, you will gain strength, and you’ll go back home by the end.” Riley perked his ears at that word, ‘home.’ “You can carve your own path on the path of ideals. Find strength and purpose within yourself, set sail towards your own truth. I don’t know what you’ll do during then, but I know it also ends in you going home.”



  “Home?” Riley wiped at his eyes and got back to his feet. The face of his brother flashed in his mind, surrounded on both sides by the phantoms of his parents. “You mean, I can go back?”



  Bisharp gave him a knowing grin, like there was an inside joke the boy wasn’t in on, but the only one Bisharp could’ve shared it with was currently dangling by his hair. “It’s either that, or you take the third path,” he said. “The path of ash, where you ignore your role, ignore this fickle world, and let everything die.”



  Half of Riley gulped, and the other half clenched a fist. He didn’t know if he was afraid or angry. “What do you mean, ‘let everything die’?” he asked.



  Finally Bisharp strolled past Riley, continuing without so much as a glance. Behind him Gallade’s head hung over his shoulder with that sleepy, peaceful look on his face. “Pick your path, Riley. No one else will do it for you.”



  He barely even hesitated before giving his answer. “Fuck the paths, I’m coming for you,” barked Riley. “I’m gonna get stronger. I don’t know how, but I am. Strong enough that no one can take from me ever again!” Before he knew it there were tears in his eyes, and his fangs flashed a grimace filled to the brim with malice. “I’ll become just as strong as Gallade, and then go even further! I’ll do whatever it takes, and then…!” He watched as Gallade’s peaceful face began to loosen, and the eyelid of his scarred eye opened just a sliver. In his own nonsensical way, the Guildmaster was listening, watching. The tears streamed down his face. “I’ll come back! I’ll hunt you down and kill you with my own hands!”



  Over the prairie’s gentle cries, Bisharp let out a short, dry laugh. Riley glared into the back of his head with hatred overflowing from his eyes. “That so…” Not entirely a statement, not entirely a question. It hung in the air for a while before mercifully, Bisharp spoke again, a mere three words. “See you soon.” His fingers snapped, steel scraping against steel, and then he was gone.



  And Riley was entirely alone. In the morning he’d be marked as a criminal, and his face would be up on the wanted boards next to all the others he used to choose from. Maybe Astraean’s Guild would still be in order, and he’d have his fellow Guildmates, or even his friends, hunt him down. Everyone he met the past two weeks, everything he had done for Astraean, everywhere he went and helped, all of it had been burned away in the course of five minutes. Erased. No more was Riley the Explorer. Hello world, meet Riley the Outlaw.



  An explosive Force Palm blasted into the dirt beneath the Riolu’s feet. Soil and pebbles and long, wispy blades of grass flew up and showered down onto the seething boy. He hated this. He hated everything. None of this was fair. Riley tilted his head back and shouted to the heavens, “I didn’t ask for any of this!” The sky answered with only more soft winds, more gentle whispers through the grass, for the heavens are apathetic to the plights of the earth.



  Slowly, as the last of the soil rained down, he could feel the blood in his veins cool down, for grief had finally consumed him. Riley dropped to his knees, then onto his side, then curled up into a ball in the pit of the crater. Silently he sobbed into the dirt, and he cried until he ran out of tears. Part of him, a part that vowed to remain alive and standing, promised to remember this feeling, to remember this weakness. But he didn’t feel alike. He didn’t feel like standing anymore. “I wanna go home,” he whimpered, shivering in the cold wind.


  



32. From the Shadows


    
    
  
  In the quiet library of Knowall Town, Espeon normally locked the door after hours. The library halls were dark, and the only light came from the soft glow of a candle on the front desk as the librarian sat in his chair and read a book. Tonight, he was expecting a rather rowdy group of visitors, and so the door remained unlocked.



  His visitors flung the door open and rushed in, panting from their trek all the way from Astraean. “Espeon!” Weavile called to him as she led her small group to the front desk. “We won!”



  “Congratulations,” Espeon didn’t look up from his book.



  “Gallade’s dead!” Weavile exclaimed.



  “Mmm,” Espeon flipped the page.



  Weavile waited a moment for him to say something else, and when he didn’t, her excited expression shifted to an agitated confusion. “Did you hear what I said? Gallade, the Guildmaster, is dead. Bisharp cut off his head.”



  Espeon sighed and looked up finally. He saw Weavile, blood staining her dark fur, standing beside Joker and Murkrow. Joker’s fur was coated in dirt, and his dark expression seemed more like he had lost the battle. Murkrow was trying to control his breathing, and his shoulder was bleeding heavily. His feathers were singed all over, and he looked like he was going to collapse at any second. “Listen,” Espeon started, “my job is to report information to my boss, and make sure you don’t kill yourself. The whereabouts of Gallade’s head doesn’t fall under either of those jobs. What do you want me to do, give you a cookie? Congratulations, you did your fucking job. Whoop-de-doo. Clean yourself up and quit dripping blood on my floor. I just swept it.” He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and took out a small kit of berries and bandages, passing it to Joker, who immediately began treating Murkrow’s wound.



  Feeling dejected, Weavile turned away and grumbled, “We killed the Guildmaster that was giving Persian trouble for cycles… Even he kept his paws off, but we destroyed them in one night.”



  Espeon laughed, “‘Destroyed them’? You didn’t destroy them!”



  “What do you mean? Their Guildmaster is dead. Their base has a big-ass hole in it. Their morale is crushed,” Weavile pointed out. “They’ve turned against each other, for God’s sake!”



  Espeon quickly jumped over his desk and slapped Weavile’s cheek with his paw harshly. It didn’t hurt too bad, but the pure shock of the action caused Weavile to fall backwards onto the floor. She put her hand over her cheek in astonishment as Espeon growled at her, “Don’t use that word here! Do you want to be killed?”



  It took Weavile a moment to realize what she’d said. “It… It just slipped out. I didn’t mean to-”



  “Forget it. The reality is you haven’t 
  
    destroyed
  
   the Guild. All you’ve done is weakened them temporarily. Gallade has a son, and he’s going to rebuild it. You can count on that. And when he does, he’s going to want revenge. You haven’t destroyed his Guild, you’ve only killed his father. When he grows up, fueled by the pain of seeing his father’s head on a stick, you can bet your ass he’s going to cause problems. Gallade will likely turn out to be the lesser of two evils.” Weavile listeners to his omen quietly, silently thinking he was full of shit. How much trouble could an orphaned brat cause? She rolled her eyes inwardly, making sure the Psychic-type didn’t pick up on her skepticism.



  “So, what’s the plan now?” Murkrow, now sitting sitting against a bookshelf with his shoulder bandaged, asked wearily.



  “Now? Now we finish what we started,” Weavile grinned. “We’ll go to each of the divisions and make sure the leaders are on our side. Then we’ll charge the mansion and kill Persian.”



  “Kill him?” Joker gave her a worried look. “Why not just chase him out?”



  “He knows too much. If we don’t kill him, he could rat us out to the Guild,” Weavile pointed out.



  “You mean the Guild we just raided? The one in shambles?” Murkrow retorted.



  “In case you’ve forgotten, Leavanny’s Guild is still in working order. They may specialize in more domestic cases, but they can still raid our hideouts and arrest us all. Smartass,” Weavile spat. Joker sighed. She had a point, but he didn’t like it.



  “You’re awfully optimistic for someone who could barely handle three explorers,” Espeon commented as he walked back to his desk and hopped back into his chair.



  “I would have won if Bisharp hadn’t interrupted,” Weavile defended. “There’s no way I’ll ever lose to that Riolu. But I see your point. As we are now, we stand no chance. That’s why we need to make sure the other divisions are with us. So we’ll use the time while we’re recovering to visit each hideout and get all the division heads on our side. We have the circus and the orphanage, but that definitely isn’t enough.”



  “Especially since those are the two weakest divisions in the organization,” Espeon remarked.



  “Alright, Division-of-one, you’ve just earned yourself a trip to Carrion Woods to talk with the Interrogation Division,” Weavile spat.



  “Oh, please. We all know you were gonna send me there, anyway,” Espeon replied.



  “So, Espie will talk with Kuro. Where should Murky and I go?” Joker seemed to have shaken off his dark thoughts and returned to his smiling self.



  “Murkrow should go to the Clean-Up Division in Seasnow City and talk to Delibird. That leaves the Assassination Division and-”



  “For the love of Arceus,” Espeon interrupted with a groan, “Leave Bisharp out of this. Do you really want to intentionally bring that walking bloodbath into your rebellion?”



  “F-fair point… we’ll assume the Assassination Division is going to remain neutral in this. So that leaves the Scavenger Division. From what I heard, Sableye and his remaining lackeys are hiding out with the circus until they can form a new base. That makes Joker the perfect one to go convince him to join the cause.”



  “Right. I’ll talk to him when I get back,” Joker agreed.



  “And what will you be doing while we’re asking for help?” Murkrow asked Weavile.



  “I’ll hold a training camp for the orphans. We need them to help us fight, and if they want a chance at walking away alive, they’re gonna need a lot of work,” Weavile explained. “We’ll meet back here on the first day of the Month of Raikou with everyone, and then, we’ll take the mansion.”



  “First day? You realize the Month or Raikou is the first month of summer, right?” Joker asked.



  “Yeah, so?”



  “So, I have to be back at the circus for the festival during the Summer Solstice. They’re heading to Wrytsberg as we speak. That’s almost all the way across the continent. There’s no way I can make it back here in a day whilst leading a bunch of foot soldiers with me. If we rush, it’ll raise suspicion,” Joker explained. “We’re already on Gallade’s watch list - although I don’t think that matters too much anymore.”



  Weavile sighed and turned to the Psychic-type, “Can you help him out?”



  Espeon looked at her skeptically. “Do you know how exhausting it is for me to schlep a small troop across an entire continent?”



  “More exhausting than fighting the boss of a criminal organization head-to-head? I’m not asking you to join the fight, because I know you don’t like fighting. I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen you in combat. So the least you can do is ferry some troops to fight for you,” Weavile chastised.



  Espeon thought for a moment. “Alright,” he decided. “But,” Weavile instantly knew she wouldn’t like what came next, “in exchange, Kuroba is to be uninvolved with this fight.”



  “What? But we need him!” Weavile protested. “If 
  
    anyone
  
   can level the playing field, that lunatic can! Our foot soldiers may be good for meat shields and the forest Pokémon, but we still have monsters like Arcanine to deal with!”



  “It’s 
  
    because 
  
  he’s a lunatic that I don’t want him involved. He’s a wild card. He wouldn’t fight to make you leader. He wouldn’t even fight to stop you from being leader. He fights for blood, win or lose. I’m not even sure if he’s capable of differentiating between allies and enemies. You’ve been in his lair, for Arceus’ sake; you should know. If he’s on the battlefield, you’ll lose a whole lot more than you bargained for,” Espeon warned.



  Weavile could see truth in his words. Kuroba was a mystery. She had only met him a handful of times, and every time she did, she hated him. She feared him. Espeon handled most of the communication between Kuroba and Persian, and so he was most familiar with the ghost, so if he said Kuroba was bad news, Weavile would be a fool not to listen.



  “Alright,” she decided. “We’ll let Kuroba sit it out, and in exchange, you act as Joker’s ferry to and from Wrytsberg.”



  “Actually,” Joker chimed in, “I’d rather go there by myself.”



  “Are you sure?” Weavile asked.



  “Yeah. Even I need some time by myself for a while. A lot has happened recently, and I need time to properly sort it all out. Plus,” as if realizing he wasn’t cheery and aloof enough, he smiled happily, “it’s better to show up at the festival at the last minute. The hero always shows up right in the nick of time!”



  Weavile knew he had been acting off since before the raid. Upon seeing him lighten up again, she gave him a smile, as though she believed he was okay. She 
  
    wanted 
  
  to believe he was okay. She didn’t have time to make sure, to sit down and ask, so she hoped it was nothing. She told herself he was just shaken from the events at the Guild. “Alright, then you’d better leave soon, or you’ll get Hell from your troupe,” she warned.



  Joker laughed. It was his usual devil-may-care laugh. Weavile loved that laugh. Relief washed over her as she heard it. 
  
    He’s okay,
  
   she thought to herself. 
  
    We’re okay.
  



  …



  Joker was the first to depart from the library. He borrowed some money from Espeon and hired a transportation service, then set off from Knowall Town in the early hours of the morning, atop the back of a Sawsbuck.



  He spent a lot of the time in his own head. The words Gallade had spoken to him in the jail cell worried him. Joker had known humans weren’t welcome in this world, but he had no idea how bad it was. And Espeon’s reaction to human words such as “god” proved that Gallade wasn’t lying. Now, that Riolu from the Guild had been outed as an Outworlder. Joker was sure, now that he thought about it, that it was true. Bisharp probably lied about Riley being his mole, but there was no doubt in Joker’s mind that Riley being a human was the truth. The excitement in the boy’s eyes when they fought, the thirst for strength and the drive to win… Those weren’t the feelings of someone who had been raised in this world. He clearly enjoyed this world more than his old one. 
  
    I wonder if he remembers his old world, 
  
  Joker couldn’t help thinking. He thought it was unfortunate that they were on opposite sides; he’d have loved to sit down and talk with the Fighting-type.



  Joke could almost hear Weavile’s voice in his head, 
  
    He’s an enemy, why are you talking about sitting and talking with him? 
  
  It was true, such thoughts were dangerous for his resolve. He already had a hard enough time fighting those kids, he doesn’t need to make it harder on himself by thinking he wished they could get along.



  He switched his train of thought off the Riolu and focused on the other events of the previous night. They now had plenty of time to sink in fully. Joker had taken part in the murder of the Guildmaster. He was sure there’d be papers for his arrest now. With his painted fur, he was sure someone had recognized him. 
  
    Although,
  
   he thought, 
  
    it 
  
  was 
  
    the middle of a war. There’s a chance everyone was too busy with their own battles to notice me.
  



  But there was one Pokémon he was sure noticed him. The Roselia he had sunk his teeth into. Her words echoed in his mind. 
  
    If you’re sorry, then just stop. 
  
  He wished more than anything that he could. That his circus could go back to how it was in the beginning: just a troupe of performers who bring smiles to the crowd. But Weavile wanted him to fight, and he couldn’t refuse her. Not because she was threatening him or anything, but because when she looked at him with her excited, adventurous eyes, he couldn’t bring himself to say no.



  “That girl’s gonna be the death of me,” Joker sighed.



  “Sorry?” The Sawsbuck cocked his head.



  “Oh! Nothing, just talking to myself…”



  …



  Weavile was the last of the trio to leave the library, taking her time getting a good amount of sleep before her departure. Hazel Town wasn’t too far away, so she had plenty of time to get there and begin training. When she finally left the library, the sun was already out and beginning it’s ascent into the sky. Weavile hired a transportation service and began her trek back to her orphanage.



  It was a short ride on the back of a Gogoat, and she spent the time thinking about who to bring to the mansion. Out of the Pokémon she had trained to join the criminal life, most of them were still far from being capable of fending off the high-level guardians of the old mansion. They’d be picked off before they even reach the front door.



  As the Gogoat skidded to a stop and Weavile paid her fare, the orphanage kids rushed out to greet her. “Weavile! You’re back!” They cheered in a cacophony of excitement.



  “Sorry, guys, I’m still really busy. I’ll play with you all later, so let me through,” Weavile told them as she pushed through the small crowd towards the door. “Can I meet the older Pokémon in my office?” She asked as she stepped into the large front room.



  It took a few minutes for the Pokémon to assemble in the small office in the back of the building. Weavile sat on the desk as she looked at a Spearow, Pichu, Treecko, and Totodile. “Where’s Leafeon?” She asked when it was apparent he wasn’t coming.



  “He… he was adopted yesterday,” Spearow answered.



  “Adopted? By who?” Weavile questioned.



  “A couple from Churchill came and took him home,” Treecko explained.



  “Well, bring him back. I need him,” Weavile ordered.



  “Sorry… what?” Spearow’s beak dropped slightly in surprise.



  “Bring him back. He can go play house later, but we need him now for the next mission,” Weavile repeated.



  “‘Play house’? He found a family who was willing to take him in. You’re going to pull him away again?” Totodile asked incredulously.



  Weavile paused for a moment, as though she were just now realizing what she was saying. “Of course not,” she smiled. “I want nothing more than for you kids to find a home where you belong. It’s just right now, I’m in a tough spot. We need as many Pokémon to help as we can get, and Leafeon will be a huge asset. After this mission, he can go back to Churchill with his new family, and he won’t hear anything from me again. But right now, I need him to help me out.”



  The orphans looked at each other. “Right…” Spearow turned towards the door, “I’ll go bring him back.” Weavile could tell they weren’t convinced of her intentions, but she continued smiling.



  “Hurry, please,” Weavile called after him as he left the room, then she turned to the remaining three. “When they get back, we’re going to begin preparing. I’m taking you five to the old mansion,” Weavile declared. Excitement flared up in the orphans’ eyes as they looked at one another. The mansion was like the king’s castle to them; a place of great importance. “But,” Weavile continued, drawing their attention back to her, “we’re not going there for fun. We’re going to attack the mansion, and overthrow Persian.”



  Treeko and Totodile didn’t quite understand the gravity of this statement, as they hadn’t met Persian before. But Pichu has seen him once, while tagging along with Weavile for a mission report, and her face stiffened. “Overthrow Persian…?” She hadn’t ever thought such a thing was possible. “Why? Isn’t he a good leader?”



  Weavile shook her head. “You guys don’t know because you’ve been here, but Persian isn’t fit to lead us. He makes mistakes constantly. His lapses in judgement and tactical errors result in the deaths of many of his subordinates. You might have heard Sableye’s hideout was exposed. That was his fault. Breloom was killed because of him, too.” That got their attention.



  Totodile’s head perked up in surprise. “Breloom’s dead…?” He whispered.



  Weavile guessed he wasn’t informed before about the truth behind Breloom’s disappearance, since he was fairly new. She nodded her head gravely. “Breloom, as well as many other Pokémon that came from this orphanage, have met cruel ends because of Persian’s mistakes. It hurts my heart to see them, who are like my own children, being killed needlessly. That’s why I’m putting a stop to it.” She now saw a new resolve build in the orphans’ eyes. She could tell they were on board now, so she continued, “It will be hard. Many will die. But that’s why I need as much help as I can get. And as you are now, it would take a miracle for you to survive. I’d estimate three or four of you wouldn’t even make it into the building. That’s why it’s so important that we waste no time and get started right away in preparing you. I’m going to take the five of you on a rigorous training camp. It will last the entire three days we have until the fight. I’m confident that if we work seriously with the time we have, we can make it through this. So, while we’re waiting on Leafeon and Spearow, I’ll go over the plan for the next three days…”



  …



  Murkrow’s flight to Seasnow City began at sunrise the next day. His shoulder stung, but he could push through so long as the weather remained clear. Seasnow City was located far in the north, and he wanted to get there quickly so he would have enough time to return by the three-day deadline.



  He glided high in the air towards his destination, alone in the sky. This gave him plenty of time to think about the future. When Weavile takes control of the organization, Murkrow would finally have a chance to be free. He never wanted to be in this business. He only did it because Persian was blackmailing him. With the Classy Cat out of the picture, Murkrow would be able to go home for the first time in cycles. He could see his family. He could leave his life of crime and start over.



  
    But would Weavile let me go?
  
   He considered the Ice-type his friend, and liked to think she thought the same of him, but frankly, she scared him sometimes. He could tell she was kind at heart, but she was also ruthless at times. He’s seen her kill Pokémon in cold blood, as though they were wild beasts. She seemed to enjoy being a criminal; as though she thought it was a game. He couldn’t imagine the kind of life she must have lived before they met. Maybe she would let him walk away, as a final favor to a friend, but he steeled himself. Weavile wouldn’t easily let an ally slip away.



  Such thoughts filled his mind until he finished the long trek, and the sun descended towards the horizon. The northern city stretched upwards with its tall, slender buildings. The architecture there was unique in two ways. Several smaller buildings, such as houses and shops, were connected together by one taller, thinner building built between them. Up to four of these buildings would connect each skyscraper, one on each side. These skyscrapers gave the area a more city-like feel, despite their thin shape. There were also a few larger skyscrapers as well, used for major companies and community housing facilities.



  About 50 feet up each building, there are doors. These doors are identical to the ones found on the first floor, and work exactly the same way. The reason for these doors is the same reason the city received its name. Every autumn, Seasnow City is bombarded with snow. More snow than anywhere else on the continent. Enough snow to bury buildings in. The snow comes in large quantities throughout a single month, and then remains there until spring. For half the cycle, the city is buried in about 50 feet of compact snow. This is why the doors are made: to create an entrance once the snow hits. The thin buildings connecting the smaller ones contain little more than a staircase leading down to the buildings that have been completely covered. For half the cycle, the tall, sleek city becomes a snowy village of a few seemingly small buildings.



  As Murkrow arrived, he was relieved to find the snow had melted away from the previous winter, leaving a soggy ground for him to land on. Murkrow hated snow, and would have protested coming here had it been a couple months earlier. He alighted in front of a large building, visible in the winter, with the words “Delibird’s Delivery Service” printed over the doors in large font. Windows covered the entire top floor, where bird Pokémon could come and go, and a garage door remained open on the side of the building for large Pokémon to enter.



  Outside the garage, a Tyrantrum was just preparing to leave, a large shipping crate hanging from ropes from its powerful jaws. Murkrow entered the building.



  Inside, the building was generally quiet. The owner of the business was known to be generally ill-tempered, so chatter was kept to a minimum as the workers went about their business. On the first floor, there was a large pool behind the front desk, connecting to an underwater tunnel that led out to the northern ocean. A Lanturn sat at the surface of the water, waiting as his coworker, a Carnivine, wrapped a package in a tight grassy seal, waterproofing it for its journey to the sea. An Illumise sat at the front desk, and she smiled at Murkrow as he approached.



  “Hello! Welcome to Delibird’s Delivery Service!” she greeted him in a chirpy voice.



  “Where’s Delibird?” Murkrow asked. “I need to speak with him.”



  “He’s currently not taking any visitors,” Illumise gave an awkward smile. “Today’s an off-day.”



  “It’s important. I have to see him as soon as possible,” Murkrow insisted.



  Illumise hesitated. “He’s in his office on the sixth floor,” she relented.



  “Thank you,” Murkrow nodded to the receptionist as he walked to the staircase and flew up to the next floor.



  “I told you it was an off-day! You’ve been warned!” Illumise called after him, a hint of fear in her high-pitched voice.



  The second floor held large tables covered in letters, and Pokémon taking them one by one, reading the address, and then either dropping them down a chute to the first floor to be taken overseas, or placing them in a cart to be brought to a higher floor. The third floor was basically the same as the second, but with larger boxes and packages. The fourth floor was used for storage. It was an inconspicuous room, with the only thing odd about it being the bookshelf in the far back, hidden by the other supplies. Each shelf was filled to the brim with bottles and jugs, with labels such as “red remover,” “happy water,” or even simply an X. Murkrow knew what those liquids were used for, as did the majority of the Pokémon who worked there.



  The fifth floor held a front desk just as the first floor, but it wasn’t occupied during the summer. The large windows were open, and Flying-types with messenger bags slung over their necks or shoulders, passed through, filling their bags with letters and small packages before setting out to deliver them. Then, finally, Murkrow reached the sixth and final floor.



  The top floor was used as a sort of break room for the workers, as it was an open room with several tables and sofas. Many of the messenger Pokémon spent long amounts of time travelling, and so many of them rested and slept here. At the back of the room, there was a single door, with a single word painted across it: DELIBIRD. Several Pokémon were laying across the sofas and on the floor as Murkrow walked across the room to the boss’s office. He could feel their curious eyes following him as he stared ahead at the door. He could practically hear their thoughts as they watched him.



  
    What is he here for? Isn’t he from the orphanage? Doesn’t he know not to disturb Delibird on an off-day?
  



  Murkrow took a deep breath as he stopped in front of the door. He’d have liked to come back tomorrow, in the hopes that it’d be an on-day, but he didn’t have the time. Hed just have to risk it. He used his beak to knock on the door, announcing his presence to the Ice-type inside.



  “I swear to all that is holy,” an angry voice rumbled from within, “if you’re coming up here to bother me about an incorrect address again, go ahead and take a moment to think about what you could to do fix the problem on your own, and reconsider your decision to-” The door opened and Delibird stopped as he realized he wasn’t scolding one of his workers. “Well, well, if it isn’t Miss Babysitter’s sidekick. I suppose I need to find a receptionist who can do her damn job.”



  “I was informed it was an off-day, but this is important. It can’t wait until tomorrow,” Murkrow explained.



  The larger bird sighed, “I take it you’re here on Babysitter’s behalf?” he asked as he stepped aside, gesturing for Murkrow to enter.



  “Yes, I came to talk to you about…” Murkrow trailed off as he realized the Ice-type wasn’t listening. He had walked over to a metal tube used for communication and opened the hatch covering it.



  “Dodrio,” he called through the tube.



  “Yes, sir,” a voice answered, echoing through the metal pipe.



  “Tell Illumise she’s to be transferred to letter organization,” Delibird ordered. “Tell her if she wants to send Pokémon to knock on doors, she shouldn’t be sitting at that desk on her ass all day.”



  “Yes, sir,” the voice responded curtly, and then Delibird closed the hatch again.



  Murkrow looked at him almost pleadingly, “I wish you wouldn’t-”



  “What did you want to talk about?” Delibird interrupted.



  “Illumise was just doing her job. I was the one who-”



  “If you think telling me how to run my business is more important than what you came to talk about, you’d have been better off waiting until tomorrow,” Delibird growled, warning Murkrow not to continue on the topic.



  Murkrow gulped. “R-right… I came on Weavile’s behalf to ask you for a favor.”



  “No,” Delibird decided.



  “You haven’t even heard-”



  “Any request coming from that weasel is bound to be trouble. I don’t want to get caught up in whatever she’s starting.”



  “Are you sure? You’ll probably regret it later on,” Murkrow warned. Delibird gave him a questioning look, and Murkrow took that as a sign to continue. “Weavile is going to overthrow Persian and take over as the head of the mansion.”



  Delibird laughed heartily. “As if a scrawny little Ice-type like her could defeat Persian! Do you know how powerful he is alone? Not to mention his little bodyguards in the woods. She won’t stand a chance.”



  “She wouldn’t,” Murkrow agreed, “if she were alone. But she has allies. Lots of them. The majority of the organization is on her side. They’re convinced that Persian has to go, and if you don’t help them, they might decide that you’re next.”



  Delibird sneered, “There’s no way Miss Babysitter could do a better job than Persian. He’s the reason we’ve remained out of the Guild’s jail cells for so long.” As one of the first division leaders to have joined Persian’s crime ring, Delibird was the most knowledgeable about Persian’s capabilities and what went on behind the scenes. Murkrow knew trying to turn him against Persian was going to be difficult, but he also knew he’d get Hell from Weavile if he came back empty handed.



  “Whether he’s better than her or not doesn’t matter much. The fact is she’s got the strength of numbers. She’s going to defeat him, and when she does, you’d better hope you’re on her side,” he warned.



  Delibird hesitated. “When you say she has most of the organization on her side, who does that include?”



  Murkrow paused for a moment. “Sableye, Joker, Kuroba, Espeon-”



  “
  
    Espeon
  
   is helping her?” Delibird asked with surprise. Murkrow nodded. Delibird furrowed his brow, thinking. He knew Espeon wasn’t a fool. Espeon wouldn’t help Weavile unless he was certain she’d win. Not to mention he worked as Persian’s advisor, and arguably had more power in the organization than Persian. More than Weavile, Delibird felt it was extremely important to be on Espeon’s side. “What’s your plan for this?” he asked.



  Murkrow smiled, knowing that was a sign that Delibird was going to cooperate. “On the first day of the Month of Raikou, we’re going to rally all of our forces at Knowall Town and then go as a group and charge the mansion. If you’re going to join us, you should bring your elite workers. We don’t want to lose too many lives in the fight, but it’s important to gather as many capable fighters as we can.”



  Delibird nodded thoughtfully. “Alright. I’m in.”



  …



  Kuroba didn’t like visitors. If someone was a visitor, that meant they had to leave. That meant he couldn’t touch them. He didn’t like that. There was one visitor that he 
  
    did 
  
  like, however, because it meant something was going on. When that visitor appeared before him in his little house of horror, he smiled excitedly.



  “It smells like something died, as usual,” Espeon remarked as he looked around the little house. It was built near the torture chamber, intended for Kuroba to live there when he wasn’t working. When the house was built, it was a quaint little cottage, with carpets, tables, chairs, and some decorations. There were four rooms: the living room, bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen. Each was fully furnished and relatively homely. Now, though, the scent of death hung in the air, as it did throughout the entire forest, and the carpets had to be removed because they were growing mildew and bacteria from the blood that was never cleaned off it.



  The Clean-Up division had been in charge of maintaining the house for him after it became apparent that Kuroba had no intention of keeping it serviceable. They had removed the carpets after they got too damaged, but each time Delibird would send someone to replace them, the poor worker wouldn’t return. After several attempts to get Kuroba to let them install the carpets, eventually they stopped coming. That was when the cabin in the woods began regressing into the state it’s now in.



  The walls were peeling, the windows were too dirty to see through, and most of the furniture was gone (repurposed in Kuroba’s torture experiments). The kitchenware was unserviceable, as was the bathroom. Even if it did work, the bathroom door had a sofa wedged in it with the bottom facing outward, blocking anyone of substantial size from entering, with the pole of a broom keeping it from being moved. A Mankey’s arm stuck out from between the sofa and the doorframe, limp and malnourished. That, Espeon concluded, was most likely the source of the smell.



  Kuroba caught him staring at the body, and grinned. “Something 
  
    did 
  
  die,” he told him. The Ghost-type was sitting in the living room, eating a cooked Pidgey, likely cooked over a fire on the fire pit outside. “It’s interesting to see how Pokémon react to such a simple yet immovable obstacle. It’s a shame the plumbing doesn’t work anymore, or he’d have lasted much longer.”



  Espeon looked back at the Banette. “I came to tell you not to go to the mansion for a while,” he stated, “not that you visit regularly.”



  “A little birdie told me the Guildmaster is dead,” Kuroba ignored Espeon.



  Espeon hesitated. 
  
    A little birdie? 
  
  He considered the likelihood of Murkrow reporting to Kuroba. No, he had been with Weavile ever since the night of the raid, and there wasn’t time for him to stop here on his way to Seasnow City. Not to mention, he’s far too timid to come talk to Kuroba on his own. Was it Delibird, then? The Ice-type probably didn’t even hear the news until much later, if at all. And he’d have no reason to tell Kuroba. No, it wasn’t either of them. It might not have been a bird at all, if the expression wasn’t used literally. But the fact remained that someone was informing Kuroba of events that might be dangerous for him to know. Espeon didn’t like that. “When that ‘little birdie’ comes back, you have full permission to kill them,” he told the Ghost-type. “If I find them before you, you’ll likely be in trouble, so make sure you get rid of the problem.”



  “Oh, don’t worry,” Kuroba laughed. It was a knowing laugh, as though there were some inside joke Espeon wasn’t in on, “the problem’s already settled.” Espeon looked down at Kuroba’s lunch, and put two and two together. “I wonder if Bisharp has anything planned for the head… can you ask him for me?”



  “I’m not going to ask Bisharp to give you a decapitated head,” Espeon grimaced.



  “Well, if you won’t ask him, maybe I’ll go ask Persian to pass on my message…” Kuroba suggested slyly.



  
    This bastard is too crafty for his own good, 
  
  Espeon thought to himself. Kuroba may not be very informed on the events of the world around him, secluded in his little cabin, but he could sense something big about to happen. “Fine,” Espeon grumbled, “I’ll ask him. But in exchange, I want you to up the security around here. Kill anyone who enters the woods. Don’t ask who they are or what they want. Don’t listen to their pleas. Even the wildies and the wanderers. The only exception…” Espeon lifted a shard of glass from the floor by the window with his psychic grip and carved a symbol onto the wall. It looked like a circle with the letter Y stretching from the top, and a horizontal line through the stem. 
  
    An upside-down stick figure,
  
   Kuroba observed.



  “If the Pokémon has this symbol anywhere on them, whether it’s on their bag, on a piece of paper, or carved into their flesh, they have been approved to talk to you, and likely have information I or Persian want you to know. If they have this…” Espeon carved an oval under the figure’s head, like a halo, “I sent them personally, and I damn well better see them come back out safe and sound. This is the absolutely-do-not-harm symbol.”



  “I’m not allowed to hurt the angels, is that it?” Kuroba grinned.



  “You won’t see the do-not-harm symbol very often, but Persian would probably appreciate it if his messengers return with all their limbs,” Espeon explained further.



  “So to make sure I clearly understand… anyone without this symbol is to be killed. Anyone with a symbol but no halo is an expendable messenger, and anyone 
  
    with
  
   a halo is off limits,” Kuroba summarized.



  “Exactly. Follow this system without fail and I’ll ask Bisharp about his war trophy.”



  “Alright, it’s a deal,” Kuroba cackled. “And don’t think I don’t know why you’ve put this system in place… You can’t keep me away from the fun forever.”



  “I don’t need to. I only need to keep you from killing someone I need to keep alive. Luckily for you, there isn’t a very long list of them.” As Espeon finished, he was illuminated in a purple light, and was whisked away.



  …



  Scarlet City, under the jurisdiction of Leavanny’s Guild, wasn’t affected very much by the raid on the Guild across the mountain range. Espeon arrived there in the middle of the day, as Pokémon were out and about, living their daily lives. The dirt path felt hot under his paws as he stepped onto the street from an alleyway. He preferred to Teleport to a private location, so as not to reveal his capabilities.



  He didn’t expect to find Bisharp at his butchery shop, but he figured he may as well try. As he entered the large building, he could almost immediately tell the boss wasn’t in. It was far too quiet to be housing someone who had just murdered a Guildmaster. Espeon padded over to the front desk, where a Glaceon sat on a chair. She seemed bored, but she perked up as she noticed the visitor.



  “Welcome,” she smiled pleasantly.



  “What happened to Mandibuzz?” Espeon asked curiously.



  “Sometimes Pokémon have to make way for new hires,” Glaceon replied vaguely, shrugging her shoulders.



  “In other words, you killed her and took over her position at front desk,” Espeon stated.



  Glaceon looked at him suspiciously. “So you’re in Persian’s business, then?”



  “Don’t they have some kind of training here? Weren’t you taught to recognize your superiors?” Espeon asked.



  “I don’t have time to remember all the division leaders and all that shit,” Glaceon stated arrogantly. “I’m gonna surpass them soon enough, anyway.”



  “It takes a lot of guts to survive in this business. It seems you have no problem in that field. Try to be a bit more cautious, though. Especially when you don’t know who it is you’re talking to.”



  “I’m not afraid. I’m aiming straight for the top. Weavile’s a joke. I’ll sit on that throne in Skyspear Manor soon enough. As soon as she gets rid of Persian for me, I’ll stab her in the back,” Glaceon bragged. “And you know…” her voice suddenly took a more seductive tone, “there’s room in that manor for two.”



  “Flattered,” Espeon stated flatly. “Unfortunately, I’m rather busy. I really just came to see if Bisharp is in, and now that I know he isn’t…”



  “Bisharp? He and his posse haven’t been in since the whole incident yesterday at the Guild. I’m up to my ears in work because of it, plus, Pokémon keep coming in asking for him. Arcanine himself came in yesterday to ask what Bisharp was trying to pull,” complained the Ice-type.



  “I’m sure. Well, if you happen to pick up any information,” Espeon turned to leave, “come drop it by the Knowall Library.”



  Glaceon’s ears perked up with interest. “Wait, you’re the Espeon from Knowall Town?”



  “
  
    My,
  
   someone’s been paying attention,” Espeon rolled his eyes as he padded back towards the door.



  Glaceon hopped up and over the desk, skipping to fall into step with the Psychic-type. “Why didn’t you say so before?” Espeon continued walking, opening the door with Psychic and stepping through. “Hey, if you need an assistant or something, I can help you out.”



  “Don’t you have work to be doing?” Espeon grumbled.



  “Please. As if anyone would care if I disappeared. Especially if I joined the Intelligence Division. I’d be the first identified member of Intel Div, so I’d probably be famous,” Glaceon speculated.



  “Well, sadly, I don’t have any need for an assistant,” Espeon insisted, irritated that the Ice-type wouldn’t leave him alone so he could Teleport.



  “But surely with all the traveling you do, someone should be in charge of the library in your stead, right?” Glaceon continued. “I could watch your things while you’re gone and make sure no one steals anything.”



  Espeon stopped. He had been robbed only once, when he was gone for a long period of time, but even that one theft was annoying enough for him to consider the offer of a guard. Not to mention he rather liked the idea of not having the entire library caked in dust on his more lengthy absences. He looked at Glaceon, considering her request. “Do you know how to manage a library?” he asked.



  “I’ve never done it before, but I’ve handled the Butcher Barn’s files, and I’m a pretty fast learner,” she bragged.



  Espeon sighed. “And you’ll only be working there until you can… inherit the manor?”



  “That’s right. Once I’m calling the shots, I’ll be out of your fur.”



  
    Therefore, I can count on her to hold the fort for several cycles at least, 
  
  Espeon concluded. “Alright. I’ll make you my assistant librarian. Go ahead to the transport company and get a Pokémon to take you to Knowall. I’ll meet you there.”



  “You’re not gonna ride with me?” Glaceon tipped her head.



  “No, I don’t like using transport Pokémon. I’ll go by myself,” he told her.



  “Alright, but Knowall Town is literally across the continent… will I have to wait for you to get in?”



  “No, the door will be unlocked for you.”



  “Okay… see you there, then,” Glaceon hesitated before turning to leave. As soon as she turned the corner onto the main street, and Espeon found himself alone by the entrance to the butcher’s shop, he Teleported back to his home.


  



33. Under Blossoms of Fire


    
    
  
  A scarf of otherworldly red lay folded up on the grass in front of Riley, just an inch apart from the Explorer’s bag that showed a now meaningless emblem. It felt wrong not to be wearing them. He felt too light to not be carrying all his gear, his neck too cold without that sunbaked fabric embracing him. And it was because of this that he couldn’t wear them anymore. Whatever image they used for his poster was bound to feature that red scarf and, likely, his bag.



  But there was one thing that had to be done first. Directly in front of him were two glass orbs, a Recall and an Escape. He’d seen the power of a Recall orb before, and there were many things he didn’t understand. If they could somehow reverse it to track him down, that would be the end. Even if it could potentially reunite him with his team, it was too risky. There would be other ways. And so, with great effort, Riley brought himself to pick up the orb and chuck it into the trunk of a tree. Fragments of glimmering glass burst apart and showered into the dirt. For a second there was a dim purple light that reached up for the sky, but it died within seconds, leaving Riley in the darkness of night. The Escape Orb joined it soon after. He didn’t trust them. They were unknown variables, and Riley couldn’t afford to keep them.



  But now there was a more pressing matter. Riley was at the boundary of a Mystery Dungeon not far from the city of Wrytsberg, and from what his map told him, that city was the only way through the Sawtooth Mountains. The only other routes were hundreds of miles away. And he wanted to go, too. Riley hadn’t been able to explore this place when he was just passing through. But, this was a big city, bigger than Astraean ten times over. He had to do something about his apparel if he wanted to go unnoticed. With his bag, that was simple. The emblem for the Guild was stitched on, so he could cut it off with an Iron Thorn, clean it up a little, then maybe wear it on the other hip with the bag turned around.



  His scarf, however, was a part of him. He only ever took it off to wash it. The strengths it gave him were so natural that Riley forgot he was even wearing it most of the time. And it was for that reason that he couldn’t wear it anymore. He thought about maybe wrapping it around his leg or his arm, but the color of the scarf is unlike any other. It would be noticed. He’d have to keep it tucked in his bag until he came up with any sort of plan.



  He sighed, and decided to get it over with. The Iron Thorn pried between the stitching and the leather bag, and proceeded to sloppily tear the two apart. A minute later he held the severed emblem in his paw. Long strands of thread dangled like hair. After a long, hollow sigh, he tucked it into the folds of the scarf and hid them both away.



  “I’ll probably have to get a new bag in town,” he mumbled. “A different model. Wear it a little differently. Maybe, I’ll like it more.” For a miracle, Riley almost believed it.



  Feeling colder than ever, Riley trudged through the bushes until he could just see the treeline end, and beyond it the path that eventually lead into Wrytsberg. He walked parallel to it, weaving through bushes and over fallen branches to avoid leaving a trail. Earlier in the day Riley already washed his loose fur off in a river and masked his scent by rubbing his body with herbs, but he couldn’t be too careful when his life was on the line. Especially when his ears just picked up on racket of wagon wheels rolling over the path.



  “Look! Over there!” The words were distant, well over a thousand yards, but Riley still darted his eyes in that direction regardless. Through the woods he could barely see the wagon, but it was there, white canvas and all. If he couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see him. Probably. “You see it, right?”



  “The lights? Yeah I see ‘em,” answered another. Now that Riley focused, this second voice was a sly serpentine hiss, low but not deep. “I just didn’t think they’d be celebrating already.” A second later, far off ahead of them came a piercing pop, followed shortly by a screeching whistle, silence, then a soft 
  
    boom
  
  . Through the canopy of leaves Riley could see bright green lights spark to life in the skies above, only to crackle and fade away in the space of two seconds. He stared in fascination, and the word came to him almost the moment the voices began to speak.



  “Woah! They’re setting off fireworks already?” asked the first, a whimsical cheer. ‘Fireworks.’ The word tickled so many dormant memories, bringing to the surface dozens of sensations. Savory aromas of smoke and cooked meats, distant lively laughter of children, loose laughter of adults, the warmth of fire at his fingertips and sparks covering the night sky…



  “Seems like it,” said the second. “A pre-celebration before the festival tomorrow. I knew we should’ve left a day earlier.”



  “Relax. Everyone who’s coming is showing up tomorrow,” assured the first. “We’ll forget all about the business we lost when we-” Riley stopped listening, for he heard another one of those fireworks pop. If the Pokémon in the wagon weren’t going to notice him, then he didn’t have to give them any more attention. His mind was too busy to think about them either way.



  “A festival?” Riley whispered. Rationally, that was perfect. With so many Pokémon there he could blend in easily, get some sort of makeover and change his appearance, then figure out what the hell to do. True, it’s likely that there would be a number of Guild Pokémon there, but the crowds would make it easy to hide. And the only other option would’ve been to find another way through the mountains, and that seemed hellish and dangerous. Heading through was the smart thing to do, but more importantly, Riley just wanted to go. It sounded like simple, wholesome fun that appealed to a simple Riley that sought only to feel normal. Who knew when he would feel like that again? And so, not so much eager as wishful, the boy began to walk again.



  …



  He’d been in the city once before, but only in passing, when Riley rode a caravan into the desert to reply to Scizor’s request. The caravan wasn’t even allowed to stop for a minute, so all Riley got to do was look at the tall stone buildings carved out of the mountains’ faces, staring in awe at the scale of this city. Great terraces lead up to the peaks like stairs, into which these skyscrapers were built. And at the two summits there were two colossal windmills, spinning in gradual circles, creating a soft but inescapable 
  
    fwoom, fwoom, fwoom
  
   that one could hear for miles around. It was a constant backdrop in the lives of the tens of thousands that lived here. It was like an entirely different world from Astraean.



  And that was only two weeks ago.



  Strings of paper lanterns of all colors hung above the streets, dimmed in the morning light. Red and orange and green banners draped along buildings, waving tamely in the gentle but permanent breeze. “Summer,” most read, but a select few stormcloud-gray banners had “Raikou” written in yellow. Along with the storefronts and homes, each decorated with a colorful canopy or a flowery wreath or long ribbons that slithered in place along with the banners, there was as much festivities as there was empty space on the walls.



  But the morale didn’t match the decorations. Pokémon were smiling and chatting (so many Pokémon, at any given second Riley could easily see well over a hundred heads), but even when all their voices formed into one collective murmur as Riley walked amongst them, he could feel something. It was like viewing the world through a filter, where everything was shaded and he always heard this low, droning tone from somewhere deep inside his skull. And along with this feeling, Riley even knew what it was. He’d been picking up on everyone’s fear. The Guildmaster was dead, and it would take more than a festival to fix that. No, it was not an entirely different world from Astraean after all.



  A store ran by a fidgety Furret offered a good selection of new bags. There were plenty of models he could pick from, even a duffel bag that caught his eye, but they didn’t seem as practical as the style of bags the Guild issued. He ended up picking a messenger bag only a little smaller and made from some kind of green-gray canvas. There were other options, and getting used to a new bag would take effort, but this one was cheap. Cheap outweighed his own comfort when he had so little coin to spare.



  “And what’s next?” Riley asked himself after managing to pay for the new bag without catching any attention. The answer was pretty clear: he needed a map. Rose always had it between the three of them, and now that she was out of his life, he would need to get-



  Wait, ‘out of his life?’ No… No, that wasn’t true, or at least it didn’t have to be. Rose was a human just like he was. If he somehow got the word out that she didn’t belong either, maybe he’d have someone with him on this forlorn journey of his. Maybe together they could figure all this… He shook his head, ashamed of the thought. Dragging a friend into all this with him? Making her a fugitive? No, Riley couldn’t bring himself to do that. He would have to kill Bisharp by himself, and he would have to be stronger to do so.



  The Riolu stopped abruptly in the street, for at an intersection a column of flames erupted and and towered above the Pokémons’ heads. Those close to it jolted back, and gasps and squawks came from dozens of throats. It stood there, swirling and blazing, until the seconds passed, and the column burst apart, the embers replaced with with petals of thousands of different flowers, drifting on the gentle but eternal wind of this city. The gasps turned to whispers and moans of adoration and wonder. For an instant the gloom that hung over them all weakened, and there was an infectious jovial laugh.



  “Thank you, thank you!” called a pink Frillish, lowering her head to the Pokémon as she floated inches above the floor. Riley’s ears twitched. A Water-type, conjuring fire that turns into flowers? That kind of gimmick sounded all too familiar. And sure enough, the Frillish continued. “There’s all that and more waiting for nightfall! For the festival to begin!”



  Riley found himself smiling. “The circus,” he said to himself, not without scorn. He couldn’t have asked for better. That painted Floatzel Joker was somewhere in this city. The bastards who destroyed the Guild, Bisharp’s cronies… He’d find them. Finding a map can wait. Scizor can wait. He had to get stronger, and the road to Bisharp was already lined with sons of bitches that were gonna get what they deserved.



  …



  “Has anyone seen Joker yet?” Dragonair asked fretfully as she approached Seviper and Arbok. The snakes were posted at the south entrance to the Wrytsberg town square, steering curious passersby away while the performers worked on setting up the giant multicolored tent. The circus members had been working through the night to prepare for their show. They took shifts, raising tents, setting up stands, and inflating balloons.



  It only took a couple of hours to set up the tents and equipment. It took four more hours to assemble the parade float, which had been built specifically for this event. The large platform on wheels was normally stored at Sableye’s Storage, along with all the other larger equipment only used for events. Since the storage facility was currently still making the transfer to new management after Sableye was revealed to be a criminal, it was something of a hassle getting the float out and transporting it across the countryside to Wrytsberg where it was to be used. It had actually been in transport for several days prior, and now it seemed eager to finally see some action.



  Upon completion of assembly, the float was a stunning thing to look at. It was a large rectangular platform, with various colors painted on it and streamers decorating the sides. A larger-than-life sized model of Shaymin, in sky form, stood at the front of the float, while a similarly large model of Raikou was perched at the back. The idea was that as the float came towards the Pokémon in the streets, it would be Shaymin’s face, the face of the last month of Spring, they would see. And once the float passed them, it would mark their beginning of Summer, with Raikou standing over them. Joker was, of course, the one who came up with the idea, and it was almost immediately met by high praise. The joy of the crowd and the awe of the children made the strenuous effort of transport and assembly worth it for those who were placed in charge of the float. But the Pokémon who thought of this was nowhere to be seen.



  “Not since he got stuck in jail,” Seviper answered.



  “I heard he was with Weavile and Murkrow,” Arbok added.



  “Why is he with them?” Dragonair questioned.



  “Don’t ask me,” Arbok tipped his head in a way that was interpreted as a shrug.



  Dragonair glared irritatedly at the Poison-type, “Doesn’t he know this show is one of our biggest events of the cycle? It might be okay for him to be absent on some regular performance, but this is too important! If he misses this, we’ll lose face.”



  “‘Nstead ‘a lecturin’ the snakes, why dontcha go help prepare fer the show?” By the overly thick southern drawl, Dragonair knew who the speaker was, but she turned anyways to see Buneary approaching the three of them, followed, as always, by Bunnelby.



  “I don’t suppose you’re looking to fill in for Joker, Buneary?” Dragonair asked snidely.



  “Aw, I wunn’t dream of it, but even I kin tell when ya all frett’n over nuthin an’ not gett’n anythin’ done,” Buneary smirked. “Jokah’s never let us down b’fore, ‘n’ he’s always show’n up just inna nick a time.”



  “But he’s never been away for a seasonal festival. Surely he knows how important it is to make sure it all goes well,” Dragonair protested.



  “Ah’m sure he does, which is why Ah’m also sure he’ll git back here b’fore showtime. He trusts us ta set everythin’ up fer ‘im ‘cuz he b’lieves we kin do it. So le’s quit wastin’ time talkin’ about ‘im an’ make ‘im proud.”



  Dragonair huffed and flew off, likely to chastise some other circus workers. She had taken it upon herself to oversee everything throughout the setup, and was trying to keep herself busy so she wouldn’t think about how the float was scheduled to depart down the Main Street in only half an hour, and the ringmaster who was supposed to be fronting it was nowhere to be seen. In her attempts to distract herself, she made sure no one else got distracted, either. She constantly scolded workers for taking breaks and messing around on duty, and so productivity increased, but general morale was declining.



  “I wish Joker’d get here so we don’t have to put up with Ms. Get-To-Work,” Grovyle grumbled as he and Dewott set up a stand that was to be used for concessions.



  “She’s not too bad. She’s just anxious,” Dewott smiled awkwardly, feeling the need to mediate his friend.



  “We 
  
    all
  
   are. Who does she think she is, ordering us around? We all know what we’re doing. It’s not like this is the first time we’ve set up without Joker,” Grovyle pointed out.



  “Well, yeah, but never for a seasonal event,” Dewott defended.



  “Whatever. It’s the same thing. It doesn’t matter if Arceus himself is coming to the show, we still set up like we usually do.”



  “There’s an awful lot of chatter going on here, I see,” a feminine voice chimed in. To Grovyle’s annoyance, it was Dragonair’s voice. She was doing her usual surveillance over the workers. “I hope you realize the circus opens at noon. We have less than an hour to get everything set up.”



  “Yes, your 
  
    majesty,” 
  
  Grovyle sneered.



  “Excuse me?” Dragonair bristled. “I’m just making sure everything goes as planned. I don’t need your attitude.”



  “What you’re doing is stressing everyone out and bossing us around. Don’t act like you’re helping out. You just like to be in charge,” spat Grovyle.



  “I can’t believe you! You think I 
  
    enjoy
  
   this? You think this is 
  
    fun
  
   for me? I wish Joker were here just as much as you, but he’s not. So 
  
    someone 
  
  has to take charge. And since you guys like to stand around and chat all day, that someone has to be me.”



  “Dewott and I have been busting our asses out here for an hour, setting up all these stands,” Grovyle gestured to the Water-type, who obviously didn’t want to be dragged into this. “While you’ve been sauntering around yelling at Pokémon, we’ve been hard at work. I think we deserve a little break to relax!”



  Before Dragonair could retort, Buneary ran over. “Drag’nair, someone said they spotted Jokah in town a few minutes ago. I think he’s gettin’ sidetracked by all th’ festivities again.”



  “Really? Honestly, that weasel has no sense of urgency…!” Dragonair growled. “Alright, keep working. I’ll go find him.” She then lifted off, snaking her way over the tents and stands towards the crowded streets.



  “Joker’s finally arrived, huh?” Dewott sighed with relief.



  “Nah, not really. I jes thought a li’l wild Yungoos chase could do her some good. Maybe wanderin’ around fer a bit’ll clear her head some,” Buneary smiled slyly.



  “As clever as that is, I really hope Joker gets here for real soon. We’re running out of time, and it’d look bad if we started the parade late,” Grovyle pointed out.



  “Well, we can’t do nuthin’ ‘bout that right now, anyway. We kin only hope fer the best. Jokah’ll do what Jokah always does, an’ there ain’t nuthin’ in the world that will stop ‘im,” Buneary shrugged. “We’ve had ta live with him fer this long, we really shouldn’t espect much different.”



  “Amen to that,” Dewott grimaced.



  The circus Pokémon continued to work, and then continued pretending to work once everything was set up. There was only five minutes until the parade was scheduled to start, and the ringmaster was still nowhere to be seen. Dragonair was circling the streets, using Aqua Tail to shower glittering droplets of water onto the crowds below as she secretly searched the sea of Pokémon for the painted Floatzel.



  “Let’s just start the parade,” Joltik decided as he and several other of the performers stood around the float by the entrance of the square.



  “W-We can’t! Joker always stands at the front of the float! We need him!” Bunnelby argued.



  “It’s as he always says: the audience comes for us, not him,” Dedenne replied. “I’m sure no one would care too much if someone else was at the front of the float.”



  “We’re 
  
    Joker’s 
  
  Travelling Circus, though. It’s right there in the name. If Joker isn’t there, what message does that send the audience?” Grovyle pointed out. Dragonair returned to the float and set herself down beside the group.



  “Have you found him?” Bunnelby asked hopefully.



  “No. He’s not here. Let’s just start,” Dragonair growled irritatedly.



  The group glanced around at each other worriedly. Bunnelby tried to argue. “But-”



  “Look,” Dragonair cut him off. “We can either do the parade without him, or not do it at all. They’re expecting a show any moment now, so let’s just do it.” She then turned and shouted out towards the square, directing the attention of the circus Pokémon hanging around. “Get to positions! We’re going to start the parade!” The Pokémon murmured quietly amongst each other, confused that the parade was going to start when their leader wasn’t there yet. “Come on! Chop chop!” Dragonair snapped, and they reluctantly came forward and stood behind the large float.



  The float stood facing the Main Street leading out of the town square. Pokémon were already gathered on both sides of the path, eagerly awaiting the beginning of the parade. The parade’s start was marked by a large firework bursting forth into the sky, followed immediately by the music of the circus band and the movement of the large float. As the firework went off, Pokémon began pushing the float forward from their positions under the platform, hidden underneath the cloth skirt and streamers. The band began their circus march, Dewott playing a wooden flute, a Minun with a bugle, Hitmonchan playing a trombone, and a Lickilicky strapped with a large bass drum.



  …



  The light from the firework could be seen throughout the entire city, signaling the start of the parade. From the north end of town, the bright flash of red and green caught the eye of the painted Floatzel as he made his way through the empty outskirts towards the square.



  “Would ya look at that,” Joker muttered to himself as he gazed up at the firework. “They started without me… Guess I’d better get a move on.” He hurried towards the center of town, and as he began to approach the more lively streets of the city, he spotted a familiar Fighting-type across the cobblestone path. “Shit… not now…” Joker cursed under his breath and tried to turn a corner out of sight, but it was too late. He was spotted.



  Seconds later he was followed by a Riolu, shifting to a run as soon as he broke from the crowd. “Where are you going? The show’s just starting!” he growled with practiced resentment.



  “Exactly,” Joker called back as he sprinted towards the main streets. “And I’m supposed to be 
  
    in 
  
  it!”



  “Well they better learn how to do it without you! You’re on the top of a long, 
  
    long
  
   list!” Riley sprung forward with a Quick Attack, nearly closing the gap between them in an instant. His fangs bared, aura swelled around his fist as he prepared to knock him flat, but Joker twirled to face him. A jet of water shot into Riley’s face and propelled him away, fallen onto his back on the cobblestone.



  “Sorry, kid, as much as I’d 
  
    love 
  
  to continue our little showdown, especially now that your little lizard friend isn’t with you, I have more important things to do than play with you,” Joker called after him as he turned back around and bolted on all fours in the direction of the large circus float a couple blocks away.



  Fuming, the Riolu leapt to his feet and sprang forward with another Quick Attack. He rounded a corner just as the painted Floatzel propelled himself up with an Aqua Jet, climbing up a smooth stone building. With his teeth grit Riley jumped against one of the walls and kicked against it with yet another Quick Attack. “You’re still acting like a ringmaster?! As if nothing happened?!” he screamed.



  “I’m not acting, I 
  
    am 
  
  still a ringmaster, 
  
    despite
  
   all that’s happened!” Joker growled over his shoulder. He climbed onto the roof and dashed forward, followed seconds later by a Riolu clutching onto the edge of the building with both paws. “So I’d appreciate it if you would let me get on with my show and I can deal with you afterwards!”



  “And why…” He grunted, and then pulled himself up just in time to see Joker spring from one rooftop to another. With determination Riley followed, mimicking the fluid motions of the painted Floatzel. He leapt off the other end of the flat roof. Still sprinting he shouted, “Why the hell should I listen to one of Bisharp’s bandits?!”



  Suddenly Joker skidded to a stop, claws scratching against the stone, nearly sliding off the edge of the roof. Alarmed, Riley too came to a stop only five feet away, and he waited. “Bisharp’s…?” Joker muttered, head tilted to the side. He then gave a hearty laugh and looked at the Riolu as though he had just told a bad joke. “You think I’m one of Bishie’s goons? That’s hilarious!”



  Caught off guard, Riley’s snarl faltered, savagery now replaced by defensiveness. “You… you 
  
    raided the Guild
  
  . You were there! What, are you saying it was just a coincidence?”



  “Sure, we worked with Bishie, but we’re not his lackies. Think of it as us… doing him a favor. He needed some foot soldiers, so we gave him a hand. Or, paw, in my case,” Joker explained, chuckling.



  “I don’t care what you call yourself!” In a sudden blast of rage Riley sheathed his tail in Iron Tail and swung it like a mace. Narrowly Joker avoided the strike, backed against the edge of the roof. His heels were above open air. “You’re still working with him. You still ruined everything!”



  Joker raised his paws up flat in front of him defensively. Riley’s resolve faltered. “Y’know… I think you need a break. Take five to calm down, reflect on your attitude. I’m sensing a lot of pent-up anger here, and it’s not healthy to just dump it out like this,” he explained. “So you just sit here and watch the parade, and I’ll just…” Armored in another Aqua Jet, Joker leapt up and arched over the busy street.



  “You little…!” That’ll teach him to lend an ear. Riley backed up five paces, and then sprinted over to the edge of the building. A Quick Attack pushed him up in an arch, his arms swinging in circles as he did so. Maybe some of the Pokémon on the street looked up when they saw either figure leap overhead, but Riley was focused on nothing else but the painted Floatzel. Nothing else mattered. He was so single-minded about it that he almost overshot his jump. Upon landing Joker had taken another sharp turn to the right. A few seconds behind, Riley skidded to a stop and pursued him.



  And then the music started. Winds and brass and drums carried over the cheers of the crowd in an uplifting, spriteful song, punctuated by the pop of fireworks that bloomed against the starry sky. Joker’s movements loosened up, shifting from running on four legs to running on two, then back to four. If he jumped, he could just see the top of the giant Shaymin’s back. Just two streets over, and a couple hundred yards ahead. Riley only noticed this briefly, his head drawn to the display for a wistful instant, before he shook it and focused on his prey.



  Another Quick Attack closed the gap, only for Joker to wave his tail and conjure a volley of stars that swarmed the Riolu. He stumbled, muttered something obscene, then went back into his usual running form. Riley tried again, this time weaving out of the way from the Swift. However, Joker read that too, and swept Riley’s legs out from under him. The young Fighting-type tumbled over and over until he ran out of roof and fell.



  “That actually worked?” a bemused Joker asked nobody in particular, slowing down as he turned to watch where the Riolu had vanished from. But of course it didn’t work. After dropping like a rock, he reemerged as if he were rocketing up from hell, teeth bared and ready to go for the throat. A startled yelp slipped from Joker as he booked it further along the rooftops.



  A little later, the two were nearly lined up with the parade, music and cheers and fireworks filling the air. Riley was only a few paces behind him. His muscles were starting to burn in protest. How long had it been since he’d gotten a true rest? Too long. Perhaps Joker wasn’t doing too well either, for he turned his head back and asked, “Are you 
  
    sure
  
   you don’t wanna save this for later?”



  “Pretty damn sure,” he said through his teeth.



  Joker shrugged. “So be it.” And right then, the painted Floatzel stopped on a dime and rocketed across the street, sheathed in an Aqua Jet. Riley slid to a stop, not nearly fast enough. When he leapt after him with a Quick Attack the distance between them had grown by another few paces, and now the parade was right there, just after this one rooftop. But Joker hadn’t landed. He was making a straight shot for the parade. There was still a chance. Riley moved faster on foot than Joker did in the air. Not by much, but it just might be enough.



  “Hold it right there!” Riley ordered, nearly drowned out by the crowd. With all his remaining strength he sprinted across the final rooftop, getting closer to that dastardly Floatzel. He just had to jump up and grab him. And with one final Quick Attack, he aimed to do just that. He sprang off the roof, trailing light behind him, and got close enough to be bathed in the spray, and he reached into the water. His paw dove in, and brushed against the pad of Joker’s hind paw. An inch too short. He’d failed. Joker kept going on, and Riley only fell towards the crowd and the music and the lights. And he was aimed directly for one of the parade floats. His ravenous snarl turned into a frightened gasp.



  “Oh no.”



  …



  The crowd cheered and applauded as the float rolled past and circus performers spread through the onlookers, showing off their tricks. It was clear to the performers, though, that their audience was puzzled by the obvious absence of the charismatic ringmaster. They kept cringing at the occasional murmur of “I wonder where Joker is?” or “Isn’t the ringmaster supposed to be up there?” that they would overhear. Dragonair felt she had to do something to draw their attention away from the empty spot at the front of the float, but just as she was coming up with a stunning trick to dazzle all the viewers, a torrent of water shot up from almost all the way on the other side of the city, spraying the streets with droplets as it jetted straight towards the float.



  The performers all looked towards it, and some of them thought it was an attack at first. Then, the Aqua Jet began spinning and bright, shining stars began flying out from it towards the sky. There was only one Pokémon any of the circus performers had ever met that had enough control to shoot Swift stars only when facing upward while spinning rapidly in an Aqua Jet, and still be able to fly straight - a skill not nearly as useful in an actual battle, but rather designed purely for performance.



  As if in answer to their prayers, the jet of water took a nosedive directly in front of the float, and burst apart as another wave of stars shot upwards into an arc. And there, with miscolored fur glittering with dew drops and sparkling white teeth flashing the biggest smile his face could physically permit, was Joker, the ringmaster of Joker’s Traveling Circus.



  The performers had all stopped to gape at their ringmaster, as did the band, causing the parade to fall silent. As Joker glanced back at the other floats, he caught a glimpse of a familiar Fighting-type landing directly on top of one of the large moving platforms. 
  
    Oh boy,
  
   he grinned deviously, 
  
    this should be fun.
  
   He then addressed the crowds and gestured to the parade line behind him, “Ladies and Gentlemon, allow me to formally welcome you all to the annual Summer Solstice Parade, featuring the one and only Joker’s Traveling Circus!”



  With a wave of his paw, painted white as if he were wearing a glove, Joker snapped the band out of their stunned silence, and they began playing once more. He then hopped onto the float as it once again rolled down the cobblestone street, and the performers began their tricks once again. An Ambipom twirled four plates on sticks, one balancing precariously from each limb as he walked through the crowds on his tails. A Passimian juggled countless colorful balls as he weaved through the crowd, passing them effortlessly between her hands. A Scrafty walked upside down on his hands as he balanced a Spinda on his feet, while the Spinda held up a pair of flaming torches, occasionally exhaling on them when the path was clear and sending a massive stream of fire out over the heads of the crowd. Stepping over the crowd members, a Girafarig walked alongside the float on large wooden stilts, and a Pignite rolled after her on top of a large inflatable ball.



  Several other types of performers flanked the float on all sides, and Joker watched them proudly as he waved to the audience from his position at the front. Now, however, there was a new face among the performers on the floats; one no one but the ringmaster recognized.



  When Riley landed, he panicked just shy of shrieking. The fugitive had just joined the show. And he could just feel all the stares inspecting him, from the audience and the other performers. In those first few seconds, all the anger had withered away as sheer anxiety claimed him. Self-preservation was the only thing that mattered. If he ran off, he would only attract more attention. His first idea, which he clung to with the desperation of a drowning man to the wreckage of his ship, was to blend in.



  “C’mon,” he muttered, looking around for an idea. No, he probably couldn’t balance on the ball, or breathe jets of flames from torches, or balance spinning plates on sticks. Juggling was a maybe, but now wasn’t the time for a trial by fire. And with his moves, he couldn’t do anything flashy. If only, if only… There!



  A cheerful Steenee was the first one he saw, but she delicately held a long, ribbon-like scarf that twirled around her in delicate, intricate circles. That, he could probably do. It might still be a trial by fire, but… With a deep breath, Riley reached into his bag, and when his paw emerged again he was holding the red scarf he had come to love. And he plastered on a smile, and he began to dance.



  Joker propelled himself in a short Aqua Jet to the top of Raikou’s head, allowing himself a good view of the floats behind him while still being able to greet the crowds. He looked back at the line of platforms, each with several performers standing atop them, to see what his young pursuer was doing. As he watched the Riolu, a wide grin stretched across his face. It wasn’t devious, as though he had successfully lured his enemy into a trap; but it was excited, as if he had just hooked his friend on his favorite show.



  “Joker, some kid somehow got on top of one of the floats,” a voice called from below him. Joker glanced down to see Joltik standing at the front of the float. He hopped down to speak with him. “We think he snuck on while everyone was focused on you.”



  “Leave him be, he’s fine,” Joker assured.



  “What?” Joltik asked.



  “Let him have some fun. Arceus knows he needs it,” Joker insisted.



  “Okaaaay…” Joltik reluctantly agreed, then asked, “Wanna tell me why you were late?”



  “Should I be honest and say the festival completely slipped my mind for a moment, or convince you that I was purposefully trying to make an entrance?”



  Joltik sighed. “Why am I not surprised?”



  “Listen, I’ve had a lot on my plate recently. This may come as a shock to you, but throwing parties isn’t the only thing I think about 24/7,” Joker retorted. “Although, while I was in prison, I did take some time to come up with a new lick I think the band would enjoy.”



  “Sometimes I wonder if you’ve got your priorities straight,” Joltik muttered. “Ever since you and Weavile started working for that cat, you’ve been slowly missing more and more shows. You’ve even dragged some of the performers into that whole business, including me. And now you almost miss a 
  
    seasonal festival?
  
   I worry for our future.”



  “Worry no more, my little electric friend. In a couple days, the syndicate will be under new management, and hopefully they won’t request my services as much. Although it 
  
    is 
  
  awful fun,” Joker replied. “Anyway, don’t you have some trapezing to do?”



  “Everyone was so worried about whether the parade would go on or not, we didn’t string up the swings. Dedenne and I don’t have anything to trapeze 
  
    on
  
  ,” Joltik explained.



  “That’s a shame,” Joker sighed. “I would say you could help push the float, but…” he gave a sideways glance to the bug, “I’m not sure that’d be practical.”



  “Oh, 
  
    har har. 
  
  Just wait ‘til I evolve,” grumbled Joltik.



  Joker laughed, knowing full well the tiny Electric-type had no intention of evolving. “Alright, you could at least go back to the square and help with the booths. Now that the parade has started, Pokémon are going to start flooding in, and I’m sure the concessions stands could use an extra pair of hands.”



  “Will do,” Joltik turned to hop off the float, then stopped and glanced back at the ringmaster. “Oh, and you should start thinking up a better excuse before the parade ends, or Dragonair will have your head.” He then jumped off and quickly disappeared into the crowd.



  Joker jetted back up to the top of the float to check on how his guest star was doing. The long red scarf trailed behind his hand as he spun and danced around the parade float. At the instance Joker peered, Riley was twirling on his heel, the scarlet scarf formed into long, perfect circles around him. His smile was sweet, gleeful, infectious like much of his other performers.



  When their eyes met Riley stopped with a yelp, and the scarf fell limp into a perfect circle around him. Joker couldn’t help but to smirk and to snicker, and in turn, Riley couldn’t help himself either. Aura gathered around his paw and expelled itself in a burst as the Riolu aimed it between his feet. It bloomed outwards in a small shockwave, and the scarf that was so neatly in a circle jumped up in fright. With a devilish smirk, lips hiding a sneer of sharp teeth, Riley went on with his rouse.



  A threat? That was almost cute, especially considering the fading hostility as he pranced around more. Joker’s impish grin turned a little more sincere. It was obvious. The kid was enjoying himself out there.



  Joker glanced up just in time to see a flash of primary colors pass his head. Dragonair was currently doing what she does best: drawing the eye of everyone around her. She had silk ribbons attached to her wingtips, one yellow and one red. They complimented her blue scales as she spun gracefully through the air, twirling around and looping back in a majestic dance. Joker watched her, equally as impressed as the audience. She had been one of the few performers he didn’t have to teach anything to. She had such a strong natural talent for performance, all he had to do was put her on stage and tell her what he wanted to happen. As Joker followed her trail of ribbon with his eyes, he remembered briefly the small Dratini he had met so long ago and how amazing it was that she was now the star of his show.



  He also stopped to think how amazing it was that he even 
  
    had 
  
  a show. Only a few cycles ago, Joker was nothing but a Buizel, lost in a world of violence and aggression. Now he was known all across the region as a famous ringmaster. A performer, an inventor, an entertainer. Living proof that combat wasn’t the only worthwhile skill to have in this world. He was a symbol of hope for the weak, the owner of a place of shelter and family. As Joker reminded himself of this, he silently prayed he wouldn’t have to put his home in danger of closing ever again. Even if he wasn’t there, he hoped the circus could live on. It was true that he had been putting the circus on hold, and he felt guilty for letting his performers down. So many of them looked up to him for support and guidance. They saw him as a sort of guardian, to keep them out of harm’s way. Most of them were practically rescues by Joker, and they all trusted him greatly. And yet, Joker deceived them constantly as he ran off to commit crimes. What sort of Pokémon did that make him?



  As confetti rained down onto the streets from seemingly nowhere, a piece of it fell onto Joker’s nose, snapping him out of his thoughts, before dissolving into nothing. Joker wondered if Chimecho, the source of the illusionary confetti, had picked up on his melancholy. The Psychic-type had always been quick to notice Joker’s mood shifts. As he glanced over and saw the bell Pokémon approaching the front of the float, he figured his suspicion was correct.



  “You seem awfully lonely up here, huh?” Chimecho commented as she alighted beside the ringmaster.



  “My arms are getting tired from waving at everyone,” Joker replied jokingly.



  “Hang in there, we only have about half an hour left until the end of the parade route,” she chuckled. Her sweet, melodic voice made Joker feel better.



  “I don’t suppose you’re mad at me, too, for almost missing the parade,” Joker commented guiltily.



  “I’m sure you have your reasons. I know how much this circus means to you, and I know you would never miss an event like this on purpose.”



  “I sure wish Nairy was as understanding as you,” Joker smirked grimly. “I was told to expect quite an earful after the parade.”



  Chimecho giggled. “Think of it as punishment for being late. Maybe it’ll teach you some punctuality,” she winked playfully as she drifted back off the float to focus back onto her task.



  …



  Riley was exhausted. His arms and legs absolutely burned as he dragged himself along. He couldn’t have just given a minimum effort. If he wanted to blend in, Riley had to give every bit of dexterity and creativity he had into his performance. And that left him feeling completely spent. Even when his tank was empty he had to push himself to keep up with everyone else.



  Although that wasn’t entirely fair. Even if it was draining, it hadn’t been a chore. His heart had pounded in his chest as he moved around, accompanied by the spirited music and the bursting fireworks, and the cheers and laughter of the crowd and some of the other performers. His face hurt from smiling so much. The parade was, simply, fun. It was the type of event he could imagine himself going to with his friends. Rose would be reluctantly hoisted upon the newly-evolved Pyro’s shoulders, and maybe even Luxio and Buizel would be there as well. Kirlia too, God willing. But even without them, it was fun. Even in spite of everything, it was fun. Did he just like dancing?



  Once the parade was over and the floats drifted away from the main crowd, Riley sat down on the edge and tucked his scarf into his bag. He fell onto his back and took great, heaving breaths. He was too tired to ponder. Maybe he did like dancing. Whatever that said about him, he’d deal with that some other time.



  “You’re pretty good.” The Steenee, Riley’s emergency inspiration, popped into his vision. How was she standing after all that? “I’d thought you were going to ruin the show when you jumped down, but Joker knew what he was doing when he brought you in last-minute.”



  A Cherrim, bright yellow and pink, meandered up behind her. “Yeah. Who are you, anyways?”



  Riley mulled that over for a moment, first thinking of possible wishy-washy answers, and then questioning who he was talking to. Were they just performers? They seemed decent enough, but so did Joker at first glance. Fugitives? Outlaws? Maybe one of them had been an invader a few nights prior. With a weary sigh, Riley gave an answer. “Forlorn, just like you.” Simultaneously he said nothing while saying everything that needed saying. But as they walked away, he added, “But thanks. I… was kinda nervous.” The Cherrim snickered, threw back a ‘
  
    see you around
  
  ,’ and then Riley rode away in peace.



  “And another thing,” Dragonair lectured to Joker as the Floatzel sat on a stool beside the large tent where the parade floats were being dismantled and stored away. She had been talking at him the entire time since the parade ended, and he had listened respectfully for the first five minutes. Now, he played a soft, gentle tune on his violin while occasionally making eye contact with the Dragon-type to show he was somewhat paying attention. “I don’t mind you running off and having fun from time to time. You don’t have to be here 
  
    all 
  
  the time, but at least 
  
    most 
  
  of the- are you even listening?”



  “More or less, but I’m more trying to remember this song I wrote in prison. I seem to have misplaced the paper I wrote it on,” Joker replied, bowing another melodramatic chord.



  “It wasn’t 
  
    prison. 
  
  It was simply… temporary detainment,” Dragonair corrected nervously.



  “Okay, but prison sounds way cooler. Can we call it prison from now on? I bet we’d get more visitors that way,” Joker grinned.



  “Could you 
  
    please 
  
  take this seriously?” the serpent sighed.



  “I am, but you’ve been talking my ear off for just short of ten minutes. Let me off already.”



  “Not until you agree that the stunt you pulled was stupid and it’s not gonna happen again,” Dragonair insisted.



  “I rather liked it, actually,” Joker argued. “I might start every parade like that from now on. Very flashy.”



  “I’m serious.”



  “Me too- ah ha!” Suddenly, Joker pulled the bow away from his violin and pointed it directly at the young Riolu approaching from the entrance of the square. The Fighting-type entered slowly, warily, his purpose possibly dimmed but definitely still alight “Perfect timing! I’ve been expecting you!”



  Dragonair turned to look at the newcomer as he padded over. “Isn’t this that kid who crashed the parade? Who is he, anyway?” she asked.



  “This is a friend of mine. -Well, more like… 
  
    rival, 
  
  I guess. He just wanted to 
  
    drop by
  
  ,” Joker snickered at his own pun, getting a disdainful eyeroll from the Dragon-type, “to discuss some personal matters with me.”



  “Rival? I’ve never seen him around here before,” Dragonair argued, eyeing the Riolu suspiciously.



  “You have, actually, but you’ve never had a good memory for faces,” Joker corrected.



  “I think I’d remember an act like that,” Dragonair insisted.



  “Well, he didn’t show it to you before. Now, we could go on for another ten minutes, but I’d really rather not. So, if you’ll excuse us,” Joker turned and began walking towards the sleeping tents set up behind the large main tent. He waved his bow as a signal for Riley to follow. “I’ll take you somewhere more private so we can chat.”



  “Let’s,” Riley said agreeably, and followed only a few paces behind. Dragonair raised her long neck as if to shout after them, but gave up with an exasperated sigh. She’d pick this up again later, and talk his ear off again then.



  “So, did you enjoy yourself?” Joker asked as he bowed a couple notes on his violin as he walked.



  Maybe the Riolu would’ve denied it, but he would’ve been lying through his teeth. A faint smile sprouted upon his face. “Well… maybe a little.” Even if he could admit it, it was embarrassing. With all that was going on, he was playing around at a festival. Moreso than he felt embarrassed, he felt guilty. Not enough to ruin this for him, but enough to weigh his tired body down even more.



  Joker laughed, only seeing a shy kid. “I don’t know what kind of life you’ve been living before, but you should consider the performing arts. You’re a natural.”



  The boy paused for a second. “You… You mean that?” he asked, more sincerely than he expected. Something flashed inside of him. Maybe his heart skipped a beat, or something else weird about this new body, but… Riley shook his head in disbelief. He’d worry about what this said about him later.



  “Sure,” Joker replied. “With a little practice, you’d be able to match most of my performers.” As they arrived at the gray tent marked with a picture of a top hat a minute later, Joker held the entrance flap open and gestured for Riley to enter. The boy followed in with a heavy look in his eyes, for they had arrived. “But I don’t suppose you came here to sign up, did you?” Joker asked, and the Riolu shook his head. “So should you start, or-”



  As he turned to face the Fighting-type, he stopped abruptly when a blast of aura knocked Joker off his feet. The Riolu’s Force Palm crashed right into the Floatzel’s chin. With a startled, pained gasp, he fell backwards against the tent wall, almost pulling the tarp off its support beam. The violin clattered on the hard ground and landed face-down.



  “There we go.” Riley exhaled in relief before popping his neck. “Just had to get that out of the way. 
  
    Now
  
   I’m open to talk,” he explained, then offered Joker a hand.



  “Boy, I’m sure you fit right in around here, dontcha?” Joker muttered as he took Riley’s paw in his own and pulled himself.



  The younger of them shrugged, staring up at the Floatzel that now towered over him by a full foot. “I’m not sorry. I’d keep going if you didn’t seem like a good guy,” he said matter-of-factly, neglecting to mention that he was also dog-tired. “What did we do to you, anyways? Why did you ruin…” Riley trailed off. He wasn’t in the mood to get angry, and if he kept talking…



  “The Guild?” Joker finished as he picked up his violin and checked for damage. “Don’t ask me; it wasn’t my call. If it were up to me, we wouldn’t have had anything to do with it.”



  “You were forced to, then?” Riley asked, choosing to believe him. An instant later he realized to add, “A-and who is ‘we,’ anyways?” If he was prying for information, he had to think like Rose or Kirlia would. Don’t let a single detail get away.



  “Weav and me. She’s my… partner, I guess you could call her. Murky too. They’re like 
  
    my
  
   Roselia and Charmander. They’re the ones who got me into this whole… side job,” Joker answered. “The whole… 
  
    thing
  
   with the Guild, that was Bishie’s idea, though. I’m sure you remember him. 
  
    Bundles
  
   of fun, that one.” He gave a sarcastic smirk.



  “Weav…? What, that Weavile?” he said, half-surprise half-disgust.



  “The one you fought on the caravan, yeah. I think she likes you, by the way. In a rival sort of way of course,” Joker chuckled. “She’s not as bad as you think she is. You’d be surprised at how much you have in common.”



  The Riolu made a noise that was somewhere between a scoff and a grim chuckle. “I thought so too, for a bit. Even if I can hold a grudge, I’d had an ounce of respect for her. I know I’m not the only one who loves to fight, but there’s one clear difference, and I saw it plainly. She’s out to destroy.” As he went on he found himself getting more and more heated, tapping in to a hidden reserve of strength. That thief, that raider, had the nerve to consider him a rival? “I’d bet anything that she’s cheering right now, without an ounce of remorse. You’ve looked outside, haven’t you? Because I could just 
  
    smell
  
   the fear when I got into town. Everyone was distracted because of the festival, but they’re afraid. And-”



  “We’re 
  
    all 
  
  afraid,” Joker snapped, cutting him off. “You think we 
  
    wanted 
  
  to kill the most prominent peacekeeper on the continent? We had no idea it was going to be that bad. But you know what? Even if we 
  
    had
  
   known, nothing would have changed, because it was Bishie’s plan, and he asked us to help. And 
  
    no one
  
   says ‘no’ to Bishie.”



  Riley opened his mouth to counter that, but stopped. He was starting to get a sixth sense for these sorts of things, but that was all he had to argue with. And he didn’t really want to talk about Weavile. She was a raider, his enemy. Bisharp, however, was something else entirely. “So there 
  
    is
  
   a conscience in there,” he smirked humorlessly. “You wanna put it to use? Or are you binded by your fear? Because I’m going after the son of a bitch.”



  “I’d like nothing better than to see that metal psychopath dead, but I don’t think I can help you. No one’s heard from him since the raid; he’s completely M.I.A. I know where he 
  
    was, 
  
  but I can’t help you find where he 
  
    is,” 
  
  Joker explained sympathetically. Riley clicked his tongue in irritation. Of course he’d be missing… “I 
  
    would
  
   like to help you, though, so if there’s anything else I could do for you… I’m not a monster; I feel bad for using you as a scapegoat, even though Bishie was the one who pulled the trigger.”



  The boy hummed thoughtfully, taking a seat on the bed. “I’m hunting him down on my own, then…” With things how they were, the only one he could go to was Scizor. He might’ve known something, or would at least be sympathetic. Either him or that other Guildmaster nobody ever talked about. Whoever he went to, he had to be sneaky about it, because everyone knew… that he was… His ears twitched. Something struck him as off. He’d been so obsessed with the dynamic of the Guild against the invaders that he’d forgotten about something more crucial: Riley against the world. But here, someone was actually offering him help. “Why are you helping me, anyways? I thought everyone was supposed to hate humans.”



  “Well,” Joker glanced towards the entrance of the tent, “let’s just say you’re not the only human to wander into this world lately.”



  “Wait.” Derailed were his thoughts as he darted his head over to the Water-type. “There’s more than two of us?” Riley blurted.



  Joker tipped his head. “There’s another human at the Guild?” he asked, but went ignored.



  “Who are they? Where can I find them?” He sprung up from the bed and approached Joker with the intensity of a lunatic.



  “Whoa, slow down, there, kid,” Joker raised his paws at the boy soothingly. “Why do you even want to find them? They can’t help you with your mem-”



  “Because this whole situation is…! I don’t know, but it’s weird. All of it. And I wasn’t supposed to talk about any of it, but I think all the rules were thrown out the window. If we’re from the same world, then…” He trailed off, lost in thought once again. “No… She didn’t know anything about this either, so it would probably be a waste of time…” He hated to say it, but it was true. “Unless they know anything, they can wait… Do I know them, though? Are they here?”



  “Yeah, I’d say you’ve run into them a couple of times,” Joker grinned knowingly. “Y’know, on an unrelated note, there’s not very many cultures around here that include face paint and magic tricks.”



  “Magic tricks… You…” Riley smacked his forehead with his palm. Sharply he inhaled through his teeth. “Are you… are you 
  
    kidding me?
  
   This whole time you’ve been-” He cut himself off, pursing his lips together. Joker was silently snickering, and that only made Riley even more upset. After another sharp inhale he prepared to mutter some more, but instead a scream came out of his throat. “
  
    Why is everything so complicated?!
  
  “



  “Don’t act like it’s the end of the world, kid,” Joker chuckled. “There’s only one other I know of, but I don’t know if they want you to know. Anyway, if it’s information you want, about this whole… experience, I don’t think either of us could answer your questions, 
  
    but… 
  
  I know someone who might.”



  “I don’t… maybe?” He shook his head trying to clear his thoughts. It didn’t work all that well. “Christ. Nothing makes sense anymore… I don’t think I could handle any more answers. Hell, I’m still getting over the fact that I don’t want to kick your teeth in anymore… Are… Are we allies now?” he asked, a faint shiver creeping up his spine.



  “Why?” Joker grinned childishly. “Do you wanna be?”



  Riley threw up his paws. “I don’t know what I want,” he said in something between a chuckle and a sigh. On one hand he was a raider, but on the other they were both humans. That wasn’t something he could find anywhere. But his answer came clearly when he reluctantly remembered the situation he was in. “I mean… Yeah. Having at least one would be nice.”



  Joker beamed at the Riolu, delighted by his response. “That’s the spirit! It really helps to have someone to talk to about things, y’know. It’s tough being all alone in a world where everyone thinks you’re a monster, believe me, I know.” His smile seemed to falter for only a brief instant before he gave a sharp inhale. “Well, now that we’ve established that you’re no longer going to punch my teeth out, you can feel free to make yourself right at home.”



  The Riolu hesitated. He’d earned a place to stay and a potential ally, but… “I… can’t. Not right now,” he replied. Joker raised a brow, so Riley explained. “I might’ve been seen out there. And you’re definitely a suspect, too, if I know anything about the Guild.”



  Joker laughed. “Kid, I’ve been a suspect since the moment I dyed my fur different colors. But I get what you’re saying, and I’ll respect your decision. If you ever need anything, though - anything at all - I’ll do what I can for you.” He smiled warmly. “We outworlders need to stick together, right?”



  “‘Outworlders’… Right, yeah.” The name felt weird, but it only emphasized something: they 
  
    did
  
   need to stick together. “Hey, before I leave, can I… Can I ask a favor?”



  “Sure, anything,” Joker tipped his head.



  “I’d… like you to make a delivery. To my friends. Tell them I’m alright, and… things…” The possibility had only just occurred to him, so he didn’t have anything prepared. His mind was racing with all the possibilities, adding more into an already chaotic mind. “I don’t… If I come back later, do you think you can bring them something? Like a letter?”



  “If it’s 
  
    too
  
   much later, I might not be here. I have to help Weav with… well, it won’t affect you, I don’t think. But yeah, I’ll deliver anything you need. Or if you miss me, you can drop it off at Knowall Library over in the west and I’m positive they’ll get it to your friends safely,” Joker explained.



  The gears turned in Riley’s head. 
  
    The Library…
  
   Vaguely he could remember passing by a fancy building in Knowall Town, the only fancy building in the whole town. Knowall Town was a probably a couple day’s travel west from Astraean, and it was already quite far from Wrytsberg to there. Not to mention, the Guild members would be even more packed there. Heading further west was out of the question. “It will only be, like… an hour. Probably less,” Riley guessed.



  …



  The festival was still on-going, even if it had calmed down drastically. Circus performers had crowds gathered around their stages while occasional fireworks blossomed overhead. Even through their gasps and amazed cooes, Riley could still sense it: that lingering despair in the air, covering the city like a fog. It was inescapable, this miasma of fear and dread. It gave a certain desperate feel to the performances. The circus Pokémon 
  
    had
  
   to enthrall the audience, and the audience 
  
    had
  
   to be amazed, or else they would remember the mess they were all in.



  Being immersed in this affected Riley’s own thinking. He sat against a wall, not too far from a crowd that watched over that Steenee dancing around with that long pink ribbon-like scarf of hers. It still looked fun. Maybe he’d join in afterwards. Some of his strength had returned, and it would likely be the last break he would have for a long time.



  
    Afterwards
  
  , he scolded himself, bringing his attention to a small stack of blank pages in front of him, and next to it a small quill and barely more than a splash of ink. He could only make one letter, and he couldn’t waste a single word.



  
    Hey guys
  
  , he composed in his head. 
  
    Things have been a little crazy lately. I don’t know how things are for you, but they’re a little hectic over here. I’m over in Wrytsberg right now and somehow haven’t been…
  



  Shaking his head, he scrapped that one. Too casual.



  
    Dearest friends, it’s been too long. The last three days felt like an eternity of chaos without-
  



  Violently he shook his head again. Too formal. Not even he could take that seriously. “Don’t beat around the bush,” the Riolu murmured, and then tried again.



  
    I don’t know what’s going on, but you have to believe me when I say that I didn’t do this. My only connection with Bisharp I have is that I want him dead. Whatever the cost. I think most of the raiders were threatened into doing it. That Floatzel, Joker, I talked to him. He told me that…
  



  Riley sighed with defeat. “It’s the atmosphere,” he told himself. This faux-enthusiasm wore at his mood, painted smiles clouding his thoughts. Everyone was trying too hard. After taking a second to think, Riley nodded to himself. He needed a change of scenery. He needed to get away from the whole festival for a bit. After sliding the small stack of papers into his bag, he carefully picked up the small inkwell and the quill and stood up.



  The music grew quieter as he drew further away from everyone. A few in the crowd gave him odd looks, more out of concern for a wandering boy than alarm for who he might be. Riley only smiled back to ease their worries. And it helped ease his own, too. When the festival was nothing but warm lights strung up on the buildings and bursting fireworks in the air, Riley took a deep breath.



  “What do I tell them?” he mumbled to himself. Writing a letter felt strange and foreign. He didn’t know where to start. Faced with a blank sheet of paper with endless possibilities of all he could tell them, all he could admit, all he could do. He repeated the question more thoughtfully. “What do I tell them?” He rubbed the back of his head as if that would shake any thoughts loose. Perhaps it had, for his pace slowed down. Once more he repeated the phrase, “What do I tell them?” It was obvious. Don’t think of it as a letter, but rather as if he were talking to them face-to-face. Just… see where it goes.



  
    I’m sorry
  
  , he composed in his head. 
  
    Even until the end I’m still causing you trouble. I’m amazed you put up with me for as long as you did. I didn’t mean to leave you all. Thinking of what might’ve happened to you both has kept me up on already restless nights. I’d only just arrived in a town on the day of a festival, so I don’t know how things are looking for me right now. I got glimpses of my face on a wanted poster though, so it’s safe to assume they could be better. Maybe you’re on the run too, or maybe you’re looking for the invaders. Maybe you’re trying to hunt me down, too.
  



  He stopped for a second, retracing over what he’d thought up so far. A little bit rambly, but it felt a lot more natural than before. Riley went on.



  
    I miss you guys. I keep thinking back on the last few weeks, and all I can recall is instance after instance of me being a horrible friend. I was confused, amazed, and wanted to explore, and you accommodated me. I can’t thank you enough. It’s a shame that all of this happened just after I felt things settling between us. And now, peace might be a lot harder to come by. If I kept a level head, maybe I wouldn’t have been teleported out of there. Then I could’ve talked my way out of it. Or maybe not, considering Kirlia was there…
  



  Riley was considering what to trim out of that when he looked up, and the warm glow of the summer festival radiated from the next street over. The music was louder, and that faux-enthusiasm started to creep over him. Wincing, he took an abrupt right turn down an alleyway. He’d only return once he had a letter and right now he didn’t have a single word down.



  
    Things are terrible here. I don’t know how, but I’m going to kill Bisharp. If answers lay anywhere, they’re with Scizor. And perhaps some of them are with Joker, too. I talked to him. He said he’s-
  



  “Your ear…” said a musing voice behind him. A startled Riolu gasped and whirled around. The silhouette of a Lucario, outlined in the festival’s soft orange glow, stood at the mouth of the alley. “You’re really him, aren’t you…?”



  The inkwell fell out of his grip and onto the cobblestone as Riley’s body froze up. Dread seized him and sank its claws into his shoulders. He didn’t have the energy for another chase, like his own with Joker. He opened his mouth to try and talk his way out of this. But all he could manage was a choked gasp. Riley fought and he fought to say something, anything. In the end, he feebly managed two words: “Oh no.”


  



34. Never Alone


    
    
  Chapter 34: Never Alone


 


  
    Run
  
  , Riley yelled to himself, his body stiff and unresponsive. 
  
    Turn around. Run. Run. Get the hell out of here
  
  . 
  
    If I get caught here, everything’s over
  
  . Yet he wouldn’t. That other Pokémon, the Lucario, scared him. Where should he run to? Joker sprang to mind first, but just because he was allied with him, the rest of the circus would be a different story. 
  
    So run away. Far away. Anywhere but back. Just keep going forward
  
  .



  “There’s no doubt,” the Lucario said firmly, taking a few steps forward. Now that they were closer Riley could make out more about them. She was older, her fur darkened like blue steel and brick-red eyes weary and dimmed. “Did you really… You didn’t do it, did you?”



  “D-don’t,” Riley barked at her. Every step she took closer, he took two steps back. “They… I…” 
  
    Run. Turn around. Run. Run. Gather your nerve and get the hell out of here.
  
   He picked up his pace, backing away even faster.



  “Wait!” The Lucario reached out her paw desperately. “Don’t go! You… can’t…” The warm look in her eyes faded as her gaze averted to somewhere behind Riley. Aura flared around her paws. “Don’t even think about it,” she snarled. Riley spared a glance behind himself, and his dread grew exponentially. There on the other end of the alley stood the slender figure of a Greninja. He stood tall, his legs together and his arms folded across his chest, his body obscured in shadows.



  “Oh you’ve gotta be 
  
    kidding me
  
  ,” the Riolu muttered.



  “Well. This is a conundrum,” the Greninja said theatrically. His voice was smooth and musical, in contrast to the Lucario’s rough canine voice. “By ‘complete chance’ I’ve come across what’s soon to be a crime scene, but if I went to go get help, I’d only succeed in revealing myself. What to do, what to do?”



  More aura pulsed around the older Lucario. “You don’t know what you’re getting into. Please, back off,” she warned.



  “And let you 
  
    kidnap
  
   this child? What kind of villain do you take me for?” the Water-type asked. Boldly he emerged from the shadows. A black rose fell from his hands and melted into shade upon hitting the cobblestone. The form of the Greninja wasn’t particularly tall or muscular, or imposing in the slightest. But he met the Lucario’s glare with fiery intensity. A storm brewed in his rosey eyes. “I’m afraid 
  
    that
  
   is something I cannot allow. I may be a rogue, but I cannot stand for this villainy!” Another volley of fireworks boomed overhead. As the Greninja glistened in their bright flash, Riley almost believed he might’ve been saved. Daringly the Greninja pointed a webbed finger directly at the Lucario. “Because I called dibs on him! I’m kidnapping him first!”



  Dread slowly was replaced by an ember of anger. Gingerly, Riley slid his paw into his bag, careful not to crinkle the paper or knock anything together. If they wanted to talk, by all means, Riley wouldn’t stop them.



  “… I don’t have to put up with this,” she scowled, taking another step forward. “Come, Riolu. Let us go. You’ll be safe with me.”



  “No, kid. To me. You can’t just ignore dibs. You’re legally mine.” The Greninja too took another few steps forward before musingly adding, “Although, I don’t think the law ever applied to me… Or if it did, does it apply anymore?”



  “Leave him alone,” the Lucario warned protectively.



  “
  
    You
  
   leave him alone,” the Greninja barked back. “I need him more than you do.”



  The old Lucario flared to life like a mother bear as she advanced another few paces. Her eyes met with the Greninja’s as their wills silently battled. He snickered playfully as she scowled and snarled. “I won’t let you step between-”



  Riley ripped his paw from his bag, holding onto a blue glassy orb high above his head. He had two left, and since he had no way of telling them apart without his vision, he had about a fifty percent chance of getting what he needed. The orb glimmered as whatever enchantment in it began to activate, until Riley hurled it against the wall, breaking it into a hundred pieces. A swirling current of light consumed the three as the effect of a Luminous Orb was condensed into a few short seconds. And when it faded, the Riolu was nowhere to be seen.



  The old Lucario whirled her head around as, grimly, the Greninja began to laugh. “Damn you!” she growled, and then ran out of the alley where she had entered. “Riolu?! Riolu, where are you?!”



  With a sigh, the Greninja strolled after them. “The poor girl,” he muttered pitifully. “The poor boy, too. This was supposed to be a simple pickup.” A puff of smoke burst behind him, and from it another Greninja came into being. Substitute. “Let’s clean things up before they get even worse.”



  “Took the words right out of our mouth,” the false Greninja responded in an exact copy of the original’s voice. Then they split up and began pursuit.



  …



  For ten straight minutes Riley had ran as fast as he could, turning down streets and alleys thoughtlessly. The city was confusing. After countless twists he found himself at the bottom of a long, long stairway that climbed up the side of a long wall that lead to the next terrace in this city. He went up there, assuming it would be safer there, and proceeded to keep running and get even more lost than he was already. He didn’t care. Briefly the sounds of his two pursuers flashed, soft pawprints and wet footsteps, which incentivized him to keep going further.



  He only stopped when his legs wouldn’t carry him any further, slowing to a stumble in a dark but clean residential street with blocky houses that were nearly identical to each other. One of them had a water barrel around the side of them, which the Riolu scrambled up the side of and plunged his head into eagerly. He came back up a few gulps later, gasping and coughing, before slumping against the back of the house. Most of the neighborhood was at the festival, probably, so he was safe to at least catch his breath.



  
    I miss you guys
  
  , Riley composed in his head. He had to leave this city as soon as he could, but not before leaving a letter behind. 
  
    I hope this reaches you soon. Taking even a single step towards sorting this mess out would be a huge weight off of my chest.
  
   Briefly he paused, pondering over how the letter was going to be delivered. Something flashy like the circus? Or sketchy like Weavile? It probably wouldn’t look too innocent. When his breaths quieted some, he went on. 
  
    That you received this might be suspicious, but I can explain it when I see you again. I’m heading towards Scizor right now on a hunch, but if that doesn’t-
  



  “Well, you sure ran far,” the Greninja said in his smooth voice. Riley panicked, unleashed something that was between a shriek and a cry, and swung a punch at the Greninja’s chest. The Water-type coughed, stumbled back, and vanished into smoke before he could do anything else. Where he once stood was a piece of firewood that clattered on the ground before laying absolutely still.



  A panting Riolu pressed his back against the wall. “What the hell was that?” he asked, scanning his knowledge of this world. Double Team? Substitute? Some weird item? There were too many of the latter for him to feel even the slightest bit safe. In a hurry he picked everything up, dipped his head in the water barrel and swallowed another three mouthfuls, shook himself dry, then began to walk away, quietly but quickly.



  Firelight occasionally flickered out of windows as Pokémon who didn’t attend the festival prepared to sleep now that the noise was dying down. Every minute another would go out, until there was only dim paper lanterns and starlight saving him from being surrounded by shadows where his pursuers might lurk. And after heading further away from the festival and from the stairs, he sensed someone appear about forty yards behind him.



  “Tired, are you?” the Greninja asked when Riley turned to see who it was. “I don’t blame you. Half an hour of dancing followed by fifteen minutes of sprinting. Even with a Fighting-type’s endurance you’re-” With a weary shake of the head the Riolu had broke into another run. “… Oh. Alright then. We can do this some more if you want,” the Water-type sighed, and then immediately began to run after the boy.



  On pure will Riley’s aching legs carried him further and further down the street. He took a sharp left down an alley, then another a few seconds later. Further away from the festival. Run. Everything hurt, but soon, he would have respite. It wouldn’t be long until he could rest and rejoice. As soon as he could shed off the Greninja and the Lucario, wherever she was…



  After a series of turns he looked over his shoulder. Riley could neither hear nor see the Greninja anywhere, high or low. Now was his chance to hide again. Looking around, there were still a few lights on around him. The buildings were smooth and nearly identical, apart from a few cracks here and there, so it was hard to tell what was what. Maybe he was sneaking into someone’s home, or maybe it would end up being someone’s shop. Eventually he found a tall building with most of the lights out. It was maybe six stories tall, and the ground floor was a darkened cafe. He slipped through a window that was opened just enough. The chairs were set upside down on top of tables as tall as his head, and the tile floor was slick with a thin layer of soapy water.



  For five minutes he laid down splayed out under the table, taking deep breaths of chlorine-scented air. It wasn’t pleasant, but he wasn’t picky. Laying back for an hour or so sounded heavenly right about then. Leave when the festival started dying down, hopefully blend in with a crowd, drop off the letter and get out of town. The only thing was, he was too tired to write anything. The letter would wait a short while longer.



  But he wasn’t alone. Suddenly and inexplicably he felt another presence within his space. His ears twitched. Riley raised his head to discover, to his horror, that the Greninja sat squatting only ten feet across from him.



  “
  
    Wait
  
  ,” the Greninja whispered before Riley could even react, and then raised both of his hands. They were bound together tightly with rope by his wrists. “See? I can’t do anything, and even if I could, I’m just another Substitute. I’m just here to talk.”



  “… What…?” Riley whispered back, his mouth hanging slightly ajar.



  “I know you’re him. Your messed-up ear gives it away. And I just wanna talk.” Cautiously, the Greninja inched forward, but Riley sat up in a hurry and got into a defensive stance.



  “You said you ‘called dibs’ on me. Why should I believe a word you say?” the boy asked in a low growl.



  After a second’s thought, the Greninja sighed. “It was a joke. Spur of the moment decision to confuse everyone. If you can’t see that for yourself, I guess I’ll have to explain it. Hi. My name’s Festuum, and I like to mess with everyone.” He reached both hands forward as if to shake the Riolu’s paw, but the Fighting-type didn’t accept the offer. The boy just stared at him skeptically, obviously not in the mood for jokes. Dejected, Festuum retracted his hands and shook his head subtly. “Well we’re off to a great start. Point is, I think we can help each other. And you could use all the friends you can get right about now.”



  Riley rolled his eyes. “Right. Let me guess, you’re a human too?” he mocked. Or at least he attempted to, but the Greninja was one for surprises.



  “Not me, but my friend is,” the Water-type answered. At once the Riolu stopped. Gears grinded in his head ad he processed what he’d heard. More information was compiling in his head, threatening to overwhelm the boy. The Greninja took this as permission to continue, so he did. “Yeah. His name is Markus. We’ve known each other for longer than I can count.”



  Riley shook his head as a bitter smile came across his muzzle. “You know, that’s real convenient. Now that I’m on the wanted posters, suddenly all these ‘friends’ I never knew I had start showing themselves,” Riley said with an edge of hostility in his voice. Now it was the Greninja’s turn to raise a questioning eye, and Riley obliged and answered him. “I’m alone, I’m ostracized, and I could use some help. And suddenly, my pursuer claims he just wants to be friends. Ain’t that convenient?”



  Festuum chuckled light-heartedly, which only earned him more ire from the Fighting-type. “You’re smarter than you look, kid. You’ll make a good addition to the team.”



  “Go shove it-”



  “
  
    One
  
  ,” Festuum interrupted, raising himself to normal speaking volume. “I couldn’t turn you in if I tried. I’m on the wanted boards too, right next to you. Nothing horrible, just being a little ol’ scamp. And 
  
    two
  
  , the universe runs off conveniences. It’s something you should get used to.”



  “What’s to say you’re not working with the Lucario?” he asked. His eyes shifted around to the windows and the darkened doorways. He could neither see nor hear anyone except the two of them, nor sense anybody.



  The humor in the Greninja’s pinkish eyes evaporated, leaving only a solemn gaze shifted towards the slick floor. “With her… With her, it’s a coin toss…” His words were unusually heavy for a ‘little ol’ scamp,’ but it was hard to discern exactly why. Riley cautiously lowered his guard a bit, and then a bit more when the Greninja switched most of the way back to his original persona. “We’re both looking out for you. It’s just that right now she decked the original me in the face.”



  “Wh-what?” There was something about his nonsense that was impossible not to listen to. It made just enough sense to be comprehensible, but ludicrous enough to make you think.



  “Yeah. The real me is trying to stall her right now, and… She has type advantage. Need I say more? So the quicker I can convince you, the better. You wanna go home, don’t you?” Festuum asked him.



  Immediately something about that offer struck him as off, and it took only a moment to realize why. The warmth that had unknowingly come over him was replaced with an icy glare. “That night, Bisharp made the same offer. Follow him and I would go home,” he said through his teeth. “I might just be para-”



  “
  
    Wait
  
  .” The Water-type held up both hands and flattened his palms. “You talked to him? He said you could go home?” Excitement glimmered in his eyes. Genuine excitement. Riley could sense it bubbling up from within him. It was almost contagious.



  “Y… Yeah. Why does it-”


“YES!” Festuum bellowed, his long legs springing him up into the air until his ears brushed against the ceiling. He giggled with glee and landed with a clatter on one of the chairs that sat on the table. It teetered from side to side, but somehow didn’t fall over. “I knew it! I knew it, I knew it! Hell yeah!” Still laughing, he raised his head to see the Riolu unable to look away, his gaze glued by bewilderment and a twinge of fear. “I’m- Im sorry, but…” More giggles choked off his words. “But I’d had this nagging feeling that I was on the right track, that I knew how to get back. And if Bisharp is on the same trail, then…” His gleeful excitement shifted over to a vicious satisfaction. “Then it’s a race.”


  “What’re you going on about?” the boy demanded.



  “It’s a 
  
    lot
  
   to explain, but I’ll need your help. Can you trust me?”



  “Why should I?”



  “Getting all your questions answered, having strong allies on your side, a sense of direction, a way to get stronger, someone to help you evade the Guild… I could go on, but do I need to?” With each additional reason he counted upon another webbed finger until he finished one hand and started on the other. “Why’re you so hesitant anyways? Where’re you planning on going?”



  Riley hesitated. His only destination was only a faint hope, a hail-mary. All based on one little line he could barely remember. A word he barely recognized then and hadn’t thought of until this whole fiasco started. Scott, or something… Mostly he just remembered the half-surprised half-amused look on Scizor’s face, remembered it so well that he bet all his hopes on that. Meekly he answered, “The desert.”



  “Why the desert?” the Greninja asked. “There’s nothing there but sand, ruins and war. Hoping to hide?”



  The Riolu clenched his paws into fists. “I’m just… I’m just hoping to meet up with my friends,” Riley told him, reluctantly letting the truth seep out of him. He knew the situation was sketchy, but at least having someone offer to talk to him about this was enough to make his heart ache. “I’m gonna send them a letter. Met someone in the circus who said they’d do it, so I just went off to think… So I can’t let myself be caught.”



  “Aww, that’s cute,” cooed the Water-type.



  “N-no it’s not!” Riley blurted. “I only-”



  A small fire came to life on the other end of the once-empty room. Drawn by their racket was a snarling Ursaring with a lamp in her hand. Both of the boys, remembering they’re intruders in this fine establishment, froze in her glare. “What the hell are you doing?! Get out!” she roared, first sizing up the Greninja, and then the Riolu. She lingered on the boy. Recognition flashed in her eyes when she saw his burnt ear. “You… Little Riolu…”



  Festuum took a deep, quiet breath. “Follow me closely,” he whispered to the boy. “I don’t know if you trust me, but I’m your best way out of this city right now.” Together the two of them were watching as the Ursaring took another stride towards them, and then another. “I promise, I’ll do everything I can to make you safe. Just please, lend me your trust for just five minutes.”



  Riley swallowed nervously. The sheer animosity radiating from the bulky Ursaring put him in an agreeable mood. He nodded his head up and down like a bobblehead. “Yes. Yeah, I’ll trust-”



  
    Poof
  
  .



  In the edge of Riley’s vision he could just see a puff of gray smoke blossom out behind him. A piece of wood clattered onto the floor. Afraid he already knew what this was, Riley darted his eyes to see firewood and a small coil of rope where the Greninja once stood. He stared at it pleadingly, then back to the Ursaring, then to the rope, then back again to the Ursaring.



  Riley clenched his teeth and cried out, “Oh 
  
    come on!
  
  “



  The lamp dropped onto the floor and crashed. Light flashed bright for a few seconds, and then it was suddenly dark. In the last second of the flash he saw the Normal-type grab a chair off the table and raise it above her head. “You never should’ve came back here!” she said in her rumbling voice, and then chucked the chair at him. Riley dove out of the way, sliding a bit on the slick floor, as he heard it crack and splinter behind him. Panicking, he scrambled to his feet and bolted towards the window. The bear lifted another chair and shouted “All you do is tear things apart!” before hurling another one. This one missed wildly and crashed into a window. Glass and pieces of wood shot out into the streets, and a panicking Riley took the opportunity. With a Quick Attack he sprang out through the freshly-opened window, scraping against the glass and leaving a shallow cut along his arm. He noticed it only briefly before he hit the cobblestone and ran. “Damn you all!” the Ursaring thundered after him. “Damn you corpse-walkers!”



  …



  The Greninja laid still in an alley, his eyes half-closed, as he took in breath after labored breath. His fingers would do little more than twitch. Bruises were starting to form on his slender chest and face. His vision was blurry, so it was hard to say if he was precise, but he stared at the vaguely-Lucario shaped figure that stood over him. She was panting even harder than he was.



  “This is why I hate thieves,” she huffed. “They always have another trick up their sleeves.” Festuum laughed weakly. The old Lucario growled back, “And now he might get away.”



  “Maybe…” the Water-type could just manage a shrug. “I didn’t get the chance to give him a plan. I really do talk too much.”



  “You’re telling me,” she murmured. She whirled around on her paws and began to stride away.



  “He doesn’t know,” the Greninja called after her. The old Lucario stopped. “He’s just scared. Nobody told him what he is.”



  The Fighting-type paused briefly. “I know what he is,” she said, and took another step before the weakened Greninja stopped her.



  “He’s just a boy, he didn’t mean to get roped into this. Leave him-”



  “He’s my 
  
    son!
  
  ” the Lucario screamed, whirling around to face the Greninja. Unbeknownst to her, tears had formed in her eyes. “I don’t 
  
    care
  
   what happened, that’s still my boy! He’s still there! Somewhere, that’s still my little Riolu. And bastards like you won’t take him from me!”



  Even though his eyes were glazed, they fixed her with a skeptical stare. He said not a word. Often the best response was no response at all. And he only opened his mouth when the Lucario turned again and began to stride away. “Where’re you… where’re you going?” he asked, his voice raspy when he shouted.



  “To shelter him,” she answered without looking back.



  The Greninja groaned as he sat up a little more until he was mostly upright. “Nope,” he interjected through shallow breaths. “You’ll do nothing of the sort.”



  Without even looking back, the old Lucario merely said “Whatever you say” before walking aw-



  A sharp pain cut into her back as water splashed over her fur. A single Water Shuriken. Furious and annoyed, she whirled around again. And then she froze. Festuum was back on his feet, his breathing steady. His rose-colored eyes were sharp. Shadows shifted in his hand until they took the form of a black rose. “One last trick. Ain’t I a stinker?”



  “How-”



  “An Oran Berry I keep tucked in my cheek,” he answered before the question could even be asked. In truth it was only a small slice he stored, just enough to bring him back. Only an extra tickle of strength. The bruises over his chest and his limbs still ached, and his legs could barely hold him up, but that was all he’d need. And so long as he could help it, she didn’t need to know that he was running on fumes.



  “I hope that’s the end of your bag of tricks,” she hissed. The aura around her ebbed and flowed, thick like smog. Her steel-blue fur flickered and danced in its movements.



  “And I’d hoped the same about your aura,” he sighed theatrically. “Everything they say about Guardians is true. Who’d’ve thought that one of them would be wasting away in this city?” She’d had enough of him. Tuning him out, she began marching forward, her paws folded into fists. She intended to finish this in only a matter of seconds. “I’m just lucky that I didn’t call around.”



  The old Lucario scowled. “There’s no one else within a hundred feet. Take your bluff and-”



  Slender, slimy arms reached out past her head, and as she gasped they wrapped around her neck and cut her gasp short. An instant later two blue legs wove around her own, slithering under her thighs and gripping her by the knees. It was true. As a species, Lucario had the ability to sense others around them by the auras they emit. But Festuum, standing there with a smirk on his face, knew something else about his favorite tool in his movepool: Substitutes didn’t emit aura.



  In the blink of an eye the Water-type closed the gap, his black rose shifting shape to a short single-edged blade. The Night Slash dropped down upon her. She raised an arm to block it. The point pierced her arm and scraped against the bone. The Lucario howled with pain. As she pushed back against the Greninja, the Substitute on her back pulled at her leg and brought her to one knee.



  “You can’t help him,” Festuum growled. Even with leverage on his side he could barely manage to match her strength, but the aid of his Substitute gave him the edge he needed. “All you can do is stow him away, mourning over what he can never be again. Your boy is gone. And trust me, it’s not Riley’s fault.”



  The Lucario croaked. Her uninjured arm tried to squirm between the Substitute’s grip around her neck, but the frog’s arms were too slimy to get a hold of. “You… bastard… he’s my… who do…” she said hoarsely in a gurgling whisper.



  “Right now, I need him! And he needs me!” Festuum shouted. He took another step forward and pushed harder on his Night Slash. “And I can’t fix shit when you’re chasing us down!”



  After struggling against the Substitute, she just managed to jam the spike on her hand between her neck and his slimy arms. And from there she steadily began to expand the gap, letting the air flow again. She gasped for her breath, and through her teeth she growled, “I’m 
  
    going
  
   to see him. I 
  
    know
  
   he’s still in there.”



  “Ain’t she stubborn?” murmured the Substitute, fighting and losing against her strength.



  “Aye she is,” the original agreed. “Which is why…” In one fluid movement he twisted the Night Slash and pulled her arm far off to the side. Festuum’s cheeks puffed up before he opened his mouth and spat a stream of boiling water. The old Lucario only had time to close her eyes before the Scald washed over her face and neck, leaving great burns wherever they went. She howled, then shrieked. She ripped both paws away and began to attempt in vain to sooth her burns.



  “Damn you!” she cried through her paws.



  Festuum and his Substitute looked to one another grimly. It was a nasty business, but one that needed to be done. “Let’s bolt,” he said to himself, and they leapt away in a sudden burst of speed, jumping off the walls and disappearing over the rooftops. The Lucario’s cries grew quieter as they drew further away, but not as quiet as they should’ve been. They ran faster, knowing that they barely bought themselves more than a minute.



  …



  Riley hid himself against a wall with a trash can lid propped over him. Frequently he’d glance over his shoulders as figures ran by in the distance. To his dismay, that Ursaring had riled up a small posse. Even if it numbered less than a dozen, it was too much if he could occasionally see one in the corner of his vision. Moments earlier he saw a Granbull and a Poliwrath run by his alley, but thankfully Riley went unnoticed in the shadows. And frightening him even more were the beating wings of a great bird somewhere overhead: a Staraptor, scanning the ground with his predatory eyes.



  
    The letter
  
  , he said, dragging his attention forcefully to the few sheets of paper, annoyingly blank. “C’mon, 
  
    c’mon
  
  …” 
  
    Hey guys, I miss you. I’m sorry. Whatever you’re going through right now, I can’t imagine, but I’ll make it up to you the best I can. If you’re still
  
  - His thoughts scattered when the gruff voice of the Granbull growled from further down the street.



  “I think I smell ‘im,” the bulldog said between sniffs. “We.. we passed him, I think… Yeah. Yeah! Hurry up, let’s go!” The Poliwrath responded with a gurgling grunt, and the two began doubling back.



  “Alright, 
  
    you know what?
  
  ” Riley whispered harshly, and then splashed the ink over his paw. He stopped thinking. Something quick and concise. Large black streaks began to form into words that not even Riley himself was reading. His attention was focused on the approaching presences of the two other Pokémon. Less than ten seconds before they’d be at the mouth of the alley. He had to hurry.



  When he bolted upright, tossing the can lid aside with a loud clatter, he had only written three words and a symbol. The rest of the pages scattered in the breeze he kicked up as he ran, clasping the page and leaving a pawprint on the bottom in black ink. His body was small and quiet when he sprinted, but that didn’t stop the Granbull from seeing him when she entered the mouth of the alley. “There!” she exclaimed, pointing at the retreating Riolu. She hadn’t even the time to glance down at Poliwrath before he ran with great leaping strides after him. “I’ll- I’ll get the others!” she said before turning further away and running as far and as fast as her legs would carry her, which wasn’t all that fast.



  When Riley glanced over his shoulder the Poliwrath was less than twenty paces behind. 
  
    Okay, okay. Don’t look at his gut or I might get hypnotized, or whatever it is. Just look straight ahead
  
  . He did just that, snapping his gaze forward and putting all his efforts into running. When Riley exited the alley he took a sharp left and sprang forward with a Quick Attack, in the direction of the fireworks he could almost see between the buildings. As long as he had the great bursts of flame in the sky, he could navigate this puzzling city as much as he needed to.



  
    Duck
  
  , he thought without knowing why, but Riley knew to listen to himself. He dove and twisted in the air as a Water Pulse soared over him by inches. Drops sprayed over his chest and face. An annoyed Poliwrath grumbled to himself while a panicking Riolu scrambled to his feet, and the pursuit continued. Not a minute later Riley heard further commotion behind him as three others joined in the chase. They were far behind, but one of them was gaining far too rapidly. Riley could see the drop-off that lead to the city’s ground level, but the stairs he had climbed were nowhere in sight. A quick glance over his shoulder showed a Jolteon, glowing dimly with a static charge. He was trapped. The stairs could be anywhere, and he had less than a minute to-



  
    Jump
  
  , he thought to himself. 
  
    Take the plunge. You’ve done it before
  
  . This one made him afraid. He’d done it before, sure, but that was A: as he scraped against the cliff wall, and B: without being chased. There was no way he- 
  
    Take the plunge
  
  , Riley repeated to himself with absolute certainty. 
  
    You’ll be unharmed.
  
   … But, there couldn’t be…



  “Screw it!” he exclaimed to himself, and put everything he had into each stride.



  “Is he gonna…?” mumbled the gurgling voice of Poliwrath.



  The Jolteon didn’t even wait before she too picked up the pace. “Arceus, 
  
    no!
  
  ” she cried. Static shot out towards the Riolu, but the Thunderwave missed by mere feet. Her one chance gone, as the Riolu leapt onto the railing, and jumped off with a blurred trail of light behind him.



  It was only seconds later when Riley realized what he himself had been talking about. As he began falling through the open air, buildings growing closer and closer, a shadow swooped down from above. Staraptor’s talons grabbed him around the arm and dug into his back. Riley thrashed against him, but every movement caused the sharp talons to shred his back.



  Staraptor’s low, raspy voice spoke gently to the boy. “That was close,” the old bird lamented. “She would’ve cried if you hurt him anymore.” Riley caught a glance of his captor’s face, which was grayed with a cracked, scarred beak.



  “I’d say I’m pretty hurt,” Riley winced, trying his best to stay as still as he could, but the flight of the great bird was not nearly smooth enough. Sharp talons shook faintly inside his flesh. The Staraptor only flapped his wings, a sound similar to the perpetual 
  
    fwoom, fwoom
  
   of the great windmills, and then slowly coasted down towards the Summer Festival that was reaching its dusk. Fireworks had trickled to a stop, and the night sky was in a hazy lull.



  “So,” the boy said through gritted teeth. “You’re gonna arrest me? Is that it?”



  “I don’t know,” the bird sighed. “I don’t think she will.”



  A hook! Something to pull on, for Riley to distract the Staraptor with while he tried to think of anything he could do. “Who is ‘she?’” he asked. His eyes scanned over the streets below, still lit by tinted flames in paper lanterns, still crowded around Circus performers. The top of the great orange tent peeked out from over a flat-topped stone building.



  Staraptor’s tight face sank into a glower. “An Aura Guardian. Lapis, a Lucario from the desert.” The answer was let alone to settle in for a moment. When it did, fear gripped Riley. If he made it to her, he would never make it out of this city. It would be the end. He looked harder, combing over every detail. If he could just see either Water-type he befriended earlier, then maybe, he…



  “I take it the name means nothing to you,” the Staraptor asked in his raspy whisper of a voice. “I fear she’ll cry anyways.”



  The Riolu swallowed. “I… I don’t know what I did to her. I haven’t even been here for a month,” he explained. Words flowed without conscious thought. He had to keep talking. If he just kept looking, maybe… “I-I didn’t mean to w-wake up here. I’m t-trying to find…” 
  
    Found it
  
  . To his relief he saw a dozen mortar barrels, the same ones that were launching the fireworks before. Fuses were lit, sparks trailed to the bases. Pokémon were silent in anticipation. 
  
    The finale.
  



  Riley continued on as he began to visualize his escape. “… Trying to find a way back. I won’t bother anyone anymore.” He still had the letter, somewhat rumpled in his paw. At least the ink seemed dry.



  “It’s not up to me, but let it be said that a human will get no sympathy. I’d be amazed if you’re not-”



  Riley cut him off with a fierce, agonizing growl. The weight of an Iron Tail pulled him off the Staraptor’s sharp talons, leaving him hanging by only his arm. As he dangled, the great bird gasped and shifted with the weight. His flight was unsteady. Riley only had an instant to pull this off. In his free hand he gathered his aura, and expunged as much as he had to give behind him. The makeshift blast swung him up until he was almost face-to-face with the Staraptor. Even for that brief instance, he would never forget the look of confusion on the great bird. As if he couldn’t believe it was happening. In the next instant there was a dull 
  
    crack
  
  , and the Iron Tail crashed into the top of the bird’s skull. With a low squawk the talon let go, and Riley was free.



  A moment later the Staraptor shook his head and regained his flight. His vision was blurred. Blood trickled down the side of his face and off the tip of his beak. Faded crimson eyes scanned the skies for the falling figure of a Riolu, but alas, he could not-



  His flight was disrupted again when something soft landed on his back, and he knew instantly that it was Riley. He tucked in his wings and began to dive downward into the air, spinning as he did so, hoping to throw the boy off. But his plan only backfired. A sharp pain pierced through his wing and dug further into his side as a sharp, irregular scrap of metal stabbed into him: an Iron Thorn. When he tried to move his wing it only widened the cut further. His other wing unfurled as he attempted to straighten out his flight, but he could barely even manage to slow himself down.



  “I’m sorry,” Riley hissed through his teeth, dismissing his Iron Tail. “I’m needed elsewhere. And I can’t let myself be caught here!” He took another step, mounting himself on the bird’s skull, and jumped again with another Quick Attack. A white line trailed behind him as he arced through the air and towards the circus tents. An instant after he left he heard the low, hollow 
  
    boom
  
   of the barrels, the screech the fireworks made as they climbed, and a series of 
  
    pops
  
   as fire blossomed in the sky around the Staraptor. Below the crowd gasped and cried out as they saw the great bird bathed in the flash of colorful flames.



  “Oh dear Arceus!”



  “Didn’t they put out a warning?!”



  “Over there- someone’s escaping!”



  “
  
    Pell!
  
  “



  The last one was the horrified howl of the old Lucario, stopping her chase just in time to see the great gray bird descending from the skies trailing smoke. Tears formed in her eyes. She stopped, petrified, allowing her prey to pull ahead further. Two identical Greninja deftly wove through the crowd almost unnoticed. Seconds after Riley landed, one of them hopped onto a string of paper lanterns and sprang up next to him. The string barely even moved.



  “Nice job! Now hurry. We need to get out of here, 
  
    now
  
  ,” Festuum blurted. Or maybe it was the Substitute? Whichever it was, the other was beside him a moment later.



  “I can’t. The letter.” Riley pulled out a crumpled ball of paper from his bag.



  “Wh…” Both Greninja turned their heads back to the confused crowd. A small space had been made for the Staraptor, in which stood only the old Lucario, cradling the bird. Feebly a single wing raised to point in the general direction of the Riolu. And now of the Greninjas as well. “Are you 
  
    crazy?
  
   She can’t be fought! We need to split. 
  
    Right
  
  -”



  “Not without leaving this,” Riley growled at him.



  “But-” Festuum stopped when he heard the Iron Thorn clatter on the cobblestone. He could feel the pressure of the Lucario’s aura from where he stood, feel its bloodlust creep up his spine. “Fine,” he yipped through tight lips. If he pressed the argument further, they’d both lose. “Fifteen seconds. You have only that long. After that, head east.” Water surged from his left palm, spinning until it formed into the shape of a great star, and in his right shadows shifted into the form of a curved blade. “I can’t buy a second more.”



  “Which way is-”



  “That way,” said the Greninja who was unarmed, pointing far into the horizon. “Now get going already!”



  “Thank you,” Riley nodded, and promptly made for the circus tent only a few streets over.



  Cobblestone shattered under the Lucario as the power of an Extreme Speed crossed the gap between her and the Greninjas in a flash. Her fists crashed down on the rooftop just underneath where the original Greninja dodged back, just in time, for a great hole caved in, raining rubble into somebody’s attic. Aura formed into an orb in her palm and she hurled it at the armed Greninja. Festuum in turn threw his Water Shuriken into it, and the two broke apart upon each other.



  “Haven’t you done enough already?!” roared the old Lucario, surging towards him and throwing a storm of fists at him. Festuum wove between most of them, but not all. A few deflected blows along his arms threatened to send him sprawling, and one to the gut lived up to that threat. The Greninja wheezed. His eyes regained that glazed look as he fell to one knee. “Why must you get in my way?!”



  Hoarsely, Festuum chuckled. “Dunno.” He had nothing else to say, and neither did she. The Lucario formed an Aura Sphere in both hands, but the Substitute pounced onto her back, pulling her arms apart. Both Aura Spheres soared off to either side. This time the old Lucario was somewhat prepared, as she rocketed off the ground in a blinding blur. Festuum’s Substitute released his grip almost immediately while Festuum himself struggled to stay upright. The force alone from her Extreme Speed shifted the entire building they fought upon, pushing it so that it leaned against its neighbor.



  When the Water-type’s vision cleared somewhat, he looked up to see Aura Sphere after Aura Sphere raining down from above. Still he had another twelve seconds to buy, if he was counting right. And he was afraid he was.



  “Think we can do it?” his Substitute asked him.



  Festuum shrugged. “Dunno,” he said again, broad Water Shurikens forming in the palm of both hands. “But I’m not in the mood for Smash right now.”



  …



  Riley came to a screeching halt among the colorful tents, peeking through the flaps where Joker had been not long before, only to find to his dismay that Joker was gone. Of course he would be, but it was still an annoyance. As if he would find Joker hiding under the bed or clinging to the ceiling, Riley looked around fervently, but it yielded no results.



  “Come on, come on you weasel…” the Fighting-type grumbled, “Where’d you run off to?” He didn’t have long. The fifteen seconds were up, no doubt. He couldn’t waste time like this.



  “Oh, you’re back,” said a soft voice. Riley whirled around to see the Steenee from the parade float standing a distance away from him. Her face was damp and the leaves that drooped from her head were more limp than they had been before, but a faint smile still carried the same cheer. “You’re ‘forlorn,’ aren’t you? Or do you have-”



  “Where’s Joker?!” Riley demanded.



  Steenee yelped as she jumped back. “I’m… what?”



  “Joker. I 
  
    need
  
   him, right now.” He spoke more sternly this time. He could feel the Aura Guardian’s presence looming over him. Every second he spent standing still sent shivers slithering up his spine.



  “… Oh.” The Grass-type’s cherry eyes sank to the floor, her expression hardened. “I should’ve known. You’re one of the fugitives,” she sighed.



  “I don’t have 
  
    time
  
  , she’ll be here any-”



  “He’s in the main tent,” she interrupted. “Talking with the rest of you ‘spontaneous guests.’” The contempt and the bitterness in her voice almost seized Riley then and there. Even with everything happening so close by, he felt a pang of guilt strike at his heart. And it wasn’t even true, either, or at least he thought so. Riley only partnered up with Joker because of their newfound kinship, but it had brought out this bitterness in her, a girl he didn’t even know, and it hit him hard. It wasn’t fair.



  “Thank you,” the boy murmured, unable to look at her any longer. What right did she have to do this to him? He turned, eager to put this behind him and just focus on escaping, but of course it wasn’t quite that simple.



  “You’re wasting yourself like that!” she cried out. Riley froze mid-stride. “You’ve got talent! It needs polish, but you’re only wasting it like this! It’s never too late to turn yourself around!”



  Riley couldn’t bring himself to turn. He felt himself lost in the moment, forgetting the past five minutes, as he pondered who this stranger was to say such things. Even if she had the wrong idea about him, she still displayed-



  A low rumble filled the air, and through his hind paws Riley felt the earth shake. A quick glance over his shoulder showed him a cloud of dust obscuring a large building as it crumbled bit by bit to the ground. Pokémon gasped and screamed as they ran for safety. And from the rooftop he could just see a blue flare.



  Suddenly Riley reawoke. He was in danger. “Maybeanothertime!” he blurted without thinking, and ran like mad for the colorful circus tent. So close was he to safety, but even closer was his own peril.



  The Grass-type shook her head, first in annoyance, then in defeat. “Another one lost to that dreadful business,” the Steenee lamented. She remembered the ‘name’ the boy gave: Forlorn. Even though she barely knew him, she wished the Riolu luck, wished that he would realize that his name was self-proclaimed. Maybe one day, they-



  “Excuse me!”



  Steenee shrieked in fright and whirled around to see a dusted Greninja standing behind her, practically doubled-over in exhaustion. “Wh-wh-what?!” she stammered, hurriedly taking two steps back. Who was this one? Should she call for help?



  “I’m looking for a Riolu. Have you seen him?” His smooth voice came out with the speed of an auctioneer.



  When the girl processed what the Greninja said, her expression hardened. “Just leave,” she ordered. “I’m tired of your type-”



  “Look I’m in a hurry so if you could just-”



  “
  
    And I’m sick of what you low-lives keep bringing to the circus! You’re ruining my home! Why don’t you-
  
  “



  In the blink of an eye the Greninja tackled the Steenee. When they hit the ground Festuum smacked a small black marble onto the cobblestone, which broke apart and blossomed into a thick Smokescreen. The girl was about to cry, but her breath left her when a series of explosions shook the ground around them. Pieces of stone rained down upon them as a volley of Aura Spheres tore up the street.



  “The Riolu. 
  
    Please
  
  ,” Festuum said with restraint.



  Through her teeth she spat, “The main tent.” From time to time trouble would come to the circus, and she loathed it.



  “Thankyou!” the Greninja exclaimed. Before the Steenee knew what was truly happening, the Water-type had left. Seconds later the smoke was blown away as if by wind as a berserk Lucario sped by.



  The flaps of the main tent billowed open as Riley punched through. Joker was in there, talking to a small crowd of his own performers. His murmurs were secretive, juicy, but they stopped the instant the Riolu came in, wheezing with every breath.



  “You’re back.” Joker flicked his gaze to the crowd, then to the boy, then back to the crowd, then to the boy again, where they stayed. “Are you okay? You look-”



  “
  
    Nyehh!
  
  ” Riley hurled a crumpled piece of paper most of the way to Joker. It landed between his hind paws. The painted Floatzel glanced down to it for a moment, and when he glanced back Riley was sprinting again. “Thanksgottagobye!” he slurred as he raced past. Joker just watched, his head cocked to the side.



  “Was that who I think it was?” whispered a young Dedenne, but before anyone could answer, another newcomer slipped underneath the tent.



  “Move move moVE MOVE MOVE MOVE!” Festuum screamed. When he caught sight of Riley he took a sharp turn and trailed the boy. “Go! We have to go!”



  “
  
    I’m going!
  
  ” Riley screamed back.



  As confusion grew on the performers’ faces, the Lucario ripped a hole in the side of the tent with one hand, and the other held an Aura Sphere. With an ear-shattering warcry she hurled the Aura Sphere. The very air itself shivered as it was aimed straight at Festuum’s back.



  But it didn’t hit him.



  Instead the false Greninja leapt into the attack, taking the blow directly at his side. Festuum spun around in the air only to see his Substitute stifle a cry of agony. “Me, 
  
    noooo!
  
  ” Festuum cried out.



  The Substitute grinned through the pain. “Go on… without you…” He held up a hand, his thumb pointed up, before he was no more. Nothing but a cloud of smoke and a clattering piece of firewood.



  “No… 
  
    No
  
  …” Festuum whimpered. A single tear rolled down his face as he began to sob. “I can’t believe it… that this haaAAAAAAA!” The Lucario burst from the cloud of smoke, her teeth bared, and drove both hands down in an overhead swing. She missed, only succeeding in breaking whatever joke the Greninja was trying to pull. The two were feet apart, and she closed the gap even further.



  “I know all your moves now,” she snarled. “Your bag of tricks has run dry.”



  He masked his fear with a humorful sneer. “I’d say it’s quite 
  
    damp
  
  .” And then opened his mouth wide. A geyser of cold water ruptured out from his throat with the force of a cannon. The Lucario, caught mid-stride, was carried away by the Hydro Pump as it pushed against her chest. At the same time, Festuum too was pushed back, propelling himself like a jet, his arms and legs trailing behind him. He reached out as he passed Riley, and Riley sprang to grasp his arm with a Quick Attack. Together the two exited the tent, the Riolu holding on for dear life, and then the Hydro Pump aimed down at an angle, launching the two high into the air.



  “Oh lord,” the Greninja groaned when he was finished. “It always upsets my stomach doing that for too long.” He looked down carefully. They were a little over a hundred yards over the city. The dim glow of paper lanterns were just orange smears of light at the speed they were going.



  “Who… who was she?” Riley asked, a hint of admiration in his voice. “What did she want with me?”



  Festuum was silent for a moment, hesitant. He knew the truth, but it was a harsh truth. True, a truth the boy deserved to know, but… Festuum took a deep breath. The truth would take time to settle, so the sooner he said it…



  “You’re a human, right? From another world?” he asked. When the Riolu nodded, he then added, “Then why are you in the body you’re in?”



  Riley raised a brow curiously. “I just woke up… like this,” the boy answered, but half-way through his voice shifted to a whisper. He looked down at his own arms in horror and disgust. “Woke up… 
  
    in
  
   this…”



  It fell upon him piece by piece. ‘Corpse-walkers’ came back to his mind. This body he had called his own, the body that he’d been using as a vehicle for all his adventures, wasn’t his own. Riley’s just being there robbed someone of their own vessel. That must have been why humans were detested so. Their being here meant puppeting around somebody’s neighbor, somebody’s child, somebody’s hero. And in Riley’s case, somebody’s son- The Lucario, Lapis’s son. Her anger was justified. Remembering the pleading words she offered him, and the determined frenzy she entered to intercept him, assaulted the boy with wave after wave of guilt. Riley went limp in the Greninja’s embrace.



  “No no no, don’t do this. We’re not out of the woods yet,” he begged, but Riley gave no reply.



  For the boy was busy thinking. His ear, bubbled and burnt, despite never being touched by fire, was a wound left behind by the Riolu that once was. Perhaps a trophy from a skirmish, or an accident in the kitchen, or a shameful reminder of abuse. Riley would never know. That instrument, too, he’d forgotten about so long ago, was a relic left behind. Could the Riolu that once was play sorrowful melodies as he watched the night sky? Or was he just beginning to learn, turning the harsh chirps Riley had made into something not so appalling? There were doubtlessly friends and companions the boy must’ve had, until Riley stole the body for himself, simply by being there.



  In the distance, the two heard the Lucario’s outraged cry. “Stubborn gal,” Festuum muttered. “Hang on tight. Here’s where things pick up.”



  …



  
    Crashing the Party: Human Spotted at Summer Festival.
  
   Bold black text proclaimed this on the head of the newspaper, sitting on top of a picture of a Riolu riding on the back of a Staraptor, one wing pinned to the great bird’s body with a slender scrap of metal. The red scarf was nowhere to be seen (or red anything, the image was colorless), but the ravenous look in the Fighting-type’s eyes was all the identification needed.



  “Son of a…” Rose murmured with heat in her voice. “Can’t he be subtle just 
  
    once?
  
  “



  It was mid morning of the next day. Skies were overcast and breezy with occasional rays of sunlight that filtered through the wavering blankets of clouds. Alone she sat on the roof of the clock tower, listening to the heavy clunks of the gears filtered through the tower walls, as she skimmed the hastily-written article. For most of it the author restated facts that had been in the news for some time, outrage and accusations. A few jabs were aimed at his two teammates, which stung a bit. Only at the end did it detail the full picture: 
  
    He fled to the east leaving destruction in his wake.
  



  “Oh my God,” she gasped. “Damn it Riley, why’d you have to make a scene?! Now everyone will… Ugh!” Rose nearly threw the newspaper away in a fit of annoyance, but at the last second held on. There could be something else to learn from it. And since she didn’t know what she would do next, information was not something she could afford to waste.



  Rose just began her second, more thorough reading when she saw a flame on the streets below. It was at the end of a Charmeleon’s tail, trailing behind him as the Fire-type dashed after Furret that scampered like a rat. A burlap sack stuffed with clattering goods swung from the Normal-type’s mouth. They weren’t too far away. If she hurried, she could be of help. Stuffing the front page of the news into her bag, she hurried to the door and descended the insides of the clock tower.



  When the Roselia emerged however, the chase was mostly over. Pyro had the Furret’s tail grasped in both of his claws, pulling it taut as the Normal-type squirmed and mewled. “Let me go!” he cried, somewhat obscured by the sack clutched in his teeth. “Please, I need to leave!”



  “You let go first,” the Charmeleon growled. His voice was deeper and raspier than it was before he evolved. Whether it was the situation or the evolution that brought gravel to his tone, Rose couldn’t tell.



  “I… I can’t,” Furret whined.



  The Roselia marched over to the scene with a feeling of dread in her gut. 
  
    Great. Another one of these
  
  , she thought. “Alright, what’s going on here?” Even though the answer was clear, she couldn’t be cold about it.



  Furret yelped in surprise, and when he did so, the sack fell from his teeth and jingled when it hit the ground. In his moment of panic the Charmeleon yanked the Normal-type back another foot, just out of reach of the bag.



  “Nononononono!” Furret raked his stubby claws to get the bag back, but they were just out of reach. “That’s mine, I need it!” He arched his neck and tried to pull the bag towards him with his chin, to no avail. It was no use anyways, for Rose grabbed the lip of the bag.



  “What have we here?” she asked, already sure of what was inside. Sure enough, the glint of coins and gems shone from inside the bag. Jewelry had been carelessly tossed in and rattled around in the chase, causing an intricate silver circlet to snap right in the middle.



  “They- they’re mine,” Furret told her. “I was j-just going off to sell them.”



  Pyro scowled. “And you’d kept them in someone else’s house?”



  Furret winced, then looked to the Grass-type for help. But she would give none. “I… I-”



  “You need to get out, is that it?” Rose finished for him, sizing up the Normal-type with her beady black eyes. Based on how his expression tightened, she knew she was right.



  It didn’t take long for him to break. Tears formed in his eyes and his throat began to quiver. “Travel’s expensive, and… And I need t-to make sure… m-m-make sure m-my lit-tle brother’s safe.”



  
    Of course
  
  , Rose thought, feeling her harsh stare soften into pity. What he said was probably true. With each passing day more and more Pokémon wanted to leave Astraean. The tension was so thick that one could almost physically feel it in the air. For now, the cabin upon the hill was destroyed, and the hill itself was horribly scarred with great craters and carvings. Gallade’s Guild was destroyed, the justice it stood for now in shambles. The few explorers that stayed behind did everything they could to hold the peace, but still there were Pokémon who wanted to move to a safer place to keep their loved-ones protected. Those who didn’t have the funds, though…



  “I know how you feel. This whole mess screwed with everyone,” she said, and the image of Riley in Bisharp’s clutches flashed in her head. “And that includes the Pokémon you stole from. They doubtless have those they need to keep safe, too.” Furret winced again. He stopped struggling against the Charmeleon, and in turn Pyro let go of his tail. The two explorers watched him carefully as Furret just stared at the ground.



  “It was… I…”



  “I don’t want to arrest you,” Pyro warned him, simultaneously gentle but threatening. “Travel should pick up within a week, if Rhyperior is to be believed. Pitching in to the rebuilding effort for a couple of nights should get you all the coin you’d need to travel, however far your brother is.”



  Furret couldn’t lift his eyes to meet either of theirs. It was some time, which the explorers spent communicating through glances about what they should do, until the Normal-type spoke two meek words: “Thank you.” They lacked spirit or gratitude, and before the two could do anything more he scampered back where he had come from.



  The remains of Team Hellraisers returned the sack of treasures to where Pyro had seen Furret slip out of. The owner, a snow-white Meowstic, accepted it with a facade of gratitude. No doubt she was happy to have her treasures back, but they just had to be delivered by 
  
    them
  
  . There was scarcely more than a ‘thank you’ before the door was slammed shut. Rose was used to the look, even if she wasn’t happy about it. Their ally was an alleged spy and basically confirmed himself as a human, so naturally some of that trickled down onto them. It was to be expected.



  “Did you see the paper?” Rose asked as they were patrolling the town not long after that. “Riley was spotted heading east. Apparently he crashed the big parade in Wrytsberg.”



  “I hadn’t,” Pyro answered musingly, his eyes distant. Lately he’d been avoiding the topic of Riley, leaving if anybody insisted on talking about it. Even Rose. Hopefully now that the days had passed, Pyro would at least stand around to listen.



  “It said he was alone. Found wandering by himself, fled when he was being chased. No Bisharp anywhere.”



  They rounded a corner only to enter the bustle and commotion of the town square. Before the eclipse it was filled with commerce and conversation, a lively and alluring melody where everybody was a piece in the orchestra of everyday life. But now the conductor had changed, and the melody was a discordant mess. All of the salvaged remains of the Guild were roughly organized around the square. The tables that were still intact formed a pyramid, and next to that were columns of those luminescent plates that had hung on the ceilings, though now they were gray and completely dimmed. And the newest edition to join all the materials for rebuilding was being carried in right that moment. The handleless doors decorated with gold and silver lumbered into the square on the back of Rhyperior.



  Rhyperior had sort of accidentally become the leader of Astraean now that the Guild had fallen, mostly because he had rallied everyone to help rebuild. Everyone that would stay, that is, which was only half of the town and a third of the explorers. For the first time since he arrived in Astraean, Rhyperior limped down the hill, and that very morning he had started to rebuild. His former position as Gallade’s right hand, combined with his loud, authoritative voice, made him the unofficial leader for the time being. It was common knowledge that Gallade had raised Kirlia up to take the mantle after him, but the boy had left the night of the eclipse, leaving the town without any governing. It was the fact that the Guild staff had stayed, mostly just Dusknoir, Blaziken and Rhyperior, that kept a semblance of law in Astraean.



  “I gotta go,” the Charmeleon told her, pivoting towards Rhyperior. “They’ll need me to help haul supplies out of the Guild.”



  “Hold it,” she ordered. Pyro stopped mid-stride and turned back to her. He’d gone from being twice her height to over three times, but she didn’t let that daunt her. “I won’t let you keep doing this to me. Every time I try to talk to you, it’s like you’re just a wall. I might as well be talking to myself!”



  “Oh.” Awkwardly the Fire-type scratched at the back of his neck. And he didn’t say a word after that. He just looked back at her until he could bare it no longer, and then started moving again. “I should get moving. There’s a lot of work-”



  “What are we going to do about him?!” she roared. Pyro stumbled out of fright, then immediately began cringing away from the curious eyes of the workers roused by the noise. Not all of them were friendly. An Electabuzz pulling a wagon filled with neatly-stacked bricks looked especially as if she would jump them if she heard a single word she didn’t like. But it was Rose he was more afraid of. The look in her dark eyes was absolutely furious, but more than that it was desperate. She would get an answer out of him, and if she didn’t…



  The Charmeleon sighed, his shoulders sinking. “I don’t know,” he murmured. Rose opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off. Pyro wouldn’t be ridiculed for being uncertain. “He didn’t trust us, Rose,” he barked. Sparks spewed from his maw in a thin cloud. “We were friends, even if we didn’t get along, but Riley had to hide what he was this whole time. And I… 
  
    I don’t know
  
  .”



  Rose swallowed, her resolve weakened to practically nothing. That word, 
  
    trust
  
  , rang again and again in her head. She’d thought the matter of humans was nothing but a white lie before this, but now she, just like him, didn’t know. It was only after a moment of pondering that Rose was able to respond. “Well neither does he.”



  A minute later they broke eye contact, and each went their own way. Pyro went along with Rhyperior while Rose went on patrol. She gave him one last glance over her shoulder, and decided then and there that he would get one more chance. She wouldn’t stand around this pale echo of Astraean for one more day.



  Around midday, the entire town broke for lunch. Simisage, Simisear and Simipour had cauldron after cauldron of soup to feed the workers while they rested with wooden bowls in their clutches. A few of them had scrapes and bruises from minor accidents, which Audino patched up as she tried to retain her optimism, at which she was usually successful. Even though the audience for their lunch shrank by the day, those that were gathered did so to help the community, so she had to do what little she could. Pyro grabbed himself some soup and ate without a word. Usually Rose would linger around him and they’d have a one-sided conversation, but she was nowhere to be found.



  Instead she had tracked down Blaziken. The gatekeepers no longer had gates to keep, so they were essentially demoted to watchers, wandering the perimeter of the town in overlapping shifts. Watch for four hours, sleep for two. During their intersecting time together, Blaziken would stroll along while Dusknoir drifted beside her. It occurred to Rose when she stumbled upon them that this was one of the only times she could remember seeing the two interacting.



  “You hear the news?” Blaziken asked. The red ember in Dusknoir’s head shook from side to side. “Lapis is still alive.”



  After a considering pause, Dusknoir murmured back musingly, “Are you certain?”



  “Pretty certain. Front page described Riley being chased by a Lucario. Even said she tore up a building trying to get to him,” she said with a twinge of amusement.



  “What? Destruction of property isn’t like her. She’d only do that if… 
  
    Oh
  
  .” For once he seemed quiet, his baleful song no longer the proud grand bell it usually was. “
  
    Interesting
  
  .”



  Blaziken chuckled grimly. “It is. I wonder if we should-… Miss Rose, it’s only polite to announce yourself,” the Fire-type scolded. Rose, who had been silently following them, jolted in shock. She hadn’t intended to sneak, but her small body didn’t announce itself well.



  “S-s-sorry. I, uh, I didn’t mean to-”



  “You’re still here?” Dusknoir asked. “I’d thought you left a couple days ago. What are you still doing here?”



  Rose paused for another moment. “I’m… I’m sorry, what? Did I do something wrong?”



  “I don’t know. Did you?” Blaziken asked teasingly.



  The girl sighed. “I… I think so,” she admitted. The petals in her hands clumped into a tight ball. “I can’t stand it anymore, sitting around and waiting… It’s starting to make me sick.”



  A soft chuckle escaped Blaziken. “Then move,” the gatekeeper told her. “Nobody’s forcing you to stay.” Rose blinked twice and rubbed at her eyes, certain that she must have imagined that, but when she looked again Blaziken was back to her leisurely stroll along Astraean’s perimeter.



  “You… don’t need me? For anything?” the Roselia clarified.



  “Don’t bother yourself,” Dusknoir said in his baleful chimes. “What happens to Astraean will happen with or without you. The community is bleeding out, and only when our allies and neighbors give us help will we stand on our own two feet again. No doubt you could do more good if you join the hunt.”



  At that her jaw hung slack. Surely they knew what Rose might do if she miraculously got to Riley first, didn’t they? How much did they know about everything? Did Gallade let them in on the matter of humans? Or were they just sympathizers that had faith in Rose’s judgement? She had her suspicions about the two of them, wondering where they’d came from and who they were, but if they were trusted into all of these antics… Amidst her confusion, Rose felt happy that she had come to the gatekeepers.



  “Thank you,” the Roselia saluted. “For everything you’ve done, for me and for the town… I’m sorry everyone needed a travesty to realize what you mean to us.”



  Blaziken snickered to herself while Dusknoir rang with laughter. The jagged mouth on his stomach opened wide as great fits of boisterous chortles echoed from the void inside of him. “At ease, at ease!” Dusknoir said as he began to calm, although it was a slow process. He couldn’t help himself. That such sincerity would come about because of their apathy…



  “You’re making this a bigger deal than it is,” Blaziken added. “We were given purpose. Even if Gallade is no more, his cause lives on. Give your thanks to him if you have to thank anybody. In fact, as far as you’re concerned, we never talked today.”



  Rose faltered in her salute, the red flower hanging halfway between her head and her hips. Blaziken had just uttered a threat. It was subtle, but Rose clearly heard the very edge of a looming threat. She was speechless.



  “Whatever you do with Riley, you should know this if you don’t already,” Blaziken added. “If he’s ever caught, he 
  
    will
  
   be killed. And the way humans are dealt with isn’t pretty. Do be careful with yourselves, whatever you decide to do.”



  “Y… yes ma’am.” Rose managed one last salute, which Dusknoir countered with a theatrical bow. Blaziken gave her a casual wave over the shoulder, and then Rose too turned and walked away with anxiety digging its nails into her.



  That was the last time Rose saw the gatekeepers.



  …



  The rest of the afternoon and evening was spent in front of a map as she studied intently the continent of Arushar. Wrytsberg was practically in the very center, even so far as to be in the middle of the Sawtooth Mountain Range. East from Wrytsberg left Riley half of the continent to work with, most of which was desert. And if Riley had done any sort of digging, he would’ve known that the Pokémon of the Implentur Desert were the most cruel towards humans anywhere, and given the war going on with Scizor’s army, they would be more paranoid than ever.



  But there weren’t many other good options. Reileigh, the city on the sea, could shelter him for some time, or he could attempt to hide out in any of the hundreds of villages. All of those were possible, but what made her worry was the very edge of the map: the ocean. Moeto Deep, a dark sea that stretched for thousands of miles, were ruthless this time of cycle, known for its apocalyptic storms. But at the other end of it was the continent of Makoto, which might provide sanctuary. She feared above all else that Riley would attempt to brave the storms.



  That night she was in her tent (the remaining explorers all camped together near the mutilated hill the Guild once sat on), packing her Explorer bag full with berries and tools. For the first time in almost a cycle she even folded a blanket and tucked her compass inside. Half of their savings, too, went into the bag. There was little else she needed, and the most important of what remained should be along before too long…



  Sure enough, the orange light of a flame cut through the flap of the tent, and the newly-evolved Charmeleon stood there, staring at her with wide eyes. His maw opened, but all he could manage were choked gasps for the longest while. Only after struggling for some time could Pyro finally say, “Oh.” He swallowed, and then, “What’s all this?”



  “I’m leaving,” Rose answered promptly. “I won’t sit around anymore and wait for things to fix themselves.”



  “This suddenly?”



  “I’ve been trying to tell you for 
  
    four days
  
  . It’s not sudden, you’ve just been keeping your ears plugged.”



  “Look, this hasn’t been easy on me, either.”



  “I know. And I understand that you might want time alone. But Riley is a time-sensitive issue, and we’re already behind everyone else in the hunt. If you still need time to let everything settle, that’s fine, but I’m going 
  
    tonight
  
  , with or without you.”



  Pyro froze. His breath, which had already been unsteady, left him altogether. Ice crept up his spine as his heart sank in his chest. His maw formed soundless words as he looked down at his partner. Everything she needed was packed, and the defiant look in her eyes said it all. But he couldn’t believe it. The two had been together ever since Pyro saved the both of them during a fierce winter. They were scarcely apart for more than a night. When his breath came back to him it was shaky and weak. “You’d… really do that?”



  “I need answers,” she said. “And if you won’t help me, then… Yes. I really would, until you came back to your senses.”



  Pyro took a deep breath. His mouth was pressed into a tight crease, and he nodded. And nodded. And nodded. “Alright,” he said, barely audible. “I’m… it’s… alright.” His claw sank into his Explorer’s bag, which crinkled as he removed a scrap of tanned parchment stained with ink. “I’d, uh… Somebody gave this to me earlier during lunch. Nobody’d seen you all day, so…” He sniffled, wiped at his eyes with his offhand, and then shoved the scrap of paper in Rose’s direction.



  When she flattened it out, there was barely anything to read, and the few words that were there were barely legible. The letters were smeared across the paper, most of the ink was smudged, and the page itself was horribly wrinkled and torn in places. It was Riley’s, no doubt, and even if there was any, his pawprint clung to the bottom of the page. Rose sprouted a smile, and then began to laugh. Pyro too, remembering what was written, cracked a little bit and managed a grin.



  
    Believe in me
  



  Underneath that was a crude illustration of a set of scales made in only a handful of strokes.



  “That’s him,” she said fondly. Here Riley had been outed as a human, proclaimed an abomination and a traitor, and Riley had asked his friends to get roped into this. “Still the same, the crazy bastard…”



  “I still don’t know,” the Charmeleon sighed, the smile now faint. “About any of this, especially him, but… The team is already broken as it is. I won’t let it get any worse than I already did.”



  “So you’ll stop moping around?” she asked accusingly, tucking the letter into her bag.



  The Charmeleon paused to consider briefly. He hadn’t been 
  
    moping
  
  , just… solemnly thinking. And, regretfully, neglecting Rose. But he decided to concede the point, for Pyro figured that once he started moving, he’d eventually get rid of whatever this was that surrounded him. “I’ll work through it, yeah,” he nodded. “When we see him again… I guess I’ll know how to react then.”



  Pyro packed quickly. His bag already had his essentials in it, and since he slept on the ground he didn’t need to add much else. All he added was his share of their savings, giving them 2,500 Poké to work with. And they would need every coin.



  “Where do you think he’s heading?” Pyro asked as they left that moonless night.



  “Isn’t it obvious?” she answered confidently. “He’s off to find a new scale.”



  Astraean was only a speck of soft light behind them, and the two could only see by the flame on Pyro’s tail. The forests were quiet. Only the leaves dancing in the wind made any noise. Hesitantly, Pyro let something that was weighing on him out into the open. “You know, if we find him… We might have to kill him.”



  Rose bit her lip. She felt her heart skip a beat or two. Solemnly, she nodded. “I know.”


  



35. The Unruly Ruler


    
    After the main show and most of the festivities died down, Joker made his way to the back of the camp, towards the sleeping quarters. He was exhausted from being on performance mode all day, but he still had one more job to do, and time was running out.

Joker slipped into the gray tent hidden behind all the sleeping tents. It was larger than the temporary rooms that surrounded it, but not by enough to stand out. Inside, there were several beds made of hay and down, and a couple boxes filled with food and personal belongings. Sitting atop one of the boxes and inspecting a silver necklace was Sableye. He looked up at the Water-type and scowled.

“How’s your little festival going?” Sableye sneered.

“Pretty good, all things considered,” Joker responded.

“I don’t know why you waste so much time and money with this shitshow. You could be putting your talents, your creativity, to use.”

“Doing what? Fighting? I already do plenty of that,” Joker rolled his eyes. “I didn’t come here to talk about me, though.”

“Right. If you’re here with that look on your face, that means your babysitter friend wants something, and I think I can take a pretty good guess at what it is,” Sableye smirked.

“Weavile’s building an army. She’s going to attack Skyspear Manor and overthrow Persian. She wants the Scavenger division, or what’s left of it, to help,” explained Joker.

Sableye slowly placed the necklace down on the box beside him. “Now, don’t get me wrong, I’d love nothing more than to gut that cat. He blackmailed me into joining his criminal operation. Still is, to this day.”

“I hear there’s a club you can join,” Joker remarked snidely. Sableye ignored him.

“And yet he couldn’t even keep me protected from the law… He destroyed my life twice, and ruined my entire business. But as much as I’d like to help, the Scavenger division… well, most of them scattered after the bust at the warehouse. Didn’t come back. Guess they thought they’d found a chance to break free of Persian’s claws. From what I hear, Persian’s already taken care of the majority of them. And the ones that managed to make it out into the light aren’t going to be too willing to jump back underground, new management or not.” Sableye sighed. “The only ones you’re going to get from the Scavenger division are the loyal few who were stupid enough to come back, and yours truly.”

“A loyal few stupid enough to jump into danger can be even better than an unwilling many looking to save their own skins,” Joker pointed out. “It just depends on who it is.”

Sableye chuckled. “The Zigzagang, as they so often refer to themselves. They were my most skilled thieves, but as fighters… loyal is about all they have going for them. They were the only ones who rendezvoused here after everyone scattered at the warehouse. As it turns out, ruling through fear leaves a lot of Pokémon likely to flee at the first opportunity.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” a voice spoke from the entrance of the tent. Joker twirled around, startled, to see a familiar lavender figure, sitting with his tail wrapped over his paws as if he’d been there a while.

“Espie! You’re here early, aren’t you?” Joker asked.

Espeon shrugged. “I finished my other task fairly quickly, so I decided to drop by a little ahead of schedule. I’m sure you don’t mind.”

“Right, well…” Joker glanced at Sableye, then said, “Can I speak to you in my tent?”

Espeon made an exasperated face, as if he thought the need for privacy was entirely unnecessary, but he followed Joker back to his tent. “Did you get Sableye and his racoon platoon on board?”

“Yeah, I- his what? No, never mind,” Joker shook his head. “I found out about another human today.”

“You mean Riley?” Espeon asked.

“Yeah, he- Wait, you knew?” Joker looked at Espeon with surprise. “How?”

“It’s my  job  to know. Anyway, don’t worry about that kid. He’s fine.”

“He’s currently being hounded by bounty hunters and Guildmembers,” Joker argued.

“Okay, so our definitions of ‘fine’ might be a bit different. Do you want to keep arguing about him, or get to the task at hand?” Espeon asked.

“But isn’t it your job to-”

“My job is of no concern to you. Believe me, I’m doing my job. Now how about you do yours, yes?” Espeon snapped testily.

“A-Alright…” Feeling like he was just scolded by his parent, Joker changed the subject. “Well, we have Sableye and the Zigzagang ready to help, although I don’t actually know where they are. I just know they’re  around.  And my officers have agreed to help too. Not all of them, of course, since we need someone to watch the circus in case things take longer than expected,” he explained.

“Alright. Round them all up in the big tent and we’ll get to work bringing them back to the library.” Espeon moved to leave the tent, but stopped when Joker spoke his name.

“Espie? Do you…” He seemed to almost reconsider asking his question, but went for it anyway. “Honestly, do you think we’re going to win?”

Espeon was silent for a moment, weighing the question in his mind. He knew Joker held his opinion in high regard, as he should, so the next words that came from his mouth would not be taken lightly. The Psychic-type didn’t want to instill false confidence, but such a question only had one right answer. “Do you believe in fate?” he asked suddenly.

“Sorry?” Joker tipped his head, confused.

“Do you think everything is predestined to happen? Or do we have free will?” He elaborated.

“I… That’s an uncharacteristically deep question,” Joker chuckled a bit nervously. “I’ve never really thought about it. I’d like to think we have free will, but who’s to know, really?”

“Hmm… well, let me put it this way: if we were characters in a story, who, if not yourself, do you think would be the main character?”

“It’s a bit depressing to think that I wouldn’t be the main character of my own life,” Joker commented, then pondered the question seriously. “I suppose… either you or Weav, I guess.”

“Interesting… Well, if know that much, then you’ve nothing to worry about.” With a knowing smile, Espeon continued his path to the exit, disappearing beyond the colorful tent flaps and leaving Joker wondering if his question was even really answered.

…

At the base of Skyspear mountain, a small army was forming. Weavile had wanted them to gather at the library and head to the mountain together, but Espeon pointed out that it would be too conspicuous for such a large group to be seen in Knowall Town. Not to mention, he didn’t want that many Pokémon in his library at once. So they waited at the foot of the path leading through the dense forest up to the peak. They could feel the eyes of the forest Pokémon on them, and could hear the whispers in the trees.

Murkrow’s party was the last to arrive, a squad of Flying-types come direct from Delibird’s delivery service in Seasnow. Delibird had gathered up ten of his most trusted, and added himself and Murkrow to make twelve soldiers. Joker had brought along Sableye and his four Zigzagoons, as well as five of his own circus performers. Weavile and her five kids added six more, and Espeon stood alone. Altogether, thirty of them stood ready for the harsh battle ahead. It wasn’t a lot, certainly not as many as Weavile would have liked, but it was enough to get them to the manor at least. Weavile was confident she could do the rest.

As she stood in front of her small army, she wondered if she should give some sort of speech. That was usually what leaders did in a situation like this, right? She should at least give it a try. She cleared her throat and addressed the crowd, “Some of us have come a long way for this moment. Some have been waiting for this day. A lot of us hold resentment towards Persian, and even more want to see him fall. We’ve gathered here to fight, and I can’t promise we’ll all walk out alive, but we’ve come this far, so the only way we’re stopping is if Persian’s heart stops beating, or ours does.”

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd. This wasn’t one of those “for glory” warcry moments. Weavile had glossed over it, but they were all aware that only half of them would survive this battle if they were lucky. Some of them were there because they hated Persian that much, but a lot more were simply there because there was nowhere else to be. They were betting their lives on the hopes that siding with Weavile would lead to freedom from this nasty business. They were hoping this would be the day they could get out and live a normal life. They were hoping they could die peacefully in their sleep.

“Alright,” Weavile sighed grimly. She looked to Joker, who was standing beside her, and then to Murkrow, a few paces away. With a nod to each of them, she turned toward the mountain path. “Let’s go.”

It took only five minutes for the first ambush. Normally the dirt path was safe from attacks, and civilians used it often to hike up the peak, but the residents of the forest, Pokémon paid by Persian to live as Wildies and attack anyone who gets too close, knew what Weavile had come for. They dropped down from the trees and leapt from the bushes, attacking in all directions at once. The first casualty predictably came from Weavile’s own recruits; the young Totodile was last seen being dragged off into the bushes, his neck clamped tight between the teeth of a snarling Herdier.

Murkrow led the Flying-types in the sky as they swooped down upon any of the forest Pokémon they saw approaching the group to catch them before they sprung. Several of them, including Spearow from Weavile’s division and Gligar and Wingull from Delibird’s, dove beneath the trees and never resurfaced. Espeon followed a few paces behind the pack with the young Leafeon, making light conversation as though they weren’t in the middle of a raid.

“So you’re from the orphanage, yeah?” he asked the lad.

“Th-that’s right,” Leafeon was understandably nervous, his eyes continuously shifting from the trees to the shrubbery.

“I suppose you’ve been raised into this sort of thing, then,” Espeon guessed.

“Well, the fighting, yes, but this… I’ve never done anything like this before,” Leafeon admitted.

“Terrifying, isn’t it? Forest combat is in a league of its own compared to one-on-one fighting in the open,” Espeon stated. “I admit I’m not entirely comfortable with this situation, either.”

Leafeon looked at him with a mix of surprise and skepticism. “You? But you’re Persian’s most trusted advisor. I heard you’ve been here before any of the other division leaders.”

“Yes, but this front-lines combat isn’t really my forte,” Espeon explained. “I’m more of a desk worker. A tell-others-what-to-do kind of Pokémon.”

“I’ve heard stories about you, though. They say you’re a higher level than even Arcanine,” Leafeon argued disbelievingly.

“I might be,” Espeon admitted. “What sort of stories have you heard?”

“About how you took down six Guild Explorers by yourself,” Leafeon stated as they turned off the dirt path, following the group straight into the forests towards the old manor. He was grateful he was with the Psychic-type. For whatever reason, none of the forest Pokémon came near him. He felt bad for not helping with the fight, but from what he’d seen, he knew he wouldn’t last long away from the safety of the librarian. The group had already lost five Pokémon on the ground and six in the air. Leafeon’s friends, Totodile, Spearow and Treeko, being part of those casualties.

“That doesn’t sound like me,” Espeon hummed casually as another of their teammates fell only a few paces in front of them. Leafeon tried not to look, but Espeon didn’t seem to even notice. The guilt weighed heavily on the younger Pokémon’s mind as the attacker, a Drapion with bloody pinchers, glanced their way before scampering off towards the others, quickly being felled by Joker. There was a reason they didn’t attack Espeon and his companion. It was likely because Persian ordered them not to. Even in the midst of a rebellion, Espeon was too valuable to the Classy Cat. Leafeon felt guilty for using this privilege to get through unharmed, but he didn’t want to die here.

Unlike his fallen allies, he had Pokémon waiting for him. A mom and a dad, not biological, but oh so loving, were waiting patiently for their new son to return from “a camping trip” with his friends. He had yearned so long for their warm home in Churchill Town, he wasn’t about to give it up now.

“What about when you defeated Zapdos?” Leafeon asked, continuing his distraction as they stepped over the corpses of the battle raging only meters in front of them.

“I don’t recall doing that,” Espeon responded plainly.

“How about the time you took down a whole nest of Unown?”

“It seems Pokémon are spreading false tales about me. I don’t really appreciate it, but it would explain why I don’t get very many challenges these days,” Espeon noted.

“Wait, so… they’re all lies? All the stories told among the orphanage children, passed down from alumni who heard them from other divisions…?” Leafeon was shocked. He had admired the Psychic-type for his exploits, and to think none of them were true… “Then I suppose even the story of Carrion Woods is-”

“What story?” Espeon turned his eyes to the younger Pokémon.

Leafeon was surprised by Espeon’s sudden interest. “Um, they say there’s a Pokémon there that kills anyone who enters. That’s why it always smells like rot and there are no Wildies. And they say you’re the only one who’s been seen entering and came out alive.”

“Do  not  go near those woods,” Espeon warned forebodingly. ”  Ever. Even on a dare. Don’t do it.”

“So, is that story true then?” Leafeon asked apprehensively.

Espeon didn’t reply. Instead he looked up ahead and saw the large old manor coming into view. “We’re here,” he stated. Leafeon looked over as well and saw the rest of the party, or what was left of them, waiting with anxious breath outside the large front doors.

The manor was falling apart. The paint was chipped on the walls, almost all the windows were broken, and there were several spots where it looked as if someone had been flung forcefully into the wall, creating large craters. The only part that seemed remotely intact was the front doors. They were the only part that were replaced when broken, anyway. Everyone took this as a sign of Persian’s love for the dramatic, that he should want large wooden doors for Pokémon to slowly pull open before entering. The majority of the doors inside were pulled at least partly off their hinges, but only these ones proved steadfast. They showed that no matter how many times intruders kick them in, this is Persian’s home, and if you aren’t welcome, he’ll slam them right in your face.

“Good job fighting off the guardians, everyone,” Weavile praised the survivors, shooting a pointed glare directly at Espeon. Leafeon tensed, his guilt resurfacing, but Espeon brushed it off as he turned up his nose at her. “There are… fourteen of us left,” she quickly scanned the small crowd. “A little lower than I anticipated, but it’ll do.” The survivors were Joker and all five of his performers (to the amazement of everyone else), Weavile, Murkrow, Espeon, Leafeon, Delibird and two of his delivery workers, and Sableye. The four Zigzagoons had disappeared at some point, so it was just as likely that they bailed, but no one said anything about them.

“It’s downhill from here. Inside the manor, there are only two enemies to fight: Arcanine and Persian. That may seem easy, but they are far stronger than anyone in these woods, so don’t underestimate them,” Weavile explained. “They likely know we’re coming, and they might even know we’re already here, so we have to act fast. We’ll split into two teams and take them on. Persian’s team will consist of me, Murkrow, Joker, Espeon and Leafeon. The rest will take Arcanine.”

“Hold on. Doesn’t that seem a bit uneven?” Sableye interjected.

“Arcanine’s stronger than Persian in a head-to-head fight,” Weavile explained. “Persian’s craftier, but Arcanine’s more powerful. More Pokémon fighting Persian would more likely work against us than for us,” she explained. “Now if you have any other complaints, you can take it up with Public Relations over there,” she nodded to the forest, where several Pokémon were still glaring out at them, their eyes gleaming in the cover of the leaves, licking their wounds spitefully. “If not, I suggest we do this quickly.”

Sableye grumbled, but didn’t say another word as he and the others followed her up the steps to the porch. Slowly and dramatically, just like Persian liked it, Weavile pulled open the double doors, revealing the empty manor. It was just as beat up inside as it was outside. Traces of a long-gone wallpaper flecked the wooden walls which were now covered in scratches and scorch marks and water damage. The floors might have once been beautiful wood, but now they were rotted and weak, threatening to betray their guests with every step. The middle of the main entrance was littered with shards of glass from an old chandelier that no one had bothered to clean. From the looks of the traces of blood smeared on the glass, Persian likely kept them there on purpose.

It was Leafeon’s first time seeing the manor, and before he even took a step inside, he wanted to leave. He had heard countless stories about the place, and knew well enough that being inside it was never a good thing. He glanced at the circus performers. They seemed to be rather experienced in combat, seeing as how they all survived the trek up here. He was hoping to find reassurance in them. But Arbok and Seviper kept glancing nervously towards the windows, while Grovyle kept stealing glances towards the door, as if thinking about his odds of making it out alive if he were to bolt. Even Joltik and Dedenne, the smallest in the party, took each step carefully, as if they were afraid a monster would burst out from the floorboards under them and snap them up.

Leafeon looked towards the two delivery workers, a Yanmega and Pidgeotto. Both seemed equally nervous in the dust filled mansion. Their boss, although Leafeon was sure had been there before, was also on edge. He hid it a lot better, but Leafeon could tell he’d rather be anywhere else. Murkrow has weaseled his way out of entering, saying he should keep watch from above in case something happened. Weavile and Joker, however, seemed unshaded by the atmosphere of the building. They walked several paces in front of everyone else, taking each step carefully, yet confidently. As Weavile reached the staircase, Joker fell back to join the rest of the group.

“You all doing okay?” he asked quietly. He received only nods, his party too nervous to speak. “This is kinda intense, isn’t it?” He chuckled. From his voice, Leafeon could tell he was nervous too. Leave it to a master performer to be able to hide it so incredibly well.

“Let’s get a move on,” Espeon spoke with a normal speaking volume, which startled everyone present. No one had specifically said to be quiet, but it seemed unnatural not to in this situation.  But,  Leafeon supposed,  he  is  Persian’s advisor. He probably comes here on a regular basis. 

At the staircase, the group split up. According to Espeon’s knowledge, Arcanine spent most of his time downstairs in the dining room. Since he wasn’t standing outside the doors of the master bedroom, visible from the main entryway, he was likely in there. Persian, meanwhile, was almost definitely in the master bedroom located just up the stairs. So Weavile’s group made their way quietly up the wooden stairs while Sableye’s team continued down the hall. Leafeon followed closely behind, wishing he had been placed on the larger team, but thankful he could stick by Espeon’s side.

Weavile was the first one to the double doors leading to the master bedroom. She looked back at her teammates. They were all determined to see this through to the end. Even Espeon seemed more focused than before. She nodded to them, a silent thank you for coming this far. She had to admit she was grateful to them, and certainly didn’t expect them to pull through for her. Then, she turned back to the door and gave it a firm kick, knocking the wood off the hinges and opening the entry with a loud bang.

The group rushed into the room like soldiers swarming an enemy hideout and found, as expected, Persian sitting atop the large master bed, without a care in the world.

“I’d say you should have knocked, but I guess you did,” the cat purred with amusement.

“What are you smiling about?” Weavile spat. “Don’t you see the situation you’re in?” She indicated to her companions, who were slowly surrounding the bed.

“Sure, I do, but,” Persian snuck a glance at Espeon, who had sat down by the doorway. Upon his command, Leafeon had sat down beside him, obviously uncomfortable with not participating at all in the entire mission. “I don’t believe I have anything to worry about.”

“What makes you so sure?” Joker asked.

“Well, for starters, there’s only five of you. Three if you only count the ones who pose an inkling of a threat,” Persian pointed out.

“Three against one. Those are still some pretty good odds,” Weavile smirked.

Persian sighed. “We’ll see about that.” Before any of them could react, Persian was flying off the bed towards Murkrow. Pretending to be relaxed, he had been laying on his paws, so a simple push was all he needed to pounce. His speed caught them off guard, but Murkrow reacted quickly. He unfolded his wings to perform a Wing Attack, but the larger Pokémon swatted his beak, hitting him with a Fake Out to cause him to stumble, before immediately following with a Throat Chop. Just like that, before either of the Dark-type’s friends could come to his aid, Murkrow was on the floor in a fit of coughing.

Persian then directed his attention to Joker, who stood several feet to his right, as a torrent of water came rushing towards him. He just barely ducked, his large body just fitting underneath the stream. With his belly pressed against the wood, the cat opened his mouth and unleashed a loud Screech, like a high-pitched caterwaul, causing Joker to stop his Water Gun to cover his ears. In that moment of hesitation, Persian leapt towards him, closing the gap in an instant. With his large front paws outstretched to slam down over the orange weasel, he felt a sharp pain in his haunches as he was dragged backwards.

The cat turned to see Weavile digging her Metal Claws into his sides and hauling him backwards away from her friend. Persian turned to face her, only to be met face-to-face with an Icy Wind. As shards of ice and cold air blew on him like a tundra, Persian pressed forward, breaking through Weavile’s attack and Slashing her across the chest with his large claws. She stumbled backwards, her icy breath caught in her throat. The three slices stretching diagonally across her body weren’t fatally deep, however much Persian would have liked them to be, but they were enough to shock her. Before Persian could take a breath, however, he felt the cold teeth of Joker’s Ice Fang sink into his tail.

With a groan, the Normal-type turned again to face his next enemy. Joker had Persian’s tail in his mouth as he turned away from the Classy Cat and jetted forward in an Aqua Jet, yanking Persian by his tail towards the wall. Caught by surprise, Persian was pulled off his feet and sent catapulting into the wall, breaking the wood and crashing into the neighboring room, which was filled with boxes of Arceus knows what. Dust flew up as he landed on top of the cardboard piles, and Persian took the opportunity to catch his breath.

He looked around a moment, trying to remember if he’d ever even stepped paw into that room before now. The window was broken in from the outside, most likely by the rock that lay only a few feet in front of it. Shards of glass littered the mildew-ridden floorboards, and the entire room smelled of moss.

Persian groaned quietly as he heaved himself to his paws and tread carefully over the glass to the hole he had been flung through. “You always were fun to watch in a fight,” he complimented the Water-type. “I never thought I’d be on the receiving end of your unexpected tactics.”

“I’d be flattered if you hadn’t just taken down my best friends,” Joker growled. The two stared each other down for a moment before Persian’s attention was drawn away by the faint echo of a mighty Roar rumbling from beneath them.

“Sounds like my partner’s having some fun as well,” h snickered. With a swish of his twin tails, Joker summoned a wave of stars which fired at Persian like missiles. As the cat struggled to deflect the jagged blades with his claws, he shot a glance at the Psychic-type, who was still sitting with his Grass-type companion by the door.

Espeon gave him an eye roll and tilted his head towards one of the two windows in the room. Persian could tell what that meant:  Quit playing around and get out of here already. 

Murkrow, finally recovered enough to jump back in, came in from above the cat with his talons extended. Persian swatted at him with his forepaw, but Murkrow evaded his claws and smacked him with a Wing Attack before retreating back out of the cat’s range. Irritated, Persian let out another loud Screech, sending the bird falling down as he recoiled and back into the reach of his claws. Just as he was poised to Slash at him, however, he saw Joker building up a Water Gun. Grinning a toothy grin, Persian turned quickly towards the Water-type and closed the small gap between them in an instant. Before Joker could release his jet of water, Persian hit him with a Throat Chop, causing the orange weasel to choke on his own attack.

As Joker doubled over, spewing up water like vomit, Persian looked back at Espeon, sending his own message via facial expression.  Why would I run when it’s just getting interesting? 

Espeon replied with a wide-eyed chastisement.  They’re important; you can’t kill them. How do you expect to win? 

Persian wasn’t entirely sure how he understood Espeon’s message so clearly, but the Psychic-type had a point. For whatever reason, his advisor had instructed him not to kill these attackers, so he wasn’t left with too many options. He didn’t want to fight seriously, as he’d never been good at judging how much damage a Pokémon could take. Even the Throat Chop that had left Murkrow gagging for most of the fight had been meant only as a warm-up.

While he was distracted with his game of facial charades, Persian felt a sudden searing pain in his right thigh. Looking back, he saw Weavile raking her metal coated claws down his side like a cat on a curtain. He yowled with pain and lashed out at her, forgetting his silent deal with Espeon. With his teeth clamped down on her shoulder, he pulled her off her feet and tugged her towards him like a rag doll. Still wounded from his earlier attack, Weavile had no defense.

“Weav!” Joker moved to help her, but Persian yanked on her harder. He could feel her blood pooling in his mouth, the iron taste coating his tongue and dripping from his teeth.

“Don’ move,” he growled, his words muffled by Weavile’s Navy blue fur. Joker and Murkrow were forced to stop and watch as Persian dragged Weavile like a hostage towards the window.

“Let me go, you oversized house cat!” Weavile protested, squirming to free herself, but Persian chewed his way deeper into her flesh, causing her to cry out in pain.

“I hope you enjoy your time as queen while it lasts,” Persian hissed, just loud enough for her to hear. He was now climbing back paws first onto the windowsill, praying it would hold him at least for the few moments he needed. Luckily, the wooden frame cried, but didn’t give way under his weight. “Because I  will come back, and it won’t be this easy when I do.” Once all four of his paws were on the windowsill, he dropped Weavile onto the floor and pushed backwards off the frame, launching himself down from the second floor onto the grass below. Weavile clutched at her bloody shoulder as she sat with her back against the wall, cursing under her breath. As soon as Persian’s teeth unlocked from her flesh, Joker and Murkrow had raced to her, anxious to help.

“Are you okay?” Joker asked her as he stood beside her.

“Do I look like I’m fucking okay to you?” Weavile snapped.

Murkrow leaned out the window to look below, to find little more than a thin trail of blood leading into the forest of pine trees. He had to admit, considering the large gash in his leg and the drop he just did, Persian was incredibly good at disappearing. “I’ll go track him,” Murkrow offered as he unfolded his wings.

“No,” Espeon interrupted, finally joining the group by the window. “We don’t know how many forest Pokémon are still loyal to Persian. It’s better to stick together.”

“After seeing their leader flee like that? Probably none,” Murkrow argued. “I’ll just keep watch for him from a safe distance overhead and-”

“I said  no. ” The Psychic-type insisted. “He’s injured. It won’t be that hard to track him once we’re all together. For now let’s see how the Arcanine team is faring.”

Espeon, Leafeon, and Murkrow made their way downstairs and towards the dining room where the other fight was still raging. Weavile wanted to rest and tend to her wounds, and Joker stayed to keep her company. As the three Pokémon approached the hallway leading to the dining room and kitchen areas, they could hear the sounds of the battle. A tunnel of fire shot across the corridor into their view before quickly dissipating. Several battle cries sounded as some sort of combo move was likely performed, a mix of electric sparks and icy shards flying out from the dining room.

As Espeon rounded the corner into the room of the fight, his two companions close behind, he saw the mighty dog surrounded on all sides by his adversaries. Yet even as heavily outnumbered as he was, he seemed to only have suffered shallow wounds and minor scratches. As Espeon watched for a moment, the reason for this became clear. Despite his large size, the Fire-type deftly evaded his enemies’ attacks with the help of Extreme Speed, using the move not to deal damage but to move out of the way. Most of the intruders’ wounds were likely inflicted by each other, from stray attacks and mistimed projectiles.

The Psychic-type sat down by the wall, a bemused look on his face. He knew Arcanine wouldn’t take this fight seriously, and he didn’t care about the challengers here anyway, so he had nothing to worry about with this fight. Nevertheless, as soon as the Fire-type saw Espeon in the corner of his vision, he knew the outcome of the fight upstairs.

Standing up straight, breaking his defensive position, Arcanine stated two simple words that ended the fight and secured victory for Weavile’s team: “I surrender.”

  



36. The Hunter and the Blind Prince: Part 1


    
    Frigid winds swirled and bit at Kirlia as he trudged forward with his arms wrapped around his trembling body. Two parallel trails marked his path as he trudged through the knee-deep snow. More was building up on his shoulders, his arms, his face and his hair, sapping his body of warmth. He needed respite. His body begged for it, but Kirlia denied himself of any. He just had to cross these mountains, and then the hunt would begin. Those were the words he chanted over and over as he lumbered forward. The hunt… The hunt… The hunt…

His idea of his path withered as dark clouds rolled over the mountaintops late into the night. The moon and stars that scarcely illuminated the cold white slope were swallowed up one by one by the approaching blizzard. Summer storms were brutal, and apparently their wrath applied to even the snowstorms. Howling gales drowned out even one’s thoughts, and all one could hear was their own shivering and chattering teeth.

“I c-can’t f… fffffeel my tails,” Buizel whimpered. He followed not far behind Kirlia for now, but any minute now he felt as if he would suddenly collapse into the snow. And right then Buizel wasn’t sure if he would be able to get back up if that happened. He was shaking with each step, his arms rubbing all over his chest as he tucked his head down. All his life Buizel had thought himself more susceptible to the cold than most, or maybe that just spoke of his own lack of fortitude, but his tails actually felt frozen. They were slung over his shoulder, tucked under the inflatable pouch around his neck, where he felt that they had frozen to him. To their very bones his tails were ice-cold and absolutely refused to move. Buizel couldn’t bring himself to look at them, afraid that if he did they would be blackened. They foolishly hadn’t expected a blizzard. They didn’t even have enough rope to tie themselves together with.

“Just… t-ten more minutes!” Kirlia shouted. He didn’t know if Buizel could hear him, he could barely even hear himself, but their hearing had always been better than his own. “We’ll h-h-hit the Shiversnap dungeon, a-and then… it’s- it’s all r-rrrroutine from there.”

“I don’t think that’s right!” Luxio shouted into the wind, of which Kirlia only heard “I don’t think.” The Electric-type was only a few paces behind Buizel, his coat shimmering with tiny bolts of lightning that arched between his fur. It kept him warm enough for now, but he couldn’t keep it up for long. If he was lucky, they’d make it to the other side of the mountain before he was defenseless to the elements. “That storm… it’s gonna get worse once the Mystery Dungeon kicks in!”

“We’ll be fine,” Kirlia insisted. “We’ve g-gone through Shivers-snap Mountain a hhhhhundred times. Quit c-complaining. A-act lllllike the exp-plorers we are.”

“An Explorer sh-should act smart!” Buizel barked. Perhaps it was the cold, perhaps it was raw passion, but there was a tremble in the Water-type’s voice. Not a meek shiver, but a gripping tremble that Kirlia picked up on more than the words themselves. Kirlia glanced back at his companion, meeting Buizel’s defiant glare with his own unmovable authority, and then looked ahead again without a word. “Don’t give m-me th-that! We’ll f-f-freeze if we d-don’t… t-t-t-turn back!” When he took another breath the bitterly cold air burned Buizel’s throat and mouth.

“If w-we turn back now,” Kirlia hissed through his teeth, “we’ll never c-catch up. He’ll get away-”

“And so what?!” Buizel roared, kicking up snow as he marched towards Kirlia. “Riley’ll get a-away. Sure. Does it mat-t-t-tter when we know th-that he’d b-been framed? You know this, Kirlia!”

“I kn-know that he has a connection with Bisharp,” the Psychic-type growled, “and if he getssss away overseas, we’ll be… We’ll be out of luck. We need to bring him in.”

“Uhhhh…” Luxio uncomfortably shifted his gaze between his companions. He felt powerless to stop them, as if whatever he said would only be more fuel on the fire. But if he didn’t try now, then… “Look, arguing like this only wastes-”

“This wh-whole thing has done nothing b-but waste time!” Buizel roared, earning himself an incredulous glare from Kirlia. Undaunted by both his leader and the blizzard that rolled over them, he pressed onward, now only a few paces from Kirlia. “I’ve tried being patient. I’ve waited for your usual self to come back, to replace this irrational mess you’ve become. But you’re still this… this other Kirlia. As far as I’m concerned, our leader’s gone.”

Dryly, Kirlia chuckled to himself, although the look on his face was anything but amused. “Then what am I?” he croaked. Wisps of steam from his breath were pulled away by the fiercely frigid gales. They could barely see beyond each other, and for Luxio the two were only silhouettes that grew more and more opaque by the second.

Buizel leaned in only a few inches from Kirlia’s face, and with all his courage, he growled, “You’re blinded. And I won’t follow someone around that doesn’t know where he himself is going.”

There was a lull in the wind, and in that brief instant the snow fell gently, turning from a harsh bite to an icy kiss as the flakes formed a veil around Kirlia. His facade had broken. The authoritative edge was immediately dulled as shock overcame him. He actually couldn’t believe it. He must’ve heard him incorrectly, there was no way his team would talk to him this way. He was their leader. He was in charge as he always had been. They had no right. And yet, Buizel’s piercing glare was uncharacteristically serious. It was the same expression Kirlia had worn back at the desert, that retaliatory agony of being caught vulnerable but refusing to be cornered. His partner really did-

No. The word resounded in Kirlia’s mind with finality. His brow furrowed and sank over the tops of his crimson eyes. “Then don’t.”

Buizel recoiled an inch, his confidence faltering. It had been a possibility all along, he knew, and one that he’d been prepared for, but Buizel held onto that last hope. He wanted to believe that Kirlia would turn himself around. In one way, he did. The Psychic-type spun around abruptly and continued his suicidal trek through the mountain.

Swallowing his resentment, Buizel shouted after him, “Go then! If you wanna get yourself killed, fine!”

Kirlia gave no answer.

Rage flared to life in Buizel. Five cycles they had spent together. Five cycles of adventuring, finding grand vistas and glorious treasures, taking down some of the biggest criminals in every corner of the world. Five cycles of growing closer together, even when they strayed apart from time to time… And it was to come to a close like this?!

“But we’re not gonna take that bait! We’re not gonna waste ourselves here! Our home needs us more than this… this stupid quest!” He paused, took a deep breath, and then… his trump card. “If you ever regain your senses… We’ll wait for you. Come find us. Then, you can start being a worthy Guildmaster.”

Kirlia didn’t even flinch at the mention of his father. As far as the boy was concerned, whatever they said about his father was meaningless. It was only the word ‘we’ that caught his attention. He speaks for Luxio, too. So they talked this over without me? he thought with contempt.

“You traitors can do whatever you want,” Kirlia scowled.

Now the blizzard was in full force. A flurry of snow and ice blew into them like a thousand freezing needles. The slim moon and all the stars were extinguished behind the raging storm clouds, and there was only absolute darkness. In seconds Kirlia was out of sight, and only a few seconds after that were the sound of Kirlia’s footsteps crunching through the snow swallowed by the roar of the blizzard.

Luxio had seen none of this. He stood there, his sparks giving off the faintest bit of light, staring at the spot he saw his friends’ silhouettes vanish. He’d heard bits and pieces of the exchange, but he wasn’t sure how it turned out. But he couldn’t bring himself to interfere. He waited, and waited, and waited. He wondered if they’d somehow got lost in the storm less than fifty feet from him. He wondered if Kirlia had responded aggressively and was attacking Buizel. Surely though, he’d be able to hear that… he hoped…

When Luxio saw Buizel’s shape emerge, clutching himself and shivering, he was relieved. That is, until Luxio noticed that Buizel returned alone.

“Is he… Did he leave?” he asked.

“He’s l-lost.” Evidently, now that his confidence had been used up, Buizel couldn’t ignore the cold anymore. “But th-that doesn’t mean-n w-we ha-ave to b-b-be.”

Deeply Luxio exhaled through his nose, the steam again dragged away by the storm. Things were in shambles. Their leader was gone, they were stuck on a mountainside, and Buizel, the previously unofficial second-in-command, was minutes away from collapsing.

“A… alright,” said the Electric-type, striding quickly over to his friend. Buizel’s walk was already getting unsteady. “Hurry up. We have to find some place to dig in.”

Luxio gave one last forlorn look to where he’d last seen Kirlia, wondering if he should insist on taking him into whatever shelter they could manage to find, but he felt a sudden rumbling through the pads of his paws, and Luxio knew right then that Kirlia was beyond them. That had been the sound of the entrance to the Shiversnap Mountains’ Mystery Dungeon breaking open.

He sighed, and then escorted his friend downhill, in an attempt doomed to fail to find a better place to dig in for the night.

…

It was Kirlia’s last Teleport that saved him. When the snow underneath his feet fell abruptly and the boy began to plummet, he used the last of his energy to almost immediately bring himself to the icy ground, before he even had a chance to look at the environment around him. He wouldn’t have been able to get a good look anyways, for the only light was incredibly dim and seemingly without source. All he saw was gray stone and blue ice, and of course, snow.

When Kirlia looked up again, the ceiling he fell through was back where it had been, perfectly pristine. He was in the midst of some great chasm hundreds of feet deep. The walls and the floor were made of smooth, bluish ice, broken apart here and there with boulders and slabs of granite.

He shut his eyes and sighed with relief. The storm didn’t touch the dungeon. No biting winds, no falling snow… Even if it was still lethally cold, the still air made it infinitely more comforting than the mountainside had been. His team must’ve heard him fall. They’d be there any minute now, taking respite in the dungeon, knowing that Kiria had been right. If they just pressed on further, they would’ve been fine. Hell, if they groveled and begged, Kirlia might even take them back.

So he waited, curled up, his shivers becoming weaker and weaker.

Minutes crawled by as Kirlia awaited the sound of the snow ceiling breaking open, wondering if he’d be able to catch them in his weakened state, when he suddenly darted his head to the right. For just a second, something had scratched against the ice, creating a high, grating hiss. He could see no movement, but on the far wall, there was an opening in the ice where a tunnel took a sharp turn.

Silently, Kirlia slipped a freezing hand into his bag, only to remove his dagger. His father’s final gift to him had been a proper brass scabbard for his dagger, a fit so snug that it was almost a hassle to remove it. In fact, out of fear of making his own hiss, he kept it in its sheath, clutched in his right hand as he waited. Kirlia knew he wasn’t at his full ability, but he felt confident in himself as long as this wasn’t one of the apex predators, the ‘dungeon lords’ as the vets would call them, he’d be alright.

A smooth, dark face surrounded in billowing white fur emerged from the narrow tunnel. Crimson eyes similar to his own swept over the room before settling on the lone Psychic-type. Even in the dim light, the wild Pokémon’s crescent horn sheened as it lowered its head towards the boy.

Is that… Is that an Absol? Kirlia pondered with a hint of dread. I didn’t know there were any in Arushar. Fast, deadly, and with infamously sharp instincts. He pushed his trembling self to his feet. If it’s anything like what I’ve read about them, this could be bad-

“A minute too late,” the Absol sighed.

Kirlia blinked. Did a Wildie just talk, or was this some sort of hallucination brought on by the cold?

“I wanted to be there to catch you, but a… territorial Beartic blocked my path. Are you alright?” The Absol asked, quiet but refined, strolling into the chasm as casually as if it were his own home. While his smoky white fur was unkempt and all over the place, it was at the same time very fluffy and completely spotless, and around his sickle-like tail there was a dark gray scarf swaddled and bound by a strand of twine. No, the Absol was no savage dungeon-dweller.

The scabbard sang as Kirlia yanked it off the blade, and he pointed it directly at the approaching Dark-type. It was a warning, but if the Absol was smart, he would also see it as an admission of defeat. None of the Moves Kirlia had would work against a Dark-type, except for one, and Magical Leaf wouldn’t do much good. “Wh-who are yo-ou? Why are you here?” the boy snarled.

“Oh, just an Absol. I live in these mountains,” the Absol replied. His gaze swept over the boy, finding the sight pitiful. Even though he looked to barely have the strength to hold his dagger, and his legs looked like they might give out any second, and his face was red with exhaustion, the small Psychic-type looked as if he would fight.

“Here.” The Absol raised one paw into his poofy mane and swatted out a yellow berry speckled with green rings, then rolled it across the uneven icy ground to the boy. “It’s an Aspear berry. It should keep you from getting frostbitten-”

Kirlia pointed at it with his offhand, and the berry hovered inches off the ground before rocketing back towards the Dark-type. A startled Absol jumped in the way of it at the last possible second, just managing to stop it with the side of his body, where it then bounced off.

“I d-don’t n-n-need it,” the boy growled. “I h-h-have my own-n.”

The Absol raised a brow musingly as he looked over the boy’s bag. Simple leather emblazoned with the emblem of a now defunct military power, with no fur lining or faint glow visible. “My apologies,” he said, holding back an amused smirk. “Feel free to get your own then.”

Kirlia did just that, his offhand slipping into the opening of the bag before settling upon… His face grew a deeper shade of red as his fingers settled upon his small store of berries, each cold, each hard as a rock. The Absol chortled to himself, resulting in Kirlia’s gaze shifting down and to the left.

“Sh-shut up!” Kirlia barked. “Wh-when they g-g-get here… Luxio could fry-”

“‘They?’ I’m sorry, but no others will be showing up,” the Absol cut him off. “Nobody could be running around right now. Either they’re in shelter, or they’re dead.”

Kirlia felt himself grow rigid. A lump built up on his throat as he imagined it: Buizel and Luxio frozen mid-stride, unable to find the entrance to the dungeon, unable to apologize for their grave error. Sure, their mistake wasn’t small, and their insult could not be easily forgiven, but did they deserve to die for that?

The Absol kicked the berry back over to Kirlia. It bounced off the wall and stopped at his heels. “Eat it before it freezes,” he sternly suggested now that the gravity had been firmly established. “Then we can go back for them. I’m sure they-”

“No,” Kirlia flared. The scabbard was lifted into the air by the Psychic-type’s powers, and then quickly snapped back onto the blade. “I w-won’t t-turn back. They’r-re the ones th-that lef-ft m-m-me.”

The Absol looked at him incredulously, but the intensity in his eyes… While it was fierce, it was also a facade. Beneath it all was stubborn pride that absolutely refused to look back. There was only forward. Everything that straggled behind was swallowed by toxic mist. It gave the Absol chills. One day, Kirlia would glance over his shoulder to find himself entirely alone, and what would his face look like under his stalwart, indestructible mask? What was the face Kirlia would make when he could be honest with himself?

Undaunted by the eyes of the stranger, Kirlia made for one of the tunnels with a stumbling, unsteady gait. The Absol only wasted a moment before snapping back to alertness. “Wait, what? You can’t delve into the dungeon like this!” After impaling the Aspear berry on his crescent horn, he hurried after the boy. “You’re on the verge of dying as is! You need to-”

“I’m f-fine,” Kirlia growled. He formed great clouds of steam as he puffed out each laborious breath, and his whole face was pink instead of pale. After a few paces Kirlia’s legs buckled out from under him, and he dropped to his knees, but he wasted no time struggling back up. “I’m s-stronger than s-some… ssssstupid c-c-cold.”

“No, you’re obviously not!” the Absol cried in frustration, to no result. The boy just tuned him out. Step by staggering step he approached one of the tunnels out of this chasm, and the Absol had to make a choice: subdue him, or let him wander until he dropped.

Kirlia, though, had stopped hearing him entirely. Everything sounded filtered and blurry as if he were submerged in water, and it wasn’t long until everything looked that way as well. With each step he felt the ice sapping more and more of his strength. What was wrong with him? He felt so fragile, so vulnerable, so cold and alone and… something else. A looming sense of dread, a sword hanging above his head, that made Kirlia reluctant to press on. Yet he must. He didn’t even want to name what he felt, name this blade that loomed over him. If he didn’t think about it, if he just focused on just that next step, then he could make it. One more step, just one more step, just one more…

…

The joke of a funeral had ended only minutes earlier. It was a hollow funeral in a hollow shell of a city, with hollowed Pokemon shedding the few tears they had amidst the sparse words of remorse and grief. Even the grave was hollow. With nothing to bury, the Pokemon that could bring themselves to attend could only gather around the ruined cabin.

It started when the town awoke to find Rhyperior disassembling the pieces of the walls, leaving only a floor, two beds, and a wood stove next to the pile of wood. Confused and forlorn Explorers crawled out and Pokemon of the town shambled towards the hill, seeking guidance, seeking answered, only to see Gallade’s desk now only feet away from the cliff. Everything but the black inkwell and the shimmering Articuno quill had been left inside. Minutes later Blaziken strolled up and placed a bouquet of blue forget-me-nots, and Dusknoir added a brick of a novel written about one of Gallade’s early adventurers: A New Dawn written in gold print on a blue cover. Soon some of the Explorers pitched in, adding memorabilia and giving short speeches, and then the townsfolk offered their own expressions of gratitude. It wasn’t long before the quill, the flowers and the book were buried underneath a mound of enchanted trinkets and scarves, gifts being returned, other books of Gallade’s adventurers, other flowers, even some of Gallade’s favorite foods were placed along the far edges of the desk. Nobody had planned this. Nobody had anything profound to say just then. It was just an impromptu memorial.

When Rhyperior spoke the few words Kirlia had given to him, the service broke up, and the Pokemon drifted back to their homes. “All Guild activities outside of domestic areas are to be put on hold. Efforts are to be focused on building up and keeping the towns safe. Pursuing the assailants is a task only assigned to a select set of individuals. Anyone going against those rules will be denounced and dejected.”

After this, Rhyperior went into a speech of his own. Nobody had known the guy to be the long-winded sort, not even his colleagues. All he ever was to the townsfolk was a silhouette at sunrise on top of the hill, lingering for less than a minute. Not once had he ventured into the town that he protected so dearly. Perhaps that’s why his eulogy was so bizarrely captivating, especially near the end. “A leader… a hero… a father… a friend… And now, only a legacy. While I’d like nothing more than to scrub that bastard’s face into the cliff… Gallade would want us to keep ourselves safe first. That’s the kind of guy he was. So long as we were okay, he was okay. Every damned thing he did was to build up our future. And now… Now, it’s all knocked down. It’s up to us to show that we’re more than just the Guildmaster. It’s time to prove that we have some mettle of our own.”

Some were roused into a spirited ‘hurrah!’ by Rhyperior, but not nearly enough. Maybe twenty Pokemon. Spirits were so low that the silence after the cheers was deafening.

As the Pokemon began to walk away, Kirlia knew the town was doomed. When he would arrive in town again it would be ruined, nothing but a pale echo of what it had been not but last afternoon. Maybe Kirlia was just being pessimistic. He’d hoped he was. Hoping for the best, but braced for the worst.

He lingered after the impromptu service had ended. Rhyperior gave Kirlia a brief nod, communicating a thousand wishes in only a glance, before lumbering down the hill for the first time. Blaziken hopped down the open hole into the Guild and Dusknoir followed. It was just Kirlia, his companions, and a sprinkling of others that left one-by-one.

Not once had Kirlia cried about the whole affair. Not when he saw his father’s head, not before a mound of memorabilia laid out on the memorial, and not during the long night in between on which Kirlia could get no sleep. He knew he should’ve been bawling, or seething with rage, or feel anything at all, but Kirlia didn’t know what he felt. Whatever it was had been suppressed by a sense of duty that dragged behind him like an anchor.

“Are… Are you sure about this?” Luxio asked meekly. When Kirlia didn’t answer, he looked over to Buizel for support, who in turn gave him an encouraging nod. “We wouldn’t know where to begin looking, and even if we did, this is way out of our league.”

“It’s our job.” Kirlia’s answer was automatic, so much so that he wasn’t even aware he said it. His attention remained on the desk that would never be just a desk, ever again.

Just about everyone else had placed an offering, but Kirlia had placed none. What could he have offered that would suffice? Nothing. Nothing besides his killer’s own head would do, and until then… Until then, the best Kirlia could do was not an offering, but a theft. His father’s bracelets, two blue cuffs with intricate but indecipherable etchings, that had rarely seen the light of day… They fit loosely around his slender wrists, even when tightened all the way, but there was some trick about them that made them almost impossible to actually take off. His last gift to his father would be taking up his mantle in whatever small way he could.

“We don’t have a job anymore,” Buizel added. He was unsure whether to be gentle or harsh with his words, and ended up wandering a non committal middleground. “Everything’s flipped on its head. We don’t have any orders to follow anymore.”

Somewhat more consciously, Kirlia lectured, “Our job is more than our orders. We don’t have to be bossed around to know what needs to be done.”

“B-but… Don’t you think that Astraean would need you?” Luxio asked.

“I wouldn’t-” For an instant Kirlia had snapped, but he caught himself. After a deep breath, he turned his head to face them. At the time he didn’t notice how weary and drained his companions looked. Red, puffy eyes, heads facing down, ears laid back… They were mortified.

Firmly, Kirlia had said to his friends, “They won’t feel safe until all this is wrapped up. Not until Riley is dealt with, and that bastard Bisharp has been melted down. Anyone can rebuild. Even if we stayed, we’d be overshadowed. This way… This way…” He shook his head. Hopefully, they’d fill in the gap.

When Buizel and Luxio looked between each other, sharing a conversation entirely without words, Kirlia thought he’d gotten through to them. Looking back on that morning, it was probably the beginning of their mutiny. Had they stayed quiet out of pity? Giving the grieving son his space? Treating Kirlia as if he were a fragile, vulnerable child? Sickening…

Since they didn’t answer, Kirlia spoke again. “Whenever we’re ready, we’ll head east. There’s more possible asylum eastward.”

Luxio piped up, “But shouldn’t we-”

“Every minute we waste is another minute they have to get away. And finding them all is already gonna be tough enough as it is.” The look on Kirlia’s face… Retaliatory agony, refusing to be exposed, like in the aftermath in the desert. They had only an instant to take it in before Kirlia himself marched off, unaware of where he was going… No. No, that wasn’t quite true.

He was going forward.

…

The boy awoke suddenly, violently, as he realized his body didn’t feel like it was on the verge of freezing. Something soft covered him, and without looking he swung his arm and tossed it into the air. A dark gray scarf had been draped over him, seemingly some kind of weather scarf, and now lay coiled up on the other side of the room.

To his surprise, Kirlia had been laid upon a pile of furs in the corner of a log cabin. In the adjacent corner there was a plush brown sack like a bean bag, except it too was made of fur, and it had a great yellow ring facing the room. Except for a cast iron wood stove with a weak, sputtering flame, everything inside the one-room cabin were furs. Navy blue Sneasel and Weavile pelts hung next to a Delibird’s thick down feathers. A couple of chests had the shaggy brown coat of a Piloswine stretched over them. Some of the rare frigid-Vulpix furs, too. Every portion of the wall had a perfectly-carved skin, with the magnum opus being a Beartic’s hide in the very center of the room.

“… The hell…?” Kirlia muttered. They were all the kind of Pokemon that naturally lived in the Shiversnap Mountains. Killing Wild Pokemon for food wasn’t uncommon, but to make trophies of them? What kind of-

“That Absol.” Those last few minutes came back to him. Falling into the Mystery Dungeon, meeting the strange civilized Absol that somehow knew to be there, scraps of a conversation, and then… What, he ended up here? There were a few windows, and they all showed to him a remarkably blue sky. At the very least, he’d slept the whole night. An entire half the day, wasted, and the Absol was nowhere-

“Yes, that’s me. Good morning.”

Kirlia nearly shrieked, for the Absol stood by the wood stove. Hanging from his horn was a kettle with tendrils of steam climbing from its spout. Kirlia was positive, without a shadow of a doubt, the room had been empty not ten seconds earlier. Even if he could’ve mistaken him for one of those pelts, that ash-black face had nowhere to blend in… Well, maybe the cast iron stove, but-

“Are you feeling alright?” the Absol asked. “I’ll have some porridge ready in only a minute or so. Warms you right up, and you can eat it no matter how tired you are.”

“I’m fine,” Kirlia answered cautiously, but he did feel perfectly fine. No hunger or thirst, no lingering frost, no injuries or anything missing. Hell, his bag had been laid out beside the stove, and all his supplies were spread out before it, everything dried and his food and water well-thawed. Nothing was left unattended to, and that only made Kirlia more alert.

“Well, it’ll be here for you,” the Absol shrugged. He set the kettle on the floor and then nudged a wooden bowl of oats next to it. “A growing boy needs-”

“You carried me here,” Kirlia said through his teeth. “You assumed to have the right- Where am I? Who are you?”

The canine chuckled. It was good-natured on the surface, but it was clear to Kirlia that it was only a surface, a hollow facade. “I’m just an Absol. You can call me Abby; the friends I have left do. Forgive me, I’m not used to your customs. I just saw a boy about to freeze to death, so I took you here. I didn’t realize that saving a prince was so heinous.”

“I’m not a prince,” Kirlia growled.

Another hollow chuckle. “Whatever you say.” The kettle tipped over, and water gushed into the bowl. “You’re in my cabin, high on the east face of the mountains. You’ll be safe here for nearly a week before I need to go resupply.”

“No thanks,” Kirlia scoffed. “I’ve already wasted a night because of… this. I can’t waste more time.”

“Wait,” the Absol cut in. “‘A’ night?” As Kirlia’s confusion grew, there arose that same smirk on the Dark-type’s face. That playful, above-it-all grin, followed by a few short chortles. “Try four.”

Kirlia nearly choked on his own breath. “Four?!” he nearly screamed. “You don’t mean… No. No! If I was out cold for four days, then why-”

“Why aren’t you hungry? Because I fed you myself,” the Absol answered before the question could arise. “Porridge and water, and a lot of rest. And you needed it. You were on the verge of hypothermia.”

Four days that Kirlia had spent out cold. Four days that the raiders spent getting further and further away. Hopeless, he fell to his knees in the pelts, incoherently muttering to himself. The chase might be over now. Either they’d gotten away or they’d been caught, and during the climax, Kirlia had just been… asleep? For multiple days?

“I have to go,” Kirlia proclaimed. He jumped to his feet and hurried over to his possessions, all of which were laid out by the stove. “So much time has already burned away, and unless I’m lucky the hunt is already over.”

“Ah. Well, alright, I can guide you down before nightfall-”

In a frigid whisper, Kirlia cut him off, putting all his weight behind a meager two words: “Without you.”

The Absol opened his eyes wide, and then narrowed them. “You’ll venture out there on your own? When another storm is due in by tonight? I can’t in all good conscience-”

“I don’t trust you.” Those words were only made colder when the boy scooped his belongings into his bag, not giving the Absol so much as a glance. “If your… ‘decorations’ aren’t reason enough, you knew where I would show up. You’re creepy, and I won’t have you following me.”

“‘Creepy?’” the Absol guffawed. “I wouldn’t play that game, if I were you. Your raw angst makes you quite the target.”

Instead of taking the bait, Kirlia slung his bag over his shoulder and went for the door, paying no attention to the smirking Absol. And the moment it was open, Kirlia immediately recoiled and shielded his eyes. He fell back onto the floor as the door slammed shut again.

“You… You weren’t even prepared for snow blindness?” the Absol asked, his smile faltering. Just in case snow wasn’t dangerous enough, it also had the ability to blind you, if you didn’t come prepared. The science of it was mostly lost on him, but the canine knew that it reflected the fiercest parts of sunlight, and prolonged exposure could lead to long-term blindness. Many Ice-types, and some Pokemon with dark faces that helped absorb light, were resistant to it. Kirlia, though, had not prepared for even this. Kirlia had not prepared even the slightest bit.

The boy blinked twice. His sight was still with him, thankfully, and he immediately used it to thoroughly scan the room.

“You can’t be… What’s up with you? If you’re always like this, I’m not surprised that you’re alone,” the Absol scoffed. The boy twitched. His right hand slipped into his bag for a moment before coming out empty, and his search continued.

The Absol nodded in recognition of the boy’s stubbornness. “Fine then. Would you like to know how I knew where to find you? It’s because I sensed that you were about to die.” This much earned him a curious glare, and taking that as a sign of encouragement, he went on. “My kind can sense disasters. And I usually sense one or two every cycle. Big winter storms, or earthquakes… Never something as small as one boy’s death though. I had to save your life.”

“To satisfy your curiosity,” Kirlia accused.

“Yes,” the Absol said without hesitation. “I wasn’t just saving you, I was saving an anomaly. And when I learned who you are, I was intrigued. My mind ran wild.” For a moment the Absol sounded eager, but slowly that faded away into something else. “So imagine my disappointment that you turned out to just be an edgy brat.”

Kirlia marched over to the corner and picked up the dark gray scarf, then wrapped it tightly around his head over and over again, until he only had the faintest sliver to see out of. The Absol didn’t comment, for he knew that despite how silly it looked, it would be moderately effective. “I’m borrowing this,” he proclaimed, then went for the door again.

The two shared one last glance, their bright red eyes sizing the other up, before Kirlia readjusted the “borrowed” scarf and opened the door. Snow crunched under his light steps, and then, the door slammed shut.

And so he had willfully turned away from a pelt hunter not out of ignorance, but out of sheer stubbornness. So quick was he to grow up that he’d forgotten to mature.

…

For the most part, the dark scarf served to block the snow’s glare, but at the steep cost of most of Kirlia’s visibility. He had to use his sliver of sight to the best of his ability, and as it turned out, he could do so fairly well. The cabin was located on a gentle slope blanketed in a couple inches of now, nowhere near as deep as it had been on the climb up. Behind him the mountain bared its granite fangs to anyone that would try for its summit, and ahead of him, a gentle slope only broken up by the occasional stone tooth. Snow had a way of hiding all but the fiercest of imperfections.

The slow did not stay gentle, however. In ten minutes Kirlia was sliding as much as he was striding, and he had a good view of the lands beneath the mountain. Far, far, far below him the mountains gave way to a savanna peppered with small clusters of skinny trees. The rotted green hue of their leaves stood out against the golden grass and the deep blue sky that came from being above the rest of the world.

“The east face,” Kirlia muttered to himself, speaking to himself. At least the Absol had taken him in the right direction. Finding a town to orientate himself would be difficult, but he was closer to his objective than before. And his prey was even further away. He took a deep breath filtered through the scarf, and then pushed on.

It was eerily silent. There were no winds stirring, no Wilds roaming, only his gentle steps and steaming breath to accompany him beneath a cold, vacant sky. Even the sets that would usually accompany his own were missing. Combined with Kirlia’s self-hindered vision, he was naturally on full alert. His blood was up. At any inclination of danger he would be armed and swinging before he knew what was happening, so sensitive were his eyes and his ears. But it was a surprise to him that his nose picked up something first. A salty, savory scent that seemed so out of place in the freezing air. What could possibly be…

HIs dagger was unsheathed and in his hand as Kirlia spun around, just in time for his steel to catch the black edge of a crescent horn. Kirlia staggered backwards, reflexively making another slash in time to intercept the next attack. The blades rattled against one another when they met, struggling for dominance, until they broke apart and Kirlia found himself glaring at the Absol again.

“That rest served you well,” the hunter observed.

Kirlia bared his teeth. “I should’ve known not to turn my back to you,” he scowled, and began to adjust his stance to something more patient and defensive. That savory scent… It made Kirlia’s blood boil. Like his father, Kirlia had an ability to sense emotions, albeit with much less polish, but while Gallade had equated his to his hearing, Kirlia’s was matched to his sense of smell. There were only a handful of emotions he was sensitive enough to pick up on, or maybe they were the only ones he cared enough to detect, but of the few he had, Kirlia had come to detest the smell of salt and buttery snacks. It meant a sense of playfulness, teasing, or mockery. And the hint of a sneer on the Absol’s face made his purpose clear.

“You really shouldn’t have,” the Absol agreed. “Now I have every advantage I could want out here. Not only can you not see, but I’m immune to most of your gimmicks.”

Gimmicks.

While the boy felt a ravenous flame ignite inside his chest, the Absol went on.

“You may be an anomaly, but you’re a damn fool if you willingly bring yourself out here. Dim. Dull. Utterly visionless, utterly worthless. But I am still curious about that near-disaster, so-” His forepaw inched forward through the snow as he crouched down in an unspoken declaration. “Let’s see what you are worth in death.”

That single word was so innocuous, yet for Kirlia, it was an anchor, constantly dragging the poor boy down. It was everywhere. In the admiration of other Explorers, in the sympathy of his father, in the mouth of that damnable Riley… And now, it was here. Kirlia would be rid of it. Once and for all, he would be rid of it.

“If you insist on sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” Kirlia hissed through his teeth, “I’ll gladly take it!”

Kirlia closed the gap between them and thrusted the dagger forward. The Absol cut off his line just in time to leap backwards. So narrow was his escape that the dagger had brushed against the fur on his chest. Kirlia lunged again for the chest, but the Absol easily dodged to his left. The boy stepped back and swiped to cover himself. Abby stuck just outside the reach of the short blade. Teeth clenched, Kirlia lowered his stance and swiftly slashed at the Absol’s forepaws. Abby had almost spaced himself perfectly, but he hadn’t counted on Kirlia letting his grip slip just an inch, and a shallow cut formed across his left foreleg. Red seeped out and stained his soft fur.

“I’m more than just a gimmick,” Kirlia said in a low, raspy murmur. He went for another slash, but Abby gave him a wide berth. In only a second the gap between them spread to fifteen paces. Abby raised his stained foreleg and lapped at the cut. Likely, to Kirlia’s sick satisfaction, he was now noticing a small nick in the bone, and realizing that this anomaly was not to be taken so lightly.

“So you say, so you say,” the Absol mused.

His paw fell back to the snow, leaving a red smear in pristine snow. He crouched down until his face was half-buried, just eyes and a horn poking out from the snow. Kirlia thought he was planning to obscure himself completely in the snow and so he dashed in. But he was wrong. When the Absol burst forth, the snow blew outward in a fine haze, in which the white canine was nearly invisible. It was only by a sudden impulse, somewhere between instinct and luck, that Kirlia caught the Absol’s horn with his own blade. The two bounced off each other. Kirlia lost his footing and fell backwards into the snow while the Absol vanished again into the haze.

“There’s something… I’d like you… to know.” Every time the Absol spoke it came from another direction. Cautiously, Kirlia kept his ears open. He could hear the light footsteps of the hunter dancing around him, but they were infrequent, and gave no sensible path to follow. Leaping around with Quick Attack? Or Agility? “When you fight… don’t be afraid… to use your wits…” The haze thinned enough where he could see the harsh glare of the reflected sunlight once again, but the figure of the Absol was nowhere to be-

The smooth side of the horn slid up the back of Kirlia’s head, between the boy and the scarf that masked his face. Kirlia’s instincts took over and he stabbed behind him, but it wasn’t until near the end of his swing that he realized what was happening. “Because everyone has their gimmicks!” The fabric pulled as the Dark-type tore it in two, and before he knew it, Kirlia was assaulted by light. His eyes clamped shut.

In a move of pure panic, Kirlia clamped his hands together, enveloping himself in a soft glow before teleporting away. Where he reappeared, he didn’t know, but the moment he felt the cold snow, he took a quick glimpse before immediately burying his face in the snow. He was further down the slope, and the Absol’s dark face draped with gray shreds of cloth was some hundred yards up.

“Cutting it… awfully close there,” he called after the boy.

“Bastard,” Kirlia growled. He looked again, and still immediately had to clamp his eyes shut. The ember in the pit of his stomach burned furiously. Blind, cold, and trying to rid himself of a somewhat deranged pelt hunter… Not to mention, he’d been cornered into using Teleport blindly.

Think, he told himself, as faintly he heard the crunching of snow from further up the slope. You cannot fall here. One day you’ll be the next Guildmaster. You can get yourself out of this. There has to be some way of keeping track of him! Think, damn you!

“You’d better have an ace or two with you,” the Absol warned. “The Guild’s dark star has a reputation to uphold. And if you dash my hopes… then what worth do you hold?”

Dad… He had a way of dealing with depth. His missing eye never hindered him. Maybe, if I can reverse-engineer whatever he does- or, did- then I can make it out alive. All he has on me is experience. Every ability he has, I can match. So there’s absolutely no excuse.

Footsteps hastened and grew closer at an alarming rate. Kirlia raised his head in alarm, eyes still shut, just as he heard the canine grunt. The boy acted out of panic, expending a blast of his psychic abilities on the snow around him. Frigid powder filled the air, and through his eyelids, Kirlia saw the light dim. A moment of sight! And with it, the dark face of the Absol lunging for him. From there it was all a hazy dance of thrusts and slashes, of whiffs and parries and hissing blades. In those short five seconds Kirlia channeled all of his hate into every strike, until the sunlight came back, and the snow blindness along with it.

The Absol drew back a couple paces with a sneer across his face. This was to be Kirlia’s moment of vulnerability, as he either fled or turtled. Attacking now would’ve been ridiculous. And it was for that reason that Abby didn’t at first react when the snow around his feet began to rise. Kirlia picked up great slabs of snow from all around the Dark-type, and when the boy’s fist closed, he entombed the Absol in snow just as he began to jump. For now, the hunter was just a lump of white, and then Kirlia shut his eyes again.

And as the boy caught his breath, he realized just how his father might have made up for a missing eye. He even practiced, and with each attempt he was more and more confident in his judgement, more and more admiring of his father’s enginuity, and soon after, more and more ridden with shame that he would need to do so in the first place.

It took nearly a minute for the dark face to break free of the snow. The sneer was gone, and in its place was a humbled smirk plastered over something… else. Something mischievous. “You’re still here? I’d thought you would be a dozen warps away by now.” More chunks of snow fell loose as the canine struggled and shook.

“I realized there’s a cornice only twenty feet further. The drop after that… I won’t risk it,” Kirlia answered, leaving out one word: yet. Though he couldn’t quite see it, the smile on the Absol’s face was practically audible. To Kirlia’s disgust he’d realized that the hunter had been trying to warn him about it. Through his teeth, Kirlia continued. “So I’d figured, if I wanted to be rid of you here and now…”

“… You’ll do what? Go on. If you’re in the mood to share, then share. I’m all-” He pushed his head the rest of the way out until he was free up to his neck, “-ears.”

Kirlia’s answer came with a steady hand pointed directly at the great clod of snow, and the Absol found himself rising along with his prison. In only seconds he was looming over the Psychic-type, and not twenty paces past him, the white slope gave way to nothing but blue skies. A sheer drop masked by an overhang of snow. It wasn’t a game for the hunter anymore. He writhed around in the snow, shaking loose powder and pieces of snow, but the process was nowhere near fast enough.

“It speaks for itself.” With a sharp jerk of the arm, the hunter catapulted away with only a defeated sigh that got quieter and quieter, further and further.

Kirlia took a deep breath, then another. So far, all he had done was buy himself time, wear himself out, and leave a single scratch. From here… Here, hopefully, he’d be rid of the hunter, one way or another.
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  Halfway down the drop, Abby broke free, shrouding himself in pieces of his frigid prison. He was falling quickly now. The drop was a long three hundred feet, and it was very lethal. Deep under the snow were dozens of Wild Pokemon, buried under ice, which Abby nicknamed unaffectionately ‘the glacial graves.’ Abby would not be joining them. He would not have his cabin so close to a drop like this if he didn’t have a way of surviving it. It more surprised him that the boy opted to use gravity than the fact that he was now in its clutches.



  His crimson eyes shifted over to the overhanging ledge of snow, which crumbled down the black wall of the cliff. The shape of the boy was somewhere in there. Perhaps he was hoping the cliff’s shadow would save him? It wouldn’t work, or at least completely, for the snow would still reflect the sunlight even there. What drew him here so strongly that he didn’t even prepare for the mountains’ hidden strength? Or was the dark star just so daft?



  Ah, yes, the dark star of the Guild… A name that Abby’s friends attributed to the infamous son of the Guildmaster. Disagreeable at best, edgy at worst, or so said his reputation. Abby couldn’t believe it when he found the boy, that Gallade’s child found its way here, but it had to be. Nobody else could have those bracelets. And since such an exotic prey wandered into his domain, what kind of hunter would he be if he didn’t examine it? Perhaps, he could even…



  “He isn’t using Teleport,” the Absol observed. “Fallen for nearly a hundred feet, and yet… Well, I guess he can see a little in the shadows, but… Oh. Yeah. Speaking of which-” The ground was coming up rapidly. He’d still take a hit from this, but with luck, he wouldn’t break anything. He lined himself up, brought his paws to his chest, and the instant he touched the ground, sprang high, high up into the air with a trail of cold haze. Bounce, as far as Abby was concerned, was as useful as it was fun.



  “Now, where did he… Oh?” He hadn’t seen Kirlia teleport, but when he looked back, Kirlia was on the ground and moving rapidly. He stood on some thin slab of stone he must’ve extracted from beneath the snow somewhere, and using that, the boy was gliding down the slope. And his eyes were still closed. The Absol was more curious than anything else, so when he landed, he immediately began pursuit. Kirlia was fast like this, but the Absol was still just able to intercept the boy.



  It was more of a tackle than a direct slash, intending to surprise rather than to wound, but it failed. When the Absol lurched Kirlia deftly ducked underneath him, leaving Abby to crash. He pulled his face free, shook the snow out of it, and watched the boy gain even more speed as he went in a straight line. If left to his own devices, he’d only end up cracking his head open on a bolder…



  “I’ll admit, you surprise me,” Abby called, quickly breaking into a mad sprint. “Here I thought I had you crippled, and suddenly it’s a chase!”



  The boy didn’t answer. His face shimmered with powdered snow and droplets of water.



  It wasn’t long before Abby was within range. He was far more careful this time, making sure he was much closer than last time and following through with a precise strike, but to his surprise, Kirlia abruptly whirled around and parried Abby’s horn, and then went for a counter thrust, catching the canine on the side of his face. He swung again out of curiosity, only to yet again be intercepted, again and again and again.



  Fine then. Abby lowered his stance before springing high into the air, seemingly taking flight on invisible wings, and landed near-silently in Kirlia’s path. The boy didn’t falter. How could he? Parry this, asshole, Abby thought, as the boy delivered himself directly to-



  “What.” Abby was frozen. Less than ten feet from him, Kirlia crouched down and placed a hand on the back of the thin slab, and with it Kirlia hopped into the air. The hunter only had time to notice his prey’s vicious snarl before the makeshift board kicked into his face. With a dull crack, the slab split in two, and the hunter went down.



  He must’ve been unconscious for a few seconds, because Abby woke up as Kirlia raced away. His angle was slightly altered, and in less than fifty yards, an outcrop of rocks stood in his path. The boy would crash. And at the speed he was going, and the frailty of Kirlia’s body, he’d certainly…



  To Abby’s amazement, Kirlia squatted when he was about thirty feet from the rocks, shifting his weight to his right and curving out of the way, aiming directly at the surface. He knew immediately what this meant and began a stumbling sprint after him. “He can see,” the hunter muttered to himself.



  A moment later he was rebalanced and on the boy’s tail, pondering the mystery of the anomaly’s renewed vision. There was nothing over his eyes, or anything new at all on his possession, and there weren’t any moves that would remedy his issue by default. So the mystery resided in the tools he carried. And psychics tended to have a handful of tricks. Whatever it was, the hunter was already impressed as he was bloodthirsty.



  Abby tested the waters again, every slash a test. Each and every time it was caught and redirected, and the boy remained balanced on the center of the thin stone slate. It was oddly graceful, the way every movement flowed into the next, shrouded in glistening snow in the gentle breeze, to the point where it came across like a choreographed dance. And after a while, the Absol jumped back and went back to observing. It took him only a few seconds to piece it together.



  The breeze, the hunter mused. It was a still morning on the mountain, yet the boy had a noticeable wind circling around him. Faint, but there. Definitely there. A further look at Kirlia revealed… ah, yes. The wake he was making was nearly twice as large as it should have been. That was no wind.



  With an impish grin, the hunter called out, “You just gonna keep running? I thought you were gonna take my nose away! I sure hope this isn’t because your-”



  “Shut your fucking mouth,” Kirlia roared back with thunderous fury. “You’re more likely to bore me to death than to scratch me.”



  Abby twitched. In that instant, he caught a glimpse of the nature of the anomaly, and he needed more. A quick surveyance of the path ahead, and the Absol remembered. A hundred and fifty yards down the slope made a slight left, and maybe twenty yards after that was an icy fissure the boy had no chance of jumping. If the hunter first distracted him with another dance of blades, Kirlia’s reaction would be far more panicked, and he would Teleport to the nearest ground he could find. There would the hunter strike.



  The Absol decided to oblige him, picking up his pace. The turn was only eighty yards away now, and the boy was at his mercy. Eighty whittled down to sixty, down to forty, and when Kirlia was a mere thirty yards from it, Kirlia leaned into the turn, and that was when the canine pounced.



  Each other’s blades parried one another once, twice, thrice, every hit faster and harder than the last. Their dance was replaced by a hectic struggle. Kirlia was nearly shoved off balance more than once as the Absol pushed into his defensive sphere. One of the boy’s deflections missed, and the Absol left a shallow but stinging cut in Kirlia’s side. Seconds later, a matching one ran its way down his chest.



  But then the tide changed.



  Abby noticed two things at the same time, and he didn’t know which one was more alarming: that Kirlia’s offhand had darted up and grabbed the back of his mane, or that a length of rope trailed behind it. A reflexive slash was made to try and keep the boy away, but Kirlia only jumped over it, using the mane to vault onto the Absol’s back. His main hand grabbed onto the other end of the rope, and the boy pulled with all his might. At once, Kirlia had cut off the Absol’s air supply and pulled him off balance, sending the two tumbling down the slope.



  “I don’t want your filthy nose. That’s not enough,” Kirlia growled into his ear. “I want your pelt. I want your horn. I want you buried in ice so cold you’ll never thaw out! I don’t care that you cut me, or that you insulted me.” Rope coiled around the boy’s hands as he pulled the rope even tighter, as if to saw through his neck. “But you’ve made me insult myself. Pray that it’s a long fall, because if I have to come after you, it won’t be quick.”



  The fissure drew closer and closer, and while Abby’s mane protected him somewhat against the strangling rope, he still felt his strength leaving him, and his eyes were bulging out of his head. He clawed at Kirlia’s arms to get to the rope, to no avail. And without proper footing, he couldn’t do anything.



  When they rolled over the fissure, the two followed the slab of stone into an icy abyss whose depths were unseen. Kirlia let the Absol go, and as the canine gasped for air, Kirlia clasped his hands together and brought himself to the other side of the crevice. The Absol didn’t so much as yelp as the seconds ticked by, and he was swallowed by the unfathomable depths with only a longing sigh.



  Almost immediately the boy dropped the dagger and collapsed into the snow. Though he couldn’t see it, steady streams of crimson oozed from his side and his chest, and he didn’t need to see it to feel them. Two grievous mistakes. Kirlia quivered in furious anguish. His hand settled on the dagger and hurled it away as he stifled an outraged cry.



  Those mistakes would heal before they even left scars, but the festering wound left in his pride was another matter entirely. He’d been forced to play the hunter’s game. Losing would have been better than playing along, but with his eyes closed all Kirlia could see was that fucking Bisharp, all he could hear was that dry, raspy voice. So he could silence-



  Crrrunch.



  Something fell into the snow behind Kirlia, and the boy’s heart jolted.



  “Ow!” Abby winced, lifting his left hind paw out of the snow. “Dear, that’s a bad sprain… Duly noted; avoid that fissure. Very lethal,” he murmured.



  Kirlia panicked and threw himself in the direction of his tossed dagger, flinging snow in all directions in his frantic search. He had to act quickly, lest he be forced on the defensive again-



  “It’s a foot to your left,” the Absol offered. “Though, if I didn’t surprise you, you’d have picked it up in an instant. You ‘solved’ your blindness, didn’t you?”



  After freezing in embarrassment, the boy reached over to the left and set his hand on the cold hilt. Humiliation after humiliation…



  “I’ve already lost though, so keep that tucked away.” Abby limped towards Kirlia with clumsy steps that clearly announced each and every movement. Sensing the thought that hung in the air, Abby went ahead and answered it. “Bounce negated most of the impact, but even that has its limits. That fall would’ve killed me if not for my own trick. So I lost. I’ll concede on the grounds that I underest… are you crying?”



  “No,” Kirlia answered automatically, but he rubbed at his eyes with his wrists to find traces of liquid now smeared across his arm. “Melted snow.”



  The hunter guffawed. “Yeah, sure. Now, let’s get moving,” he said.



  “Excuse me?” Kirlia asked, clearly a warning, but the Absol didn’t heed it. He simply lumbered on past the boy without hesitation.



  “There’s nothing to wait for, save for another blizzard this afternoon. Your friends went back the way they came,” Abby told him. The boy seemed as if he were about to say something, but he caught himself. “Yeah. When that storm was fading out, I went around to that entrance to the dungeon. Found a little burrow, and a pinch of ash mixed into the snow inside. After that, two sets of tracks went back down to the west. It’s a safe bet that they’re gone.”



  With his eyes closed, it wasn’t hard for Kirlia to see them clearly in his mind. The two turn tails leaving him to his fate, not only ignoring his judgement but ignoring their leader. Five cycles of loyalty and service, five cycles of companionship and guidance. Five cycles spent training them and raising them up for the greatness they were destined for… Wasted. Burned away.



  The audacity of those cowards! To abandon not only him, but their one chance at bringing justice for the Guild? And then to blame Kirlia’s own leadership for it before deserting him? If he ever saw them again, he’d give them a piece of his mind, and then some…



  “I, on the other hand,” the Absol cut in, “know this mountain like the back of my hand. Guiding you, even gimped as I am, should be a breeze.”



  For an instant Kirlia was consumed with rage. Not only had the hunter toyed with him, not only did he still represent his lingering resentment, but he’d made Kirlia shatter his own ethics. The blade hissed as it was pulled out of its scabbard. Just before he did anything hasty, he froze in contemplation, gripping his quivering blade.



  “Hey, hey! Calm down now, alright? I couldn’t attack you if I tried,” the Absol insisted. “You’d hear me coming, and I can’t even stand properly, let alone run. And I already got what I wanted anyways. Now put that away, yeah?”



  With a deep sigh Kirlia relented, and the blade went back into its scabbard, and that into his small bag. “Fine. But if I lose track of you for a second, or if you get too close to me, it’s coming back,” he warned.



  Abby nodded, not that the boy could tell. “Sounds good. I mostly just want to talk, anyways.”



  What went unsaid by both parties, and the greatest reason for taking the hunter along with him, was to keep tabs on him. Never turn your back on an aggressor. That’s only asking for trouble. Since the Absol had subtly offered himself as a prisoner, there was some sort of trust between them now. Or at least an imitation of it. Something they could build off of. It was advantageous for both of them, but, it wasn’t the core of Kirlia’s reasoning.



  Kirlia was deathly afraid of truly being alone.



  …



  “My word. I’m used to missing out on a lot of news, but never anything this- this earth-shattering!” Abby exclaimed. Their hike brought them into a long gully that provided enough shade for Kirlia to see, albeit at the cost of deeper snow. Since it was mostly easy travel that would take them nearly to the end of the snowline without incident, that was a worthwhile trade.



  “Last time I came down, I’d just heard about that Scizor getting into a war. Now this?” The hunter chuckled grimly. “Things are really going to shit down there.” Kirlia almost didn’t catch it at first, but his guide had shot him a glance. It was brief yet the intent behind it was clear: accusation.



  Kirlia averted his gaze. “What do you expect me to do? I’m just a kid,” he said spitefully.



  “Were you not raised to be the next Guildmaster? I’d thought it was obvious that Gallade- well, would have chosen you,” Abby lamented.



  The boy groaned. “Him and him alone. Like I said, I’m just a kid. Everyone thinks I’m being irrational. ‘Blind.’ They don’t get that revenge is only a part of it.” The quiet passion in Kirlia’s voice and the unseen snarl had roused the Absol’s curiosity, and he stared back at the boy as he limped ahead of him. Oh, what the hell. If he’d already said that much… “If I went back to Astraean, I’d be a part of the help. Forgotten. Rhyperior would stay in charge. Even if I insisted and took the mantle, nobody would take me seriously.”



  “Really?” Abby’s eyes sparkled in delight. The faint smell of salt arose again. “So that’s why you’re on the hunt. You want legitimacy to your claim. Earn some respect. Is that it?” When Kirlia gave him only the faintest of nods, Abby’s eyes grew shrewd. “Well, I’ll be…how old are you?”



  “Fourteen cycles,” Kirlia answered promptly.



  The Absol clicked his tongue. “I know Psychic-types mature quick, but most adults don’t even think that far ahead. And that move you pulled earlier? I hadn’t thought it possible! You used your telekinesis to navigate, right?” Kirlia scowled in response- a silent confirmation. With a wistful smile, Abby finished, “You’re an anomaly alright. Even if I don’t understand why, I’m glad I found you.”



  Kirlia searched for an underlying insult but found none. In fact, that brief salty smell faded away again. If it wasn’t mockery, what could it be? What was the Absol up to? For some time the dark star only responded with his quiet fury. So guarded was he that not even flattery could get through. The Absol would have to try another approach.



  “So… if you’ve thought this far ahead, you must have some plans when you become the Guildmaster?” the hunter inquired. Perhaps he was overplaying his hand here, but this was the only opportunity to bring it up naturally. If he only got silence, then…



  “What do you mean?” the boy asked cautiously.



  A concealed smirk grew as the Absol felt a tug on the line, then faded away a second later. Time: zero. Start. Casually Abby stopped for a moment to gesture with his forepaw. “Oh, just that… you know… You don’t exactly strike me as the kind of guy to just fill in somebody’s shadow. You’ve been thinking about this for several cycles, haven’t you?”



  With nothing but an intense glare, Kirlia was trying to drill a hole into the side of the hunter’s head. “What.” A single word laced with venom was all Kirlia could manage, and it was all the Absol needed.



  “What?” he asked innocently. “Am I wrong?”



  “I told you five minutes ago, the Gui-” His thorned guard faltered, and the Absol watched as the boy’s anger began to dissipate. What replaced it was a mere imitation, declawed and defanged yet not entirely disarmed. With a deep breath his diminished resolve came back to him. “You’re talking about my dad, you tactless cretin.”



  “I know. It’s a tragedy for us all, yet…” Yet it was a disaster I couldn’t predict, he didn’t say. That was something that only concerned him. Instead Abby eyed the boy speculatively and unpaused. “Yet you seem more furious than bereaved. Why is that? Is there no grief to spare while marked graves lay empty?”



  Kirlia gave no response. He didn’t need to, for his silence spoke volumes.



  One more bold step, the canine told himself. His heart throbbed. He might push the boy too far, and if he did, the Absol was in no position to defend himself. There was a palpable fear inside of him, but more powerful was the hunter’s excitement. Abby took a deep breath, shifted his gaze away, and then…



  “Because you know it would be a sign of weakness. If you can be toppled by a shadowy band of raiders, it shatters your credibility. Showing anything but unwavering strength and mental fortitude would destroy any attempt at rebuilding your image.”



  A heavy sense of gravity came about as the accusation hung in the thin mountain air, and all Abby could do was keep limping forward as the dark star radiated fury. It was almost palpable to the canine. The boy’s temper whirled lazily around them like a plague. All the Absol could do was breathe it in as the little prince decided his fate. Terror and sickly excitement grew in tandem. This was not a cautious, careful hunt, but a gamble. Fate was out of his paws now. The die had been cast. If the dark star chose to consume him, that would be that. Such was the nature of an anomaly. Tension had risen so high that Kirlia’s sharp inhale sounded like the beginnings of a storm, and the silence that followed lasted all summer. When Kirlia finally did speak up, the boy’s words had a divine weight to them made all the heavier knowing that they came from the heart.



  “He- Gallade- was perfectly content to let things stagnate,” Kirlia murmured. “He wanted nothing but the peace that he had already obtained. The illusion of peace mattered more than the peace itself. Everything was about keeping things where they were, holding things down by force if need be. I just… I only wanted to show him that we have the potential to be something greater…”



  As he trailed off, the Absol couldn’t believe what was happening. He kept his gaze straight ahead, focusing on each wrinkle in the snow-covered gulley as he tried to ignore the changes in the dark star. His jaw quivered.



  Abby donned a weary smile. “That’s it. That’s the kind of objectivity they’ll need from you. They’ll need somebody who isn’t caught up on colorful ideals of peace and chivalry. Somebody who isn’t afraid to use a gimmick or-”



  “You shut your mouth!” Kirlia thundered. His voice echoed off the snowy mountain sides, and the repeating shouts formed a wrathful choir. “If it hadn’t been for you, if I hadn’t been blinded, you’d be carved open by now! Gasping, choking, writhing like the wretch you are…! Damn it, what right do you hold?! What makes vermin like you think you can talk to me like an equal?!”



  Just as quickly, the smile left the Absol’s face, and in its place came dread. Heavy, horrifying dread. Shocked, he turned to face the boy only to recoil away from the sight. Through a shimmering veil of tears, the dark star hid in Kirlia’s scarlet eyes. “You… You can’t be serious,” the hunter proclaimed. “Not everyone holds themselves to your code. If you’re this upset about breaking it-”



  “If I have to resort to-”



  “-then what kind of leader will you be? One that puts his personal pride above all else?”



  Kirlia pursed his lips. The icy mountain air burned his nostrils cold as he took a breath to steady himself. “Stop acting like you know me,” he threatened, accidentally conceding that the hunter was spot-on. “A Guildmaster needs to be untouchable- completely above gimmicks and traps. If I’m vulnerable to someone’s trickery, then-”



  Abby cut him off, “Then you’ve failed! You’re a psychic! Master tactician! Unpredictable manipulator of the battlefield! Why don’t you act like it?!”



  “H-hey, I-”



  “If I’d been really trying to kill you, you’d be dead, and all because you ‘don’t want to stoop to my level’ or whatever nonsense you’re trying to peddle. The only reason you’re alive is because you realized on some level that your skill alone couldn’t get you out of this. But actually having to use your brain- that sullied your damnable pride?!”



  “Because it’s admitting that I’m not strong enough!” Kirlia’s roar repeated over and over as the wrathful cry bounced off the neighboring peaks. With each recollection, the boy’s face grew a deeper shade of red. Second after agonizing second passed before Kirlia gasped under his breath. “W-wait, I didn’t mean-”



  The Absol tilted his nose up at the boy before turning away abruptly. “I was afraid of this,” he sighed distastefully. Mark: one minute, forty-two seconds. Beginning the second stage. “Just like all the other children of Astraean, you’re a romanticist.”



  Kirlia’s response fell apart. The remark had him taken aback as a weight formed in his chest. It hurt. Why did that hurt? Why was he letting the words of his assailant wound him? After some time Kirlia finally regained his voice and asked in a hoarse whisper, “What do you mean?”



  The hunter rolled his eyes. “This is why I live away from you all. I refuse to watch a country limit itself because everyone wants to play paragon. A generation is growing up detached from reality, coddled in the heroes’ collective bossom. They’re lapping up this shit day after day until they really believe it- that they can be part of this fairy tale. As if that’s something to strive for.”



  Kirlia wanted nothing more than to snap back at the hunter, to show nothing but venom and sharp teeth, but he was unable to. He desperately searched for anything to strike with, and yet there was nothing. Nothing but a lie. Kirlia couldn’t even say that the Guild wasn’t a country. Astraean was a union of idealists, of heroes and imitators. The only fault Kirlia found were the insults, the insinuation that Kirlia was to be counted amongst the imitators. It hurt. Damn it, why did he let it get to him? Why was he letting it hurt? Desperation took over him.



  “I’m not a romanticist!” the boy shrieked, ripping his throat in the process. His breath steamed around him as he panted frantically. When did his heart start to thump like this? It pulsed through his body like the rapid beats of a war drum. “I’m not like them! I’m not! I-I can’t be!”



  ‘Can’t be…!’ ‘Can’t be…’ ‘… be…’



  The echo of his own voice disgusted him. Kirlia’s pale face grew as red as a Cheri berry as he realized just how whiney and terrified he sounded- just like a tantruming toddler. But he couldn’t be! Kirlia was only defending himself from such baseless slander! A romanticist? Ha! Kirlia couldn’t be farther from it. All he wanted was to preserve his image and his pride by fighting fairly, and to uphold the legacy of his father and all those that… came before…



  On such a sickening note their conversation was pinned. The hunter gave no answer, leaving the boy to stew in oppressive silence. Seconds turned into minutes, which in turn rolled over into an hour, and the hunter did not look back. He merely limped and followed the gulley until eventually that too came to an end.



  “It’s six miles of slope from here,” Abby told the muted boy. “Follow my footsteps closely. By the time we reach the next outcrop, the sun should be on the other side of the mountain. Hopefully that’ll be good enough to see.”



  Kirlia absently nodded before closing his eyes, and then followed the hunter without objection. He had no way of knowing that his guide was wearing his damnable smirk again. The trap had been set, and everything was going according to plan. All the Absol had to do was remain patient and unassuming, allowing the disappointment to linger in the air, until the boy sprung the trap.



  More time had passed. The afternoon arrived, making the glaring snow blindness tolerable for a few seconds at a time. During all that time the two shared nothing but the quiet. It wasn’t until a cold wind swept over them. Sunlight disappeared behind a wave of dark clouds that crashed over the tops of the mountains like violent waves. In less than a minute, the storm arrived early and brought with it the darkness of night.



  Without a word the hunter took a sharp left, and Kirlia followed. In the absence of sunlight Kirlia opened his eyes to see where the hunter was bringing him. After climbing a small ridge, the Absol slid down to the bottom, wincing slightly as his sprained paw brushed against the ground. After shrugging it off he swept at a clump of snow near the bottom of the ridge to reveal a small hideaway, only comfortably big enough for one of them. Abby nodded to the boy to go in first, and after giving it a brief look-over Kirlia did just that. On the far end Kirlia sat in a small rounded hollow, head bent due to the low ceiling. His brief minutes of sight ended as Abby gingerly squeezed through the opening, blocking the wind and the remnants of light with his body.



  The boy relented and broke the silence. “How long will this last?” he asked.



  “Anywhere from an hour to a couple of days,” Abby answered quietly. Him entering the small den was a delicate process, and he had no choice but to push himself practically right up against the Psychic-type. “You should get comfortable though, because that looked like it would last for a while.” Kirlia averted his gaze as the canine layed down over his legs. He would’ve protested, but the warmth from the Absol’s fluffy coat was (though he would never admit it) welcome.



  Kirlia took a deep breath. For a second he looked as if to scream, yet all that came out was a long, drawn-out sigh of defeat. “They’re gonna get away.”



  “You’re not going after them?” Abby asked, opting to leave out the sarcasm. The boy didn’t need him bringing up his foolish decision to venture into the snow unguided.



  Kirlia shook his head. “There’s no point,” he lamented. The urgency and fire had disappeared somewhere during their march. “By now, Bisharp is either gone or he’s deep in hiding. The hunt isn’t imperative anymore. And even if it still was- well, what can I do by myself?”



  The hunter twitched minutely. He played that back in full in his head, and then once more to be certain. The boy had just admitted it… Mark: five hours, nineteen minutes, thirty one seconds. Beginning the third stage.



  “Against a monster like that? I wouldn’t know. If that Bisharp has the ability to just disappear, traditional weaknesses might not matter,” Abby mused aloud.



  Bitterly, Kirlia nodded agreement. “I wouldn’t know where to begin,” he admitted. “My gut tells me that I need to be stronger so that I can take down Bisharp by myself, but… I’m only me. No matter how I struggle, I can’t be the ‘perfect paragon’ that they want. They just think I’m-” He caught himself before he went too off-track, and refocused himself a second later. “I’m only me, and I can’t become him any time soon. As I am… I don’t stand a chance. Perhaps nobody does. And yet-”



  Yet: a single word, a meaningless, insignificant conjunction, that held the weight of worlds. A shiver ran down the hunter’s spine.



  “Yet I must. I’d rather march towards my own death than return home only to submit to Rhyperior, or whoever is in charge of things right now. Going back empty-handed is not an option,” the boy proclaimed with grim sincerity.



  Abby nodded. “So you can see it now- your chances, I mean.”



  “Don’t say it,” Kirlia ordered. “I know it already. Just, don’t say it.”



  “Fair enough.” Abby stifled a snicker. “But unless you take things… ‘indirectly,’ then it seems to me that seeking the help of the mythical Pokemon would be your best shot.”



  The boy’s face twisted into a grimace. “Even if I knew where to find them, they can go rot for all I care. Apathetic bastards can’t even pick the right side… No. I won’t rely on those tools.”



  Abby briefly mulled that over, coming to the conclusion that it was stubborn yet respectable, and decided to leave it at that. “So then, you have another idea?” Abby supposed.



  Kirlia was about to reply, but he caught himself just as he inhaled. What was going on here? Had he nearly confided his plans in his assailant? Without his knowledge he had lowered his own guard, and while he wasn’t paying attention, the Absol had slipped in. That was certain, ad Kirlia knew it for one reason: he trusted the pelt hunter. The hound that tried to kill him, that forced Kirlia to sully his own pride, felt closer to him than his friends had ever been. In less than a day Abby had gone from a creepy mountainmon to, inexplicably, the closest thing Kirlia had to an uncle. Kirlia needed to trust Abby, and it was that trust that made him loathe the hunter.



  “What the hell are you up to?” Kirlia accused.



  “I’m only curious,” Abby admitted earnestly. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”



  The boy laughed humorlessly. “Right. Because if I go ahead and bawl my eyes out, you’ll pat me on the back and tell me ‘just be the best you that you can be, and they’ll see that you’re just what they need,’” he said in an overly cutesy voice, until suddenly the sugary sweetness turned to vinegar. “You’ve been playing psychologist all damn day. Tell me, what’s your game? Why are you bothering to talk to me like this?”



  Abby sniggered, and offered nothing else.



  “Say something.”



  Abby didn’t. He hid his smile as he stretched his legs from one end of the den to the other. His only reaction was a wince when his sprained ankle brushed against the wall.



  “Say something!”



  Still, nothing.



  “I’m not in the fucking mood for this!” His screams shook dust from the walls and left their ears ringing. His small frame rapidly inflated and deflated as he took frantic breaths. “Why won’t you say anything?! Tell me already! Why the hell do you care?!”



  When Abby turned to face him, Kirlia saw in him everything he was dreading. There was warmth and acceptance, completely lacking in judgment. That savory, salty scent that Kirlia had come to detest was absent. No mockery, no playfulness, no taunts. The Absol was about to tell the truth, and they both knew what the truth was.



  “You’re looking for an excuse to be angry. You want to peg me as a liar so you can dismiss me and be rid of me. I won’t let you,” the Absol said calmly. “I care because you interest me. Nothing more, nothing less. Go ahead and lash out if you think that will solve anything.”



  It would solve Kirlia’s dilemma if he rid himself of the cause, but he found himself refusing to do so. He shuddered with each breath- an act he would blame on the cold, which was an obvious lie. The boy’s anger was a hollow facade, and with a single, pathetic whimper, it collapsed. What was happening to him?



  Abby unnoticeably swallowed. It was a dangerous game he was playing. Likely he would be safer trapped in a small den with a volatile Electrode. “Tell you what. If I can ask two more questions, I’ll comply with you. Answer whatever you ask, and say not a word aside from what you wish to hear. Is that acceptable?” he asked delicately.



  Cautiously, trembling, Kirlia nodded, and the hunter asked his first question. “After all that has happened, are you still a hopeless romantic?” Kirlia flinched at the question. For an instant there was tangible rage, yet a second later the boy averted his gaze and reluctantly nodded. “And do you regret your hike into the Shiversnap Mountains?”



  The question had barely left his lips before the dark star gathered his resolve and met the hunter’s curious stare with fiery intensity. “No,” Kirlia stated with the weight of divine verdict. Kirlia wasn’t certain of much as of late, but of that he was positive. Despite the failures of this quest, it was one he would take again in a heartbeat.



  Thoughtfully, the canine nodded before making a performance out of standing up in the small den. At the ceiling’s tallest point the Absol almost got out of a crouch, but he still had to use his sprained ankle to keep himself upright. Kirlia found himself unwillingly impressed by the display’s delicate practice, not because of his injury but because of sheer respect. What did the Absol hold such respect for? Where had he learned it.



  “Who are you?” Kirlia asked unconsciously, yet did not wish to take it back.



  “I am only an Absol: a prophet of disaster, and one of only a handful left,” he said solemnly. “Before I was a pelt hunter, I was a refugee, and before then a spymaster from across the eastern sea. Under the title of Lordblade I caused much strife in the blood-soaked fields of Shiva, and I prevented at least thrice as much. Although I consider the Lordblade separate from myself, you asked, so I felt it would be dishonest to not include that.” And while Kirlia was processing all that, he was thrown entirely off guard when the Absol had turned to face him and bowed his head. “But as I said before, my liege, you may call me Abby.”



  Kirlia almost didn’t notice it at first, but when he let out a silent gasp as his pupils dilated. After regaining his breath he whispered the word: “Liege?” Even when the word had a chance to linger, Kirlia still couldn’t believe it.



  “My experience and intuition tell me that you’re worth investing myself into. Consider me your eyes and your ears, your arms and your legs- whatever you need me to be,” Abby granted.



  “Liege… ‘My liege?’ You… W-wait, spymaster? I-…” Kirlia groaned and clasped a hand to the side of his head. “Give me a minute. Please.”



  The hunter nodded, and once the grandeur of the moment was gone, he gingerly laid back down again. For him, his hunt was almost over. Abby’s study of his prey revealed the boy’s fatal weakness: a conflict between his refusal to admit even to himself that he was wrong, and his dreadful fear of being alone and rejected. It had subtly been tearing him apart for years now, but this last week Kirlia was held together by nothing more than a few thin strands of sheer will. And they were snapping one by one. If left alone Kirlia would have shattered, and the dark star would have collapsed in on himself.



  Kirlia took a long, freezing breath. It had taken far too long, and now it was too late to do anything about it, but at least he saw things as they were. “You’re not kidding,” the boy observed. “You save me, attack me, ridicule me, and now… Should I get used to this? Or do you ever make sense?”



  Yet again Abby only laughed, but he wasn’t withholding anything. Kirlia laughed too, one part humor and three part tamed rage. They both knew. It wasn’t that Kirlia needed to trust him, it was that he had no other choice.



  “You’re a fickle, manipulative monster, Abby. And I can respect that. I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into, because I won’t relinquish you. Ever,” Kirlia promised. “Against my judgement you have my trust. Break it, and I won’t be merciful.”



  “I would expect nothing less,” Abby agreed. Thus was set the cold, rigid iron foundation of their relationship that they both fettered themselves to. Even though it was a mutual agreement, Kirlia couldn’t help but feel as if he just made a pact. “Now my liege, what’s next? Where to once the storm clears?”



  “‘Liege.’ Urgh…” he repeated with a shake of the head.



  “Do you not like it?”



  “It’s just… alien to me, I suppose.” The scene also didn’t help matters. Cramped in a small den, smelling only dirt and musk as they bathed in the heat of their own bodies, as a blizzard came down upon them with only a growing bank of snow to shelter them from the breeze… It seemed more like the setting for-



  He banished the thought from his head and quickly continued. “I’ll get used to it eventually. Call me whatever you please. A title doesn’t mean anything,” Kirlia explained, granting himself a submissive nod from the Absol. “As for tomorrow- or, whenever the blizzard passes… This might be a while, so listen close.”



  Abby did just that. With each passing minute his interests were roused more and more until his curiosity was no longer token. It was the first time Kirlia voiced his thoughts to anyone else, so it did indeed take a while to get through it. And every word was fascinating. Everything was based on fixing the flavorless, false-heroism that made up Astraean’s cultural identity into something more serious, powerful, and deserving of respect. Kirlia wanted to branch out. He wanted to cast aside his father’s subtlety and stagnation to form something dynamic yet unyielding. And Kirlia didn’t stop at just laying out his ideals. Most of his enrapturing ramblings went into the methods, and it was those that caught the Absol’s interest the most. There was enough schemes that Abby couldn’t keep track of them all, but through it he noticed one thing: they weren’t planning for immediate success. Kirlia was in to play a long, long game, and yet he might even be barred from playing.



  Darkness had crept up on them by the time Kirlia finished. Snow had built up at the mouth of the small den until it grew to cover it over, and the fierce gales were turned to stifled cries. The two were held in a freezing void, and neither of them noticed enough to care. In a moment of quiet the two shared a thousand words.



  “Are you really his son? Because Gallade would never have said anything like that before,” Abby observed in a whisper. After taking the time to process what he could, he came to a conclusion: the boy was not blind- only farsighted.



  “But for any of that to work, I have to have some sort of legitimacy. To be rid of any stigmas or rumors, I need more than just my blood to stay as Guildmaster,” Kirlia mused aloud.



  “So you’re still going to throw yourself at Bisharp?”



  “No.” Kirlia cut him off before Abby could add anything, but then he thought about it for a second. “Maybe. That bastard needs to die, and I won’t let him slip away if there’s something I can do about it, but there’s another fugitive at large. And this one… if I can get him away from Bisharp, he will be much easier.”



  It took the Absol a moment to follow him. “Right. The human.”



  “Humans only attract more humans. If I can catch him, if I can prevent the vile plague from spreading…” In the darkness, Kirlia traced his slender hand along the bracelets, drawing from them the confidence his father had been famous for. He would need it. “If Riley must die, so be it. I’ll hunt him down myself if I must.”



  Abby paused briefly, just long enough for a short inhale. It went unnoticed. “You just might have to. With my leg sprained, I can barely walk for at least a week. Unless I see a doctor of some kind it will take time to naturally heal back up.”



  At that, the boy faltered. His heart skipped a beat. He would be alone again. Once the storm cleared, he and the Absol would part ways for some time. There was no getting around that. As dreadful as the thought was, Kirlia knew that time was sensitive. He couldn’t afford to linger and help his new companion.



  “So be it,” Kirlia stated.



  The Absol took a moment to listen again to the blizzard. Even through the insulating snow the winds were screaming, and their barrier was starting to freeze together. Their body heat melted the water, which the storm then froze into a wall. That kind of cold would kill even Abby if he were caught out in it. But that also meant… “It’s a fierce storm, but it’s fast. It’ll probably pass us over by this evening. If time is urgent, you might want to rest up so you don’t waste time later.”



  Kirlia’s smirk went unseen, as did the accusation in his eyes, but his tone conveyed them well enough. “Haven’t you watched me sleep enough?”



  Abby doubled down. “Yes, but now I’ll be nuzzled up against you, keeping my liege warm,” he answered seriously with only a hint of sultry undertones.



  Kirlia recoiled. All of his thoughts came to a halt as embarrassment flooded over him. His cheeks went red. “Wh-wha… I don’t get…” He very much did. Kirlia should have been furious, and to a degree he was, but not at the Absol. Not for the first time, and certainly not for the last, Kirlia questioned why he reciprocated Abby’s trust, and just where it would lead him.



  After a short guffaw, Abby answered. “Only that you need rest,” he lied. “There’s still a long descent ahead of us, and at night it will be quite cold. You must maintain your strength. What did you think I meant?”



  Gathering himself, Kirlia folded his arms and turned away. Darkness masked his reddened face. “Sh-shut up,” he grumbled.



  Abby nodded- a gesture that was also hidden in the darkness. “As you wish.”



  Again they were in a silent stalemate. Neither said anything, but this time everything was out in the open. There was nothing to think over aside from the pact they made together. And Kirlia had done enough of that. Abby was his now- his eyes and ears, his arms and legs. It was simple on its surface, and its surface was all that mattered for the time being. Later he could inquire more about ‘Lordblade’ Abby, deciding whether or not to keep him, but as the boy’s guard dropped, he realized that one thing: this pact was now the closest thing to a friend that he had.



  When weariness claimed him, Kirlia slumped over on his side and was passed out before his head landed on Abby’s soft mane, who smiled lovingly before laying completely still for his liege.


  



38. The Long Way Home


    
    The thief and the traitor fled across the mountains, and the remnants of the Guild followed on their heels. For four days there was a constant pursuit, where every hour Riley peered over his shoulder to check for a Mismagius’s dark silhouette on the horizon, or the glint in a Raichu’s eyes. The constant sense that someone was hiding behind that boulder only a mile behind them or waited in ambush at the ridge just ahead kept Riley from thinking too much. That was a blessing. His thoughts weren’t welcoming.

At night the fear couldn’t distract Riley for long enough. Festuum, giving the boy space, would take watch and leave Riley in a Wild Pokémon’s empty burrow or tucked under a steady rock. There would be no fire. Fire would only give themselves away. Riley would just sit there, curled in a ball, shivering in a body that wasn’t his. A body he had no right to be in. When he dreamed, his mind was cruel to him. He imagined over and over what the Riolu must’ve been like before. Probably he had been a gentle, sheltered child, who scarcely left that city yet yearned to do so.

Before Festuum came in to take his brief nap, he said a few words. It was all he’d said that day. “We’re heading to a little place I know, close to a city called Rayleigh. We’ll hide out there for a while. Meet up with an… Interesting friend of mine. We can talk about everything then.” Then he leaned back, and before Riley knew it the thief was asleep, his chest rising and falling with each silent breath. It wasn’t fair of him, dropping that bomb on Riley and leaving him to stew in the aftermath.

Late in the morning of the second day, the mountains gave way to rolling hills, and after only a few hours those flattened out into a dry savanna sparsely peppered with small groups of trees. Never were there more than five or so together, and there must’ve been nearly half a mile from one cluster to another. There was practically nowhere to hide, for either themselves or their pursuers. It was a relief that Riley didn’t have to worry about surprise attacks, but it meant that they couldn’t hide either. The grazing Wild Pokémon in the distance and small packs of aggressive Wildies made his heart skip a beat.

Night came without much happening. They ate, they drank, and they camped by a small creek without a single word uttered. Riley curled up on the soft dirt and drifted off listening to the babbling water. When he woke up a couple hours before dawn, Festuum had crashed, so Riley stayed up until dawn watching a small herd of Tauros munching on the long grass. He was surprised, though, when Festuum suddenly nudged him and gestured for them to go.

Clouds crept over the sky as the third day progressed, trapping in the heat like a blanket. Less and less Riley looked over his shoulder, less and less did he feel worried by the lurking threat of their pursuers. Two things were on his mind: his feet hurt, and things were terrible. And he found himself lingering more on his sore feet than the situation as it was.

For the first time since leaving the great city of Wrytsberg, Riley finally opened his mouth to speak. It was late into the evening, and they stopped at the base of a particularly tall tree with a flat plume of leaves, illuminated by a red sunset.

“I’ve gotta try harder now,” Riley said to nobody in particular.

Festuum, who’d been washing off a couple of wild onions he had scavenged, looked at him in bewildered amusement. Three days of brooding, and the boy decides he has to try harder. “And why would that be?” the Greninja asked.

Riley flinched at the question, his gaze twitchy and nervous. “Oh, uh- well-” He hadn’t been aware he said what he had aloud, which only made his current companion even more amused. “I was just, you know… what you told me… Thinking about that.” Awkward and incomprehensible paw-gestures tried and failed to string his statements together.

“What about it?” In spite his grin, the look in Festuum’s eyes was encouraging.

“Uhmm… I mean, it’s…” The boy took a deep breath, his gaze sank to the grass. Hesitantly, Riley answered. “I don’t know how any of this works, but… It cost someone else’s body for me to be here, and this whole time I’ve just been dicking around. And… I h-hate this.” He paused for another breath. If he kept talking, he felt as if he would break into sobs. “I hate this so much, be-because there’s nothing I can do about it. The price has been paid already, whether I like it or not. So I’ve… I…” Another pause.

The Greninja’s smirk was only a facade now, only maintained because of his hopes for progress. “That’s it,” he egged on, swirling a hand in circles in a gesture to continue.

Riley could feel the words choked up in his throat. If he didn’t force himself to talk now, he knew he would break down. With his eyes clamped shut and fists pressed into his lap, Riley blurted, “I couldn’t live with myself if I waste what I’ve taken!” He strained himself to even say that much, but now that he had, the Riolu found himself unable to stop himself from speaking. “If I can’t fix this, then I can at least stop other humans from coming over. Whatever draws us here, whoever’s fickle nature is behind this- I’ll break it down. For everyone. For who I took, for the Lucario back in the city, for Gallade, for all the other humans out there… I’m- I’m carrying the extra weight. I have to at least swing with it.”

The boy’s knees shook. His heart was caught in his esophagus. When Riley opened his eyes again they were damp and unclear. Festuum had stood up, the wild onions mostly cleaned, and plopped down next to the boy. Two small onions softly landed in the grass next to Riley, and while he was looking at them, Festuum’s hand patted Riley on the back a few times. “That’s it, kid. Let it out. You can’t let this eat you up from the inside,” he said. The Greninja leaned close and pointed ahead to the horizon, dimly lit by the setting sun. “Keep looking forward. What do you see there? What’s in your path?”

Riley’s ears twitched, and he murmured those two words: “My path.” The image of Bisharp, walking past him with Gallade’s head dangling behind him, flashed in his mind. Truth, ideals, or ash… But none of those were his own path. Riley took one last deep breath before, even though Festuum was trying to guide his sight ahead, he shut his eyes. At the end of there was Bisharp, standing in front of the vault of secrets, giving that playful grin and holding up Gallade’s head next to his own. That was the vista he journeyed for. But where the path lead him past, Riley didn’t know. At first he thought it would take him past all of the raiders from the Guild invasion, but now he apparently made friends with one of them. He supposed he would know how he felt about them all when he saw some of them again, but he didn’t think he’d go out of his way to find them. Riley’s path was to be determined based on what Festuum would reveal to him. That is, save for one thing. One important thing that he spontaneously came up with but grabbed onto with fierce intensity.

“Lapis,” the boy said. “I’m gonna apologize to her. Let her know what her ‘son’ is doing. She’s paying a cost for this, too… So one day I wanna go find her again.”

Festuum chuckled good-naturedly and patted the boy on the back a few more times. “I knew I liked you. You’re a little tough to handle, but… deep down you’re a sweetheart.”

As he realized what he had said, embarrassment came over Riley. He hadn’t intended to say most of this, and now that it was out there Riley felt so exposed. He couldn’t hide from the fact that had been looming over him these past few silent days. Riley couldn’t play pretend anymore.

“Am not,” Riley mumbled, shirking away from the Greninja.

Festuum chuckled once more, then stood up again and took a bite from one of the onions. “At least you’re moving,” he said after swallowing. “It’ll eat you up for a while. Don’t have any doubts about that. Just never lose sight of your path, and you’ll have what it takes to take that next step forward.”

Somewhat absently, Riley nodded in agreement. “Right.”

“You think you’re good to fight?”

“Maybe. Why?”

“Because our pursuers are catching up. The way I see it, best way to lose them is in a Mystery Dungeon to the southeast. It’s called Treetop Tunnels.” Festuum finished off his onion, then held the second one in the palm of his left hand. “I’m not bad at getting out of fights with other civilized Pokemon, but Wildies… they’re harder to manipulate.”

After mulling it over, Riley nodded. A dungeon sounded nice. He could use something simple but exciting that gave him more time to think. “I’ll do it,” Riley answered.

…

Being used to this way of life, Festuum again took the first watch. While Riley lay curled up hidden in the grass, partaking in shallow slumber, the Greninja skulked around in the damp darkness. As a light rain fell upon him, cool and soothing, he quietly wandered about on full alert. His species’ nightvision was immaculate enough to even see color, and the regularity of the rain made the movements of Wilds stand out even more.

One of his Substitutes guarded the boy. While it took effort that he couldn’t afford to spare, especially when he had to use his copy’s eyes and ears, it allowed Festuum to wander far from their camp. A good tracker would stalk their prey from tens of miles using nothing but their tracks, and a bold one would observe silently from only a mile or two away. Festuum had his experience with trackers, and they taught him one thing: prey must think like the predator. It was a difficult task when he knew nothing about his trackers, but that did not change the defensive position he and the boy were in. T’was a battle where neither participant could see nor attack the other- oh, the delicate art of the hunt.

It was that appreciation for the artform that had Festuum nervous. There were so many ‘perfect places’ to hide in ambush, so many observation points to lurk from afar. This was the worst kind of country to run in, given just how sparse it was. Festuum could only use his knowledge of tracking to mislead them or escape them. And while Festuum was an expert on tracking after being the subject of countless hunts over his many cycles, he was not a professional. The difference between an expert and a professional was miniscule but crucial. An expert can think like a professional, while a professional just does. Such a distinction rarely mattered. Both were terrifying in their own right. It was only clear when an expert ran up against a professional that the two were in entirely different leagues.

Any other day that would be nothing but paranoia lingering in the back of his mind. Festuum was confident in his ability to slink away, for improvising was his signature, but things were a little bit more complicated this time. A human, potentially holding a key piece of this puzzle, was now under his care. If a professional was on their tail, Festuum could not guarantee the Riley’s own safety. Hence why he needed to be especially careful when he scouted: Festuum was doing something that mattered for once.

His mind was racing as he pieced together what he knew about their pursuers, and there wasn’t much. He knew nobody was capable of flight, for he hadn’t so much as seen a silhouette in the sky since leaving the city. And since he and Riley weren’t moving much faster than a march, there weren’t any Express Pokemon that would already be breathing down their necks by now. So with those few limiters, he had to assume using nothing but topography and-

Festuum stopped abruptly when he caught a faint whiff of something sweet. That wasn’t right. There were no flowers to be seen, and while he wasn’t familiar with the fruits and berries of this area that well, he hadn’t come by such a sweet smell earlier. And besides, the smell that caught his attention was more confectionary than fruity. Maybe a scrap from a treat he snagged back in Wrytsberg? The scent was awfully…

“Familiar,” he finished in a whisper, as his gaze landed briefly on the source.

Riley awoke back at camp with a forceful series of taps to the side of his muzzle. “Get up,” the copy of Festuum murmured. It was not a suggestion. After a few more taps the Riolu clenched his eyes shut before reluctantly opening them. It was still dark out, and he could barely make out any details on the false Greninja’s body.

“Urgh, wha-”

“Shh. Listen, but don’t speak.” Festuum’s voice was barely louder than the sprinkling rain. “We have to go. There’s a tracker only four miles back, and I’ve only identified one. Quietly now. Time is ticking.”

It took Riley a moment to fully understand, but the moment he did he complied. The boy stood up, slung his bag over his shoulder, and tried to orientate himself. Before Riley could try though, the false Greninja grabbed him by the wrist and began to pull him along. “Wh-what’s going on?” he asked in a similar whisper.

“Our worst nightmare. I don’t know how they got one so quickly, but there’s a Slurpuff behind us. Those guys can follow a trail that’s over a month old.”

Riley swallowed. The face of a Slurpuff that came to mind wasn’t exactly his ‘worst nightmare,’ but when he stopped to consider the power of its nose, all he could do was stammer “O-oh” as his mind worked to understand the situation he was in.

“Their sense of smell is so strong that they can’t live in the cities. They go mad from all the scents. Out here though…” Festuum relinquished the boy’s wrist, trusting Riley to follow the sound of his footsteps as the two skulked along. “Hiding isn’t an option.”

“Then let’s wait in ambush,” Riley suggested.

The false Greninja considered that, then shook his head. “No. That would be a bad matchup for us both. We could probably win, but that Slurpuff isn’t alone. My guess is five of them. That’s a fight we can’t win.”

“So what then?” Riley asked, his whisper breaking into a low but intense grumble. “Run and run and run for months-”

“Yes.”

“… What?”

“Not for months, but we run. We run and we run until we reach the Mystery Dungeon. We’ll lose them in there.”

With a violent shake of his head, Riley dragged his conscious mind from the brink of sleep. Hopefully things would start making sense. Hopefully they weren’t completely and utterly screwed. “Lay this out for me. Please. Because I’m so confused right now.”

The false Greninja paused for a moment, then reluctantly did as the boy asked of him. “This dungeon is a fickle one. It’s only open for brief instances each day: sunrise and sunset. The sun rises in two hours, give or take a bit, and if we miss that opening…” Let his imagination fill that part out, he figured.

“If we’re that close to the entrance, why didn’t we just keep on marching-”

“We aren’t close,” the false Greninja interjected. Riley had begun to realize just what he meant, but Festuum went on anyways. “We were set to arrive not long before sunset. And now…”

Riley picked up where he left off. His voice was weak and grim. “Now we have to complete a twelve hour journey in less than two.”

Festuum nodded. “At least you’re a Fighting-type. Your insane stamina might carry you all the way there. Me though? It’s gonna take everything I’ve got not to keel over from exhaustion.”

Riley gasped quietly. “You didn’t get any sleep, did-”

“I’m gonna have to dismiss myself in a second. When I do, I need you to run straight forward,” the false Greninja said. “How’s your night vision? I need to know.”

“It’s, uh… I-”

“That cluster of trees over there. Can you see them?” He pointed his hand at what was, to Riley at least, an almost unnoticeably darker tuft some distance away.

“I… think so.”

“Good enough.” There was a long pause followed by a slow, drawn-out inhale. “When I disappear, you run. And you don’t stop running until it’s dawn. If I don’t catch up, look for a white boulder in a grove of these weird trees. You got it?”

“White boulder, grove of trees. Yeah I think I got it.”

“Good.”

Neither said a word for a while. The boy followed after Festuum’s example and avoided looking around. Since the light rainfall masked the faint sound of footsteps or rustling grass, his vision was all he had to go on, and Riley had to will himself to not use it. For one it was too dark to provide anything useful, and for another it would only let them know that he knew. He had to stay calm in spite of his anxiety. Raw panic could come later.

It happened with only the faintest warning. The false Greninja muttered a fraction of a syllable- “Shi-” before he was nothing but a puff of smoke and a twig that fell into the grass. Riley almost whirled around as he imagined a dozen Pokemon obscured in shadows and charging right for him. He nearly did, but he remembered he needed to run precisely forward. If he turned around he would be thrown off track. So he swallowed a yelp and immediately began to sprint.

And he ran blindly forward. Part of him remained calm enough to guide him forward, yet the rest of him pushed Riley to dash as fast as he could. Fear roused latent stamina within him. The vision of his pursuers breathing down his neck, of being caught and pinned down, of claws raking down his back- his imagination was so vivid that he could practically feel it. He firmly believed that if he stopped for even a second, it would be over. They would be upon him. His foggy quest would never see its end.

Riley didn’t know how long it had been, since he had no accurate way to measure neither time nor distance. The best he had was the sparse peppering of trees, which served not only as a passable method of orientation but also as goalposts. He only had to tell himself that he needed to make it to the next one, and then the one after that, and so on and so forth. They were distractions, and they almost worked by themselves, and pairing that with his heavy breaths and his aching muscles, and the fear had become a part of the background. And he had passed by one hundred eighty-one of them when Riley first heard something aside from the wind or his own footsteps in the damp soil.

With a fist clenched he turned his head to see that a shadow was following him at fifty yards back. His fear came back. It appeared to be alone, but it was just the only one taller than the grass. The rest just hid in in the grass. They could be anywhere! They could be close enough to slash at his ankles, to put venom in his veins or arc a Thunderbolt at his back.

Riley shut his eyes, gritted his teeth, turned his head down and ran as fast as he could. His legs screamed at him to stop, his lungs were ablaze, but he had to keep running. The pain would be worse if he was captured-

“To your right,” croaked a familiar voice. “You’ve veered… off path a bit… Adjust yourself.”

Through his fatigue, Riley remembered that Festuum was supposed to catch up with him, and he slightly slowed his pace until he and the thief were practically side-by-side. After the frog nudged him softly, the two adjusted their course together.

“How much… further?” Riley asked between breaths.

“Hard to say… We’re probably… about… half-way.”

“Wha…” A discouraged grumble came out in place of an outraged cry. Everything hurt. It felt like he had been running for an eternity. He barely even took notice of the Greninja’s strange gait or anything else remotely distracting.

“Don’t talk… Save breath,” Festuum told him. He was just as hoarse as Riley, and equally as winded, yet he was talking like it was just a hard day at work. Power through, he seemed to say.

He did just that. He counted the trees over and over. One hundred eighty-nine. Two hundred sixty. Three hundred forty-one.

At this point Riley started to hear other sounds. Grass rustling more distantly, a variety of footsteps that didn’t match their rhythm, faint hints of conversation- they were there. The Slurpuff and whoever came with them, they weren’t far behind. Two hundred yards. Maybe closer. Whatever the number was, it was too close. Festuum didn’t have time to warn Riley, for without being told to the boy pushed himself even harder. The visions were too vivid.

Three hundred eighty. Four hundred twelve. Four hundred and fifty-three. Five hundred and seven.

Riley wasn’t just aching, he wasn’t on fire- he was in anguish. It felt like very muscle was trying to split itself apart, as if the next step would burst his legs like they were plastic bags. The only thing that kept him going was the hope that this next step would reveal the white boulder in a cluster of trees. Yet that hope grew weaker as to the east the sky gradually began to turn gray with the oncoming dawn.

Five hundred thirty-four.

As tears formed in Riley’s eyes, he saw his hope. A grayish-white lump buried in a small cluster of trees just barely poked out of the horizon. He wasn’t a good judge of distance, but it was probably within three miles, maybe four.

“Oh thank… thank…” Riley trailed off into incoherent sobs.

Festuum, who agreed to such a statement with every fiber of his being yet needed to appear calm, only said the following. “Just ten more minutes… at this rate.” He paused briefly and began to evaluate the sky, then immediately put on a grimace. “Shit.”

“Shit?”

“The sun will rise… any minute now… And sunrise… lasts about five minutes,” he explained. “Last leg. Run to the finish.” Festuum took a deep breath, lowered his head, and sprinted low to the ground with everything he had. Riley did the same.

A red sphere poked its head out from behind a veil of clouds, and the first of the sunlight touched the earth on this dreary day. The formerly smoke-colored boulder was as pure as snow. To Riley, who looked upon it through a veil of tears, it was beautiful. Absolutely, divinely beautiful! Salvation! Sanctuary! And it was only a mile away now! Just one more minute, and then-

As a wall of wind almost pushed Riley off his feet, he saw Festuum stumble and collapse into the grass. His back was decorated with a mess of leaves that dug deep into his back. Riley came to a screeching halt, slinging mud and dew in his wake, and stared down at Festuum. In the faint light he finally saw the look in his eyes. They were glazed, soulless, teetering on the verge of consciousness.

“R-run,” Festuum wheezed. Riley flicked his gaze back. In the early light of dawn he saw two figures clearly: a great wooden face with a pointed nose and a great mane of long white hair, and a large brown rat not far behind the first. A Shiftry and a Raticate, both of which shared Riley’s own fatigue. They were still a distance away yet far closer than his salvation. His fear was realized.

“H-hurry, go-”

“Like hell,” Riley barked. He lunged towards his fallen companion and grabbed him by the wrist. “You did this schtick… before, and I’m not… in the mood for it again.” Anchoring himself firmly in the mud, Riley gathered all of his strength to yank Festuum off the ground and onto the Riolu.

“What are you- hrrk!”

The boy’s shoulder knocked the wind from his lungs and stole his words from his throat. Festuum could only cough as Riley went from lumbering to running forward again. “I wouldn’t know what… to do… on my own. Don’t be dramatic.” He didn’t know that his companion wasn’t being theatrical.

“Pick up the pace!” the Shiftry ordered in a deep, creaky voice. “They’re going for the funhouse! We didn’t run… run all this way… for nothing!”

“I know, I’m trying!” the Raticate panted back.

The extra weight on Riley’s back threw off his form. His caryload had tripled with the Water-type slung over his back, and he barely held back his own cry of pain. Before Riley could almost ignore it all- the splits in his paw pads, the impulse to vomit up what little he had eaten, fighting off the urges to faint, and the nagging need to just quit while he could. After a few seconds he was almost back at his former speed, but he didn’t know if he could keep it up for long enough.

“Let me-” Festuum broke into another fit of coughs as he gasped for air. His legs wouldn’t obey him. He passed his limit long ago. There was no point in denying it, and there was no point in holding the boy back. “I’ll be… fine… You can’t-”

“I can,” Riley proclaimed, more to himself than anybody else. He focused on the rain, and the red sunlight, and the glimmering boulder in that grove of trees. Please, let not all this suffering be for nothing. “I can do it… Please, I know we can.” His desperation turned his words into prayer as he selfishly searched for any excuse for strength. He could repent and show his gratitude if he made it out of this, but until then… Riley shut his eyes and tucked his head in as he blindly charged forward. “I have… I have his help!” the boy cried out.

Festuum chuckled between his coughs. “Fair enough,” he wheezed. They would live or die together. That was that.

While Riley was doing his best, that Raticate was gaining on them. Festuum steadied himself as water pooled in his palm, gathering, swirling, expanding into his signature pointed star. When he threw it at the Raticate, their pursuer dashed to the side and narrowly avoided it. Twenty yards. This time Festuum formed a small collection of his aquatic stars and threw a volley of them, but due to his own unsteady aim and the Raticate’s own deftness, only two so much as grazed the rat. Shallow cuts only made their pursuer’s face more annoyed, more enraged.

Shiftry waved his leafy fans towards them over and over, creating wave after wave of Razor Leaves that rode upon walls of wind, but Festuum conjured a black marble into his hand and dropped it into the mud. Upon contact it burst into a thick, turbulent Smokescreen. With only the slightest adjustment to his placement, they narrowly whizzed by. But the winds stirred their cover away only seconds later, and to Festuum’s surprise, the rat was only fifteen yards back.

“Bolt,” Festuum ordered.

“What?”

“Burn everything you have in the tank. Don’t pace yourself. Put it all into the next… fifteen seconds, let’s say.”

Riley opened his eyes and glanced back at his passenger. “Are… are you sure?”

Festuum weakly roared with laughter as he tilted his head to the skies. “I’ve never been more uncertain in my life! But we’re doing it anyways!”

“But… I’m already…” A sigh turned into a grown, which then turned into a scream. With each step it felt like his muscles were tearing themselves apart. He was barely a hair faster than before, but it was everything Riley had- everything he would have for some time.

Another volley of green leaves soared upon a wave of wind. Not wishing to disturb Riley’s path, Festuum deflected most of them with a returning volley of Water Shurikens and was forced to take a few to the chest. He bit his tongue. Those would have to wait.

“Oh no… you… don’t!” panted the Raticate. He got just close enough to the fugitives, and then sprung forward with a trail of white behind the battered pads of his paws. Large, sharp buck teeth were aimed straight for the Greninja’s head. That left an opening that Festuum was almost too tired to notice, but when he did, he beamed. Both of his arms shot out to catch the rat by the throat. Teeth clacked together. Stubby limbs flailed about. Riley, being the foundation for this struggle, barely managed to regain his balance.

“Something something witty remark,” Festuum replied. As the Raticate gnashed his bucked fangs, the Greninja took a deep, deep breath of the damp air and held it. When he opened his mouth again, there were no words- only water. An insane amount of clear water launching outwards in a high-pressure jet carried the rat away in the current while simultaneously pushing Festuum away. Quickly he hoisted Riley up by the armpits and aimed his Hydro Pump at the ground, rocketing the two of them far and away. They spiraled and jittered, veering wildly left and right as their exhausted pilot struggled against the pressure. The bickering of their pursuers grew quieter and quieter.

“This trick… again…?” He half-shut his eyes and heaved, emptying his stomach.

Hydro Pump slowed to a trickle, and then Festuum took a deep breath. “If it ain’t broke,” he replied, plucking the leaves from his chest.

They hit the ground with a wet squelch before bouncing then sliding into the grove of trees. While Festuum screeched to a halt mere feet before the trunk of a tree, Riley skidded further and slapped straight into the white boulder. The boy nearly passed out from the pain, yet his next breath flooded him with relief. He splashed into a shallow puddle of cold mud and moaned with alleviation.

Festuum said something, but with his face half-buried in the ground, it was hard to make out. Riley’s best guess was ‘Can’t believe that worked,’ to which he nodded agreement. “I don’t want… to ever… get up,” he called back.

“Not a bad idea.” A plop followed as the Greninja pulled his head from the mud, then gingerly set himself down on his stomach. “There might already be some… some permanent damage. Don’t push yourself until… until you get some rest.” Those last three words came through clenched teeth as Festuum roughly extracted a stiff but thin leaf from his back. His landing was not a gentle one, and he didn’t have the energy to manage a Substitute to watch be his own surgeon. He managed two more before he realized that he would only butcher his own back if he kept on like this, and he would be better off leaving them in. At least that way he wouldn’t bleed out.

Just as Riley was delighting himself in his natural spa, he heard it: the bickering and the rustling grass getting steadily closer. Riley swallowed the rainwater that pooled in his mouth (yet another blessing of this sanctuary) before turning vaguely in the direction of the Greninja.

“Hey, uh… Quick question. It’s about this dungeon.”

Festuum’s response came seconds later when he murmured back, “shoot.”

“Why isn’t it dungeoning?”

“What?”

“We’re still here. The sun’s still rising. Why aren’t we-”

“Just- just… give it a minute. It just woke up. It needs… needs a minute to, like… warm up or something.”

Riley shook his head, even though the gesture went unseen. “That’s… not how Mystery Dungeons work.”

“It’s a subsect,” Festuum replied. “Funhouse Dungeons. They’re… fuckin’ whacky. They do things, but… but different.”

“And you’re telling me this now?”

Festuum’s shrug too went unseen. “My bad, I guess. Couldn’t find the time to fit in a lecture.”

A gust of wind shook the tops of the trees, shaking off the thousands of drops which fell to the grass like stones. Through his eyelids Riley could see the sunrise veiled behind the thin clouds. He was tired. So, so tired. He was about to ask something, but Festuum seemed to have read his mind.

“I did what I could. So did you. And if we get screwed over here, then… Well, then that sucks. The only thing we did wrong was get unlucky.”

What was supposed to put the boy at peace only outraged him more. The mere thought that the past two hours could be for nothing due solely to chance made his blood boil. Was Riley supposed to get used to this? Not these ludicrous sprints, but that his fate could change as easily as the weather?

The wind turned to a howling gale that pelted the Riolu with a thousand raindrops. It whirled and whirled around the grove, knocking branches together like a giant’s windchime. A flash of light dimmed to something gentle like a nightlight. Alarmed, Riley opened his eyes to see everything distorting around him. The trees bent and twisted and stretched endlessly. Bark unraveled until the two were walled within. And then the ground began to quake.

Without warning, the earth splintered and rocketed skyward up the wooden spire to a destination shrouded in darkness. Clumps of damp soil and grass broke off and rushed through tunnels that they rushed by. A fissure split the patch of earth in two. Riley tried to cling to the boulder yet couldn’t even reach towards it. His body screamed back at him with a fiery ache.

“What- what’s happening?!” Riley screamed to his companion.

Festuum grumbled. “What’s supposed to happen. Don’t worry ‘bout it.”

“I’m already worried! I’m very worried!”

The ground bucked and rocked. Piece after piece of their former sanctuary branched off, and what had once been a grove was little more than a quickly diminishing platform. Ever upwards they went to destinations unknown. With great effort Riley lifted his head to check if the Greninja was still with him. Festuum laid still, his eyes closed and chest rising and falling despite the chaos unfurling around them. Even when his patch of earth sunk and vanished into the tunnels Festuum didn’t so much as stir. In the blink of an eye, they had been separated.

“You’re kidding me…!” the boy feebly exclaimed. He aimed his gaze heavensward, at the shadowy summit of this nonsensical spire. As if it were looking back, the shadows unfurled to reveal a hot, golden light that focused in on him like sunlight through a lense. The answer to his question was clear, but in a moment of desperation and weakness, Riley pleaded anyways. “Can you just give me a break?! Please?!”

…

He laid absolutely still, face inches from a ceiling of wooden planks smeared with dirt. Even with all his attempts to calm his heartbeat, it still pounded in his chest. It was on full alert. The cloth mask on his face did not hinder his smell, nor did his hood impair his hearing. He steadied his pulse and his breathing to something shallow, rhythmic, silent. He had to be absolutely still, be indistinguishable from the soil. Even his filthy brown cloak served to blend him in with the soil.

The planks squealed under the heavy footfalls of a large Pokemon that blocked the slivers of sunlight as she lumbered across the porch. With a soft grunt, something heavy thumped down next to the door, freeing her hand to open the unlocked door. She passed over the cloaked figure, picked back up whatever she dropped, and continued inside.

“Markus, I’m home~!” she called theatrically. Her voice was cheerful enough, and no more tired that she usually was. “Can you come and help me? There’s a lot to put away here.”

The cloaked figure, Markus, didn’t so much as move. She was acting casual. Who was there? He hadn’t heard anybody else approach with her, so where were they hiding?

“Markus? Are you there?” She dropped her groceries somewhere in the house and wandered further in. “His stuff isn’t here… He didn’t move on, did he?” she murmured.

She was playing dumb. Who had threatened her? How many were there? They could have every route covered. Without a means of escape, Markus would have to wait until night to flee. It would be a long, long day, and he would have to find a way to tell Festuum. Their hideaway had been compromised. Markus’s fingers slipped around the hilt of his saber and gripped it tight, drawing from it courage and stability.

“-Oh, that’s right, I almost forgot.” She stamped her foot to an odd beat. Thump, thump-thump, thump-thump-thump-thump. “Sorry, it slipped my mind. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

Markus wanted to be relieved but couldn’t. His paranoia had taken root. There was still one other possibility, and it was one that he loathed to even acknowledge, but once it was there Markus couldn’t ignore it: she could have sold him out. There would be quite a pretty penny for his head, and lord knows she could use it. The moment he would squirm out Markus imagined his legs encased in ice, and he would be surrounded. Even if he wouldn’t be crippled he would still be powerless to do anything.

Markus shook his head. She knew where his hiding spot was. If she had sold him out, he was doomed anyways. And this wasn’t the best position to defend from. Carefully, Markus crawled to grated end of the porch, slid a panel to the side, and then…

“I hadn’t meant to scare you into hiding,” said the owner of the house as Markus stepped through the doorway. A frumpy-looking Kangaskhan was moving bundles of spices and loaves of bread onto the kitchen counter. “But in my defense, I’ve never seen you this on edge. You still waiting for him to return?”

If Markus took issue with that, he got over it quickly. “I told him ten days, and it’s been over two weeks. Now’s not the time for him to be faffing about.”

Kangaskhan laughed. “You know who we’re talking about right? Festuum does nothing but faff about.”

Markus shrugged, scowled under his mask, and further entered the room to assist her. He was bipedal, somewhat tan-colored, and that was all you could really say about him. Markus’s body was entirely covered in cloth. Bandages wrapped around his limbs to hide any features, but his hands had five fingers. His face was flat and he was probably hairless. Since he nearly always wore layers of cloaks and rags and showls to obscure his form, that was all anyone could say for certain. He would be an ordinary yet mysterious drifter if not for one little thing of unknown origin: a brass-hilted steel saber resting in a scabbard at Markus’s side.

“Well? What do you need? The usual?” asked the figure clad in cloaks.

“No, it’s summer now. I don’t plant in the summer,” Kangaskhan reminded him for perhaps the dozenth time. He peered into the expansive wicker basket that now rested on the countertops, and indeed, there were no pouches of seeds or saplings to be seen. Only exotic berries, flour, something wrapped tight in broad green leaves that was presumably meat, and beneath it all were what appeared to be words. His breath left him as he realized he was reading a newspaper. Under Blossoms of Fire: Corpse Walker and The Carnival Join Forces-

“Hey!” Kangaskhan shoved Markus away from the basket, and she wasn’t gentle. Markus staggered halfway across the kitchen before catching himself on the dining table. “No peeking! That’s for later!”

“W-what?! But it says-”

“Not until you finish your chores,” she scoffed, her hands set theatrically on her hips.

“That’s-… I get it, I’ll help out. You know I’m good for it. But that’s incredibly important-”

“Markus.” She stared him down with a loving intensity whose message was clear: listen to me. I know what’s good for you.

Behind his mask, Markus scowled. “Fine.” He pushed himself back up and started past her, talking as he walked. “What’s there to do? Water the fields? Get firewood?”

“First-” Kangaskhan grasped his arm as he walked by and pulled him towards her. He was not small, yet he was nearly crushed in her embrace. Once Markus recovered he reached his arms up and slid them above her shoulders to return the hug. A second later she released him, her smile back on her face, and then continued. “Just water the fields and then you’re done.”

“Consider it done.” Markus brushed himself off before continuing to the back door.

Her cottage was a modest one nestled in a valley where her nearest neighbors were half a day’s travel away. A brook, weaker now that summer was upon them, ran through and split her property in half, dividing her fields. The north half had a grove of flowering berry trees of all different kinds, some of which were already bearing unripe fruit, while the south had a tilled field with short leafy stalks protruding from the soil.

Kangaskhan watched him take a watering pale he dunked in the brook to the tilled field and get to work. Her first thought was a pitied one she had often, especially this time of year: How can he stand to wear all those rags? A minute later, placing the leaf-wrapped slab of meat into a stone chest and on a bed of partially-thawed ice, she had another frequent thought: What if somebody comes by? Kangaskhan knew it was highly unlikely. Nobody ever came to her farm. Even if somebody did, Markus had his usual story. If anyone asked he was a sickly Machoke with a skin disease that made parts of him rot away. The filth of his rags and a pouch of lavender around his neck served to mask the non-existent stench of decay.

She sighed as she realized her worries were running wild again and she could do nothing to stop it. When Markus had arrived four days ago she had been ecstatic. The last time she saw her boys had been in the winter before, and until Markus arrived recently she had been constantly paranoid about their fate. Kangaskhan wanted him to stay, to rest, to settle down at least for a while, but she knew the newspaper would make him restless.

When Markus finished watering the fields it was late into the afternoon. Shadows were getting longer. When he placed the pale by the back door, Markus came to a stop. Over the smell of dirt and herbs, there was something savory and smokey…

“You didn’t have to do that,” he shouted, needing nothing more than that to know what was going on. Wiping the dust off his bandaged hands, he slowly strolled around the side of the cottage, enjoying the smell as it got more potent step by step.

“Well, I oughta spoil you while I still can,” she shouted back. While it wasn’t subtle, Markus’s paranoia shrank while he was out there, and he was more willing to ignore it and enjoy the moment.

The porch had a small table with four heavy-duty chairs around them. Kangaskhan was just sitting down on one end and gestured for Markus to have a seat on the other end. He walked up the stairs, his unseen feet hitting the planks with a gentle knock, and took her offer. A meal had been prepared for him of fruit salad and meat akin to beef on a wooden plate, as well as a glass of water. The spices, of which he knew some and didn’t most, smelled heavenly. The meat had been cut into strips for him to make it easier to get through.

“Well, thanks. It smells amazing. I appreciate it.” He glanced over towards her own wooden plate stacked with a berry-based fruit salad and nothing else. And as he was picking a fork from beneath his cloak, he noticed the newspaper at the end of the table.

Kangaskhan started to push it towards him, but he swatted it away and off the table. “I’ll read it afterwards,” Markus said.

“Are you sure?”

“If the frog’s taking a detour, I don’t see why I can’t put that off for ten more minutes.” His bandaged hand removed a metal four-pronged fork with spots of rust tainting the handle, then proceeded to jab it into one of the strips of meat. “It would be rude to ignore you after you made me this meal.”

Pleasantly surprised, Kangaskhan smiled. “Well… thank you, Markus,” she said. He pulled down his cloth mask to reveal his face further wrapped in bandages, pulled a few of them apart, then stuffed his face. Not even his teeth were revealed. His guise concealed everything, including the vitality and relief that came over him as Markus enjoyed a home-cooked meal. Even now his guard was raised to soil the atmosphere of this beautiful afternoon.

“Say, do you think you could… Take those off? Show me your face?” asked Kangaskhan.

Markus shook his head as he swallowed. “I’m already gonna have to rewrap myself tonight when I wash everything. Don’t want to have to do it twice,” he answered evenly, and tried to ignore it when her face noticeably sank. An attempt to recover was made and botched. “You did great though on this. What is it? What did you use?”

“Oh, uh, it’s a flank steak from a Gogoat. A hunting party came back the other day, so there was a broad selection. I went for something more…” She twirled her wrist as she searched for the right word, but Markus knew what she meant.

“It’s appreciated.” The taste was different, naturally, with an earthy, seasoned flavor innate within the meat, emphasized and altered by a thin coat of a nutty, spicy sauce. A bite of the fresh fruit salad, while simple and varied between diced apples and peeled berries, complimented it well. Markus had to hide his pure yet tamed bliss. Cooked meals were a treasure to him, and meat a commodity he could scarcely get his hands on. He did more than appreciate it.

Over their early dinner the two shared a simple conversation. In the days prior Markus had already shared the details of his dangerous travels and the lands he visited, keeping the most threatening adventures secret as to not worry her too much, so there was no choice for it to be simple. Aside from smalltalk, the conversation lingered on the books Kangaskhan liked to read. She owned a shelf full of adventure novels that she had all read through at least twice, and when Markus arrived this time he noticed a new shelf in progress.

The atmosphere changed though when Markus changed the topic to something less lively. With most of his meal finished, he rested his chin on his offhand before posing his question. “And how are things in town?”

Kangaskhan shifted her gaze to her plate as the enthusiasm melted off of her. After a slow exhale through her nostrils, she answered simply. “Grim.”

“How so?” Markus asked. He had picked up word of what had happened from frightened travelers who had stopped by Kangaskhan’s cottage. While Markus hid underneath the house, the travelers informed her of what happened to the Guild before buying some of her few preserved Sitrus Berries and heading further west before ‘things collapsed.’ Now that Kangaskhan had ventured into and came back from the nearby town she would have more information to share.

She grimaced. “Half of Anchime is moving away. Everywhere I went there were wagons being loaded up or already being pulled. East or west, Rayleigh or Astraean, they’re all going somewhere safe to hole up,” she explained.

Markus shared her grimace under his mask. “Before the bandits come back. Smart. Stick in large groups while the law sorts itself out,” he observed coldly. Gears turned inside his head as he visualized the main routes on the map of Arushar.

“A lot of the girls I usually talk to- Sawsbuck especially, she had two young since you were here last- are thinking of moving closer together. They want us on the outskirts to move in if we’re not moving away. I told them I couldn’t-”

“Invite them out here,” he interjected. Speechless, Kangaskhan blinked. “You’re not a pushover, but a pack of bandits with a brain between them could overwhelm you. And if it’s the raiders themselves coming to raise the town, just forget about it. You can set them up in our room, can’t you?”

As he went on, Kangaskhan’s disbelief only grew. Her ears pointed straight up as she peered down at him. “Do you know what you’re saying?!” she shouted.

“I know. Quadrupeds like Sawsbuck need different beds. Accomodations like that can come whenever you have time to-”

Kangaskhan cut him off with a quiet but intense roar. “It wouldn’t be safe for you here if I brought in anyone else!” She punctuated this by hammering her fist into the table. The plates bounced. Markus narrowly caught his cup before it tipped over.

“Kanga.” He was calm. He would not falter at the display of her force, for Markus knew it wasn’t anger behind that. Likely she didn’t mean to rock the table. No, it was love that had her so riled up. Choosing his words somewhat carefully, Markus explained himself. “It might mean we couldn’t come back for some time. Perhaps forever. But it would be even longer if you got picked off out here.” It was honestly infuriating how he rarely ever shifted tones. It was as if he could be nothing but calm, even though they both knew that wasn’t the case.

Their conversation ended. They said not a word to each other to avoid bickering in circles, and less than a minute later Markus finished his dinner and washed down the rest of his water. By now it was evening, and hints of orange fire smouldered in the western sky.

“Thank you again. I appreciate it,” Markus said. He tucked his fork back into his layers of cloaks with one hand while the other went for the newspaper.

“Any time,” she replied without any attempt to hide her meaning.

…

He closed the large-framed door behind him when Markus came into his room. In actuality it was the guest room, but as Kanga’s most frequent guests, it was practically Festuum and his. Two broad, sturdy beds with tan sheets and coarse pillows stood on opposite ends of the room, and between them was a knee-high square table with no accompanying chairs. It was a plain room, but the evening light filtering through the window with a lovely view of the brook and the berry grove disguised that.

Markus gave all that only the briefest once-over before heading over to his bed (they played a game for which of them got the bed by the window, and Markus had won) and dropping all his stuff. His cloak came off first, and then his showl and his various other tattered rags. Next he carefully removed the saber and its scabbard from his waist and gently placed it on the bed. His rucksack came afterwards, gently falling to the foot of his bed, and after that came all the extras: a drawstring bag full of emergency supplies, his pouch of lavender, and something else that made an odd clack as he tossed a burlap sack onto the pillow. After kneeling to undo the laces on a pair of worn combat boots, Markus was in nothing but bandages that, without anything to hold them in place, gradually came undone on their own.

Before he could read the newspaper and answer the headline that called for his attention, Markus dropped to his belly and reached his arms under the bed. His fork dug between two of the floorboards and carefully pried one of them up. After doing that twice more, he had enough room to reach into a hidden cubby and clumsily remove a heavy stone strongbox.

“Still here,” he sighed with relief. One hand dragged it out from under the bed while the other dug in his drawstring bag for the iron key. He found it, jammed it into the lock with a quiet click, and opened it. After giving it a quick inspection, Markus nodded, loosening the bandages enough for a few long strands of brown hair to spill out. “Yep, all here,” he whispered to himself.

The strongbox held nothing but books inside, and not one was even remotely similar to another. Some were bound solely in paper, some in wood, some by leather, some by twine, and they had various thicknesses, dimensions, and damage done to the pages. Markus removed each book one by one to get to the one at the bottom, which was as thick as a dictionary and bound in red leather. Neat black lettering labeled it Biological Compendium: Volume IV. Tucking the rest of the books to the side, Markus then took from his rucksack the final pieces of this puzzle: a black inkwell with a cork stuck in the top, a petrified twig that served decently as a quill, and a worn-looking journal that seemed to be holding together solely by Markus’s own wishes.

With all that out of the way, he finally answered the newspaper’s call.


   Under Blossoms of Fire: Corpse-Walker and Carnival Join Forces, Terrorize Summer Festival 


After shaking his head at such a lengthy title, he began to skim most of the article. Most of the information was in the very beginning and the very end. This new corpse-walker had been associated with the raid, and Festuum had done the brave thing and intercepted him before someone like Rhyperior did. The article played Riley out to be a terrible sadist for taunting his biological mother, so for that reason Markus wasn’t sure whether or not they were lying when it said he pinned a Staraptor’s wing with a slender scrap of metal. But luckily for Markus there was more than just the one article about Riley. He apparently had a permanent page a little ways in filled with information and pictures of him.

“He might be some work,” Markus wondered. After skimming over everything, he reached for his journal and gently placed it in his lap. His slender fingers went to work unraveling the twine that bound it closed. As Markus always did, he opened to very first page where a rough sketch of a circular flower with dozens of slender petals reaching outwards from a core that Markus had shaded in. At the base of this flower’s stem were these words: Don’t stop- the path is lined with them.

After tracing his fingers over the sketch, he thumbed his way through the weathered pages until he got to an untouched page near the end of the journal. With a little bit of math, he reached for the inkwell and the twig and got to work.


  Day 4867, 4th of Raikou.



  Another human has come to my attention. Their vessel is that of a young Riolu. Sources say that they had came to be here early in the month of Shaymin. No further reliable information could be gathered. Awaiting further news.



  Interception is in process. Estimated time of meeting: two days.


Markus gently set the journal down to let the ink dry before sliding over to the heavy biological compendium. “Riolu… Riolu…” he muttered as he sifted through the pages. He caught glimpses of the sketches of many Pokemon in varying quality and the walls of text and numbers surrounding them. Page after page of crude data. Halfway in Markus stopped, flipped back a couple pages, then opened wide to the full entry.

“Alright you sonuvabitch, what am I gonna be dealing with…?”

The broad page had a handful of drawings scattered around with the text. A clean diagram of the bipedal jackal in an idle pose, front and back, stood in the upper-right corner while smaller sketches were scattered around with the appropriate text. The passages were organized with no sensible rhyme or reason, so it took Markus a moment to find the two he needed.


  Habitat and Behavior



  Like weeds, Riolu can live practically anywhere. Their only real limitations are extreme cold or humid, tropical areas such as rainforests or marshes, but their natural hardiness and persistence can take them anywhere they damn please. Notable populations include sparse packs in the Makoto lowlands and high-status warriors in the Implentur desert. In both cases, their inclination to be brash brawlers has lead to a dwindling population where either the strongest, the most tactical, or the most reserved of them survive.



  Oddly enough for a canine, they seem to be omnivores that lean more towards an herbivore’s diet. Perhaps their lack of claws or effective fangs make it harder to secure a kill. This only seems more strange when their physical capabilities seem to make them prime pack hunters, and adding primary claws or fangs would only enhance this. My only guess is that their martial prowess and pride was prioritized above their hunting capabilities, and for that I’m thankful.


“No wonder nobody caught on,” Markus noted. His gaze flicked over to the open newspaper where Riley’s information laid face-up. “He acts like all the rest of ‘em. Blended right in.” Dryly he laughed, even though it was anything but funny to him. After a moment his fingers squirmed under his bandages and scratched at his cheek. “I’m calling it now- he’s gonna be a thorn in my ass. I can already feel it.”

Shaking his head, he moved on to the next passage. This one had a headshot of a Riolu with its eyes closed. The strange black ‘protrusions’ at the sides of its head were suspended in the air as it attempted to use its aura abilities. A short line attempted and failed to label them. Aura feelers? Aurantennae? (come up with a decent name later)


  Abilities and oddities



  Their signature ability comes in the form of an oddly-defined ‘aura’ system whose mechanics I do not entirely understand, but I have some educated guesses on how it vaguely works. And if I’m right, I’m not sure what the implications are.



  Riolu and Lucario have the ability to sense emotions and the presence of other Pokemon. It isn’t much of a stretch to say that they’re reading auras when they use this ability. This would imply that everyone has an aura around them that is affected by their emotional state, and their abilities come from tapping into either their own aura or the aura around them.



  Any negative effects of conjuring aura into a physical force have yet to be observed, so I doubt this theory somewhat, but it’s more plausible than many things I have observed.



  It’s difficult to find any solid facts when a Riolu’s signature ability uses an unobservable force. Study is likely impossible. It’s such a shame, for there’s likely so much more potential in aura than to be little more than ki. The emotional nature of aura seems to push them in that direction.



  Evaluation: Combined with their natural quickness and stamina, their ability to read auras would turn Riolus and Lucarios into impeccable scouts and spies. Shamefully their potential is limited by their own emotional state and it’s something they need to overcome on an individual basis.


“Hot damn,” he said tamely. “Riley might actually be useful to me, even if he doesn’t know anything.” After a moment’s thought, Markus clapped the tome shut. “A thorn in my ass I’ll gladly take.”

A gaze out the window showed him the setting sun as evening shifted into night. Markus mulled it over briefly before carefully beginning to put everything away. Books were closed, sealed and organized back in the strongbox, the floorboards went back in place, and Markus stood up and popped his back. The bandages were even looser now. Slivers provided a good view of the filth and grime that caked his skin.

He donned his dark brown cloak and carried the rest of his rags in his arms. After fastening the saber to his belt with loose bandaging (an arrangement that need not last long), he left his room.

“Where are you going?” Kangaskhan asked him. She was still on the porch, though with nobody to spend her company with she had gone to one of the novels that lined her shelf. It was a classic titled The Time of the Titan and authored by Gwynevere.

“To the lake. I need to wash,” Markus replied. One hand cradled his rags while the other scratched at his chin some more.

Her stare held playful accusation, and her tone was almost convincing. “And contaminate the whole thing? Turn the whole river into mud? What a troublesome boy you’ve turned out to be.”

“Haven’t you been paying attention? I’ve been nothing but trouble ever since I got here,” Markus countered. Seeing that as a good note to end on, he started to leave, but stopped when his gaze fell on the banister next to the stairs.

“Take it,” she instructed. “Hopefully it’ll keep you from smelling like mud for at least a day or two.”

Markus hesitated only briefly. “Thank you, Kanga,” he said politely. His wrapped hands set a wooden bowl on his heap of rags. Its contents were something he was familiar with yet only knew two of its primary ingredients: soap pulverized by Kanga’s brutish strength, and berries blended into a fine paste. Hints and scraps told Markus that he didn’t want to know what else went into it. He just appreciated the efforts. Mostly he used just cold water and sand to wash himself.

For a reason he didn’t entirely understand, Markus had decided that words were not enough. After an awkward dinner he wanted to put a smile on her face, and to do so…

It only took one precise pull for his bandaging to slacken and fall into a loose coil around his neck. The face beneath was tanned and slathered with filth and dried sweat. Greasy long locks of black unkempt hair spilled past his shoulders, and no longer under the tight restraints of the wrappings, a thick, curly beard was unleashed. “I mean it,” he added with a smile bearing his white teeth. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

Time seemed to freeze as a surprised Kangaskhan looked upon the human’s smile as if it were the most beautiful thing in the world. Flattery was a weakness of hers, and it only grew stronger when it was genuine. It was after some time, once Markus’s smile gained some humor, that she snapped out of it and returned to her book, unaware of her own matching smile. “Just come on back when you’re all nice and handsome again.” Perhaps she was trying to make him embarrassed as well, but it didn’t seem to work as he descended the stairs.

It took almost a minute for Markus Vicario’s face to return back to its resting state. He wondered how he ever thought that she would betray him. Kanga was like his mother! Their interests lay only in keeping the other safe and happy. Paranoia, which he cursed so fervently yet so pointlessly, amplified his reasoning beyond rationality, reminding him that everywhere laid tooth and claw that could tear him asunder.

Kanga’s cottage was one of few safehouses Markus had found, and it was the only one where somebody was waiting for him. The others, of which there were four, were places he could nearly guarantee he would be alone. They were hideouts. They were caches for materials. Kanga’s cottage was a home where Markus could almost ignore most of his fears.

Markus Vicario was not a frail man. Travel and the high-nutrient food of this world made his body athletic, and his frame wasn’t exactly small (although Kanga was a whole foot taller than him and quite a bit bulkier). It’s just that he was a human. He was outclassed in almost every way by almost everything else in this world. All of his studies only made that fact clearer and more frightening. The saber that he kept at his side only served as a source of comfort.

But he was home. Markus was at his new home. Even though he had brought his work home with him, he still had the sensations of familiarity and safety that came with being home. Handmade meals prepared with love and care, light conversation, and the cribbage board that waited for his brother in their room.

The brook brought him into the grove of berry trees, which was separated from the surrounding forest by a post fence that Markus cleared with ease. It was not an effective fence, but that was because she needn’t worry about much. The savages- ‘Wildies’- of this nameless forest were tamer than most, likely because the nearest Mystery Dungeon was thirty miles northwest- too far for its influence to turn this forest into something dangerous. All he saw were Zigzagoon foraging, Wurmple crawling on tree trunks, a Furret’s long body wrapped around a tree as its head dug into a hollow knot, Shroomish and Morelull gathered in the shadows of great fallen trees. They in turn saw him, and with a respective curiosity, they studied each other as Markus followed the brook.

It only took him fifteen minutes to reach the calm lake. It wasn’t big, perhaps only fifty feet across on its longest side. Three smaller rivers fed into it, including a twenty foot waterfall who was still getting runoff from the melting snow up the mountains, so perhaps the waters weren’t that calm, but it still had a quiet feel to it- sacred.

Kneeling by the waterfall, he set down everything he carried. His saber went in the grass behind him, as well as a silver rectangle-shaped thing with regular perforations in the side, and his rags and bandaging went into a heap in front of him. Even his last articles of clothing ( a white undershirt, wool socks, and a pair of stiff jeans torn to tatters) went into the pile. He was naked. With a deep breath, Markus closed his eyes and clasped his hands together.

A long, thoughtful silence passed before he finally broke it with a single word: “Amen.”

The water around him turned brown as he sank his rags into the shallows. Imperceptible currents carried away the dirt and the waste, the dried blood and food stains, the miscellaneous fluids that Markus didn’t care to know. And that was to say nothing of Markus himself. When he first reemerged his skin was a shade lighter, and then three shades more when he scrubbed off most of the filth. After some effort he was back to his tanned olive-skinned complexion that he was familiar with. It might have rubbed parts of him raw, but the sand really did make him feel born anew. And the texture and foam of Kangaskhan’s concoction brought to him a bittersweet sensation. He felt almost human again.

The whole process took a half hour. The last traces of day were gone, and the sky was nothing but stars. Only hints of clouds at the horizons tainted the view, which Markus didn’t mind. His clothes and rags hung from branches, excluding the bandaging piled up on a large riverstone. Markus wasn’t ready to go back yet. He was cold, he was wet, and he was possessed by the tranquil spirit of the lake. He wanted that feeling of being almost human to last.

So on a whim, he took the silver rectangle between his lips, drew in his breath, and then…

…

When Riley emerged from Tunneling Treetops, he landed face-first in the tall grass, vanishing beneath it. He wasn’t on the verge of passing out, and he wasn’t holding back the tortured screams of the damned. He was only incredibly sore and incredibly exhausted. In the midst of the Mystery Dungeon he had caught a brief nap and eaten something more substantial than wild onions.

“Oh for the love of… get up.” Festuum scowled. He was faring worse than Riley. While he had tended to the Razor Leaves in his back, he hadn’t slept at wink the night before or in the dungeon. All he had was experience and willpower. “Just because we’re out of there doesn’t mean it’s safe. The dungeon could’ve spat us out anywhere.”

“You mean…?”

“Yup. There’s a fair chance we’ve been spat out way back west where we started. Or up north. The dungeon’s exits spread far.”

Riley pushed himself up to face his new companion. “You’re joking.”

“‘Fraid not.”

“Then why did we go through that… nightmare?! What was the point of that dungeon if it’s just gonna screw us over?!”

“Hey, be fair. If the circumstances were different you’d probably have had a blast.” The calmness and regularity in his voice was infectious, and Riley found himself reluctantly soothed. Or maybe he was just too tired to be angry for long. “Funhouse Dungeons are bizarre pockets of pseudo-reality, and if we hadn’t gone into one kicking and screaming and praying for death, you would’ve had a lot of fun. I know I did when I was younger.”

In an attempt to judge his location Riley stopped complaining and started looking around as Festuum went on. For some reason he heard rain again despite the fact that there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and he perked his ears as he tried to solve this mystery.

“Like the part where we were walking along on the ceiling, or when we were in that endless plummet. Or what about that spiked pit with the nest of Galvantula? That was… That one was interesting.” He let out a short laugh, though nothing was funny. They both almost died there. “Point is, a Funhouse Dungeon is something entirely different that you shouldn’t swear off because you’re cranky. Nobody has ever gotten to the core of one before, so if you could delve in and find the emperor beast in charge- … Rude.”

During his rambling Riley had walked away. His ears fixated on something and directed him away from the grove that the ‘Fun’house Dungeon placed him in. “There’s water this way,” he explained.

“Water?” The Greninja cut his speech off. His hearing wasn’t as sharp as Riley’s apparently was, and his extra height did not reveal any shimmering surfaces. Even the dew had dried in the afternoon sun. But the boy was right. Minutes later Festuum too could hear the water running, and the plains sloped down to a broad river that carved an irregular path through the land. “Well, I’ll be…”

Riley said nothing. Instead he half-shut his eyes as he half-ran half-staggered down the short slope before plunging into the river. The water were freezing cold and send a wave of pain through his body, and yet a second later it turned to relief as it soothed his aching muscles. The caked mud washed off his fur and dissolved downstream. He submerged his head and took drink after drink until he began to choke, and he resurfaced gasping and coughing.

“Slow sips. Take it easy,” Festuum absently advised. He squatted on the bank and sipped a hand into the river.

“It- it’s f-f-ffffreezing,” Riley warned him once he regained his breath.

Festuum nodded. “Yup. It’s snow runoff. Don’t stay in too long or you’ll get sick.” The boy complied, though more because the current was starting to carry him away, and began to swim for the shore. It couldn’t have been more than ten feet away yet the endeavor was far more difficult than he had imagined. Riley half-chalked it up to his sore muscles, but he quickly realized something: Riley had no idea how to swim. He recalled the basic motions, but much like walking had been at first, translation was awkward. After an embarrassing amount of time he pulled himself to the shallows and laid there, bathing in a combination of hot sunlight and frigid water.

“Perfection,” the boy moaned. “How does setting up an early camp sound to you? Because that sounds like heaven if you ask me.”

Festuum dunked his upper body in the shallows and took a long, careful draw of water. For the longest while he didn’t answer Riley. He picked up and inspected various smoothed riverstone. He studied the direction of the flow and the shape of the river, then compared that to the sun and the Sawtooth Mountains to the west. Only when he was certain did Festuum say anything. “Take five minutes. After that we’ll finish this march.”

Slowly Riley raised his head. “What.”

“We lucked out. This is the Barnlin River. One of its forks will take us right where we need to go, and if we are where I think we are, we can get to the safehouse around sunset.”

“You’re… you’re serious?”

“Deadly.” Festuum turned around. Darkness coalesced into a curved blade which he used to harvest a clump of grass, then to Riley’s surprise he began to rub it over his face, chest, legs and hands. “I don’t know where we were before, but we can’t afford to wait while a Slurpuff is out here. Take this.” He harvested another clump while setting his own in the river. “With luck, it will mask your own scent. We can fool them into thinking we went anywhere and lost them with the river.”

Riley’s body protested as he stood to his feet and marched over to the Greninja. “Then let’s go,” he grumbled, snatching the clump of grass. Festuum blinked. “You’re looking worse than I am and you’re showing me up. I’m supposed to be the stubborn one.”

It took a moment and a great effort, but the Greninja managed a smirk behind the boy’s back. “You’re adorable when you try to be cool, kid,” he called after him.

It was the easiest leg of the journey by far. Their pursuers were nowhere around and they had a clear path to follow. Regularly the two would take to the river and let it carry them downstream as they swam to the opposite bank. Mimicking Festuum’s movements wasn’t enough to prevent Riley from coughing and sputtering when he would eventually reach the other shore. Even as he went back and forth through the river he wasn’t getting any better.

The plains gave ways to forested hills and valleys, and the Barnlin forked between them. Festuum followed the smaller of them. He made a point of wading through the water at ankle depth to avoid getting any trace of him snagged in the underbrush, and Riley followed his example without having to ask why. The Barnlin forked again and again. Other streams and brooks fed into it to replenish its fleeting strength. Just because it was the last leg of the march did not mean it was short. Evening came and went. The sun set behind them, and one by one the stars came out on that clear and beautiful night. As tired as he was, Riley found some comfort in that.

And then he heard it.

It was a little after sunset when Riley’s drooping ears suddenly shot up. His breath left him. He could only just hear it, whatever it was he was only at its fringes, but the boy listened with complete fascination. Somehow, despite never hearing it before, he knew that sound. It was like a metallic harmony. The notes were high and long, and its music longing and beautiful.

“What the…?” Riley murmured.

Festuum’s laugh was weak and weary. “Ain’t that cute. The guy’s feelin’ homesick,” he observed with amusement. Riley was about to press, but what Festuum said next stole the words right from his throat.

In another language that sounded coarse and eerie coming from a Greninja, he sang along to the distant song. “So you think you’re a Romeo? Playing a part in a picture show… Take the long way home… Take the long way home…”

Riley was petrified to the point where he couldn’t breathe. How did he understand that? What even was that? It all sounded so familiar yet so alien to everything he knew. The language carried the same quality as the strange sound which Riley quickly realized to be an instrument of sorts. A single piece in an arrangement that needed several parts.

A moment later the boy was off without a word, running like mad towards the music. Riley could feel it prodding at his memories, could see glimpses of his phantom family flashing in his mind. All of it was fleeting. He needed to hurry.

It all happened so quickly and seized him by surprise, so Riley didn’t have any expectations as he approached the source of the music. He was fully prepared to stumble upon a mythical Pokemon like Azelf within a waterfall, or the fantastical fairies of his own world, to reveal something to the boy. Yet somehow he was still caught by surprise at just what was revealed.

“What the-”

“Jesus-!”

The silver rectangle dropped from Markus’s lips as the human withdrew. His echoing scream replaced the music, and his hand slid back and reached for something. After a metallic click he looked towards the intruder to see a Riolu standing atop the waterfall. It was hard to say which one was more surprised. For Markus’s part, he was supposed to be alone out here for miles upon miles, yet that obviously wasn’t the case. He stared, suppressing his fear.

The Riolu stared back, unsure of what to feel. Perplexion had turned to wonder, turned to an internal calling, and now there was only forgot about everything for half a minute.

Festuum’s hoarse chuckle broke the silence as he strolled up behind Riley. While it only made Riley’s mind work harder to process, Markus sighed as he seemed to relax. “You were supposed to be another two days,” the human noted.

“We should’ve been,” the Greninja agreed. “But there was a Slurpuff tailing us. We had to hit the Funhouse to shake ‘em. Would’ve been a lot of fun if we didn’t have to sprint for fifty miles on little to no sleep.”

Markus nodded grimly before adding his own insight: “That must’ve sucked.”

“You don’t say,” Festuum grumbled.

All Riley could manage were confused murmurings as he looked between the two as they conversed. He could feel himself being overwhelmed. Perhaps Festuum was only trying to ease him when he ruffled the top of Riley’s head with a damp hand, but Riley was anything but eased when he swatted him away.

The Greninja recoiled. “What’s the matter?”

Riley stared at him incredulously and held back an outraged scream, though just barely. “Aside from the usual? That! Him!” He gestured wildly towards Markus, who for his part was washing the silver rectangle in the shallows of the small lake, sharing Festuum’s casual demeanor. “That’s an actual human, right? Flesh and all?”

“Yeah. I told you about him,” Festuum replied. “When we first sat down and talked, remember? I told you I have a buddy named Markus that’s a human. And that’s him.”

“That’s not… I’m really not in the mood for your games. You know what I mean,” the boy said through his teeth.

The Greninja met the boy’s challenging stare consideringly, and after a short inhale he called over to Markus. “You wanna handle this one?”

Markus shrugged. “I guess.” He blew into the rectangle. The sound was warped for the first few seconds, but slowly it turned into that rustic melodic buzz again. “Yes, I am. And no, I don’t know how,” Markus said evenly. “It’s all one big fuckin’ mess and I’m in the middle of it. Sad to say, I’m used to it.”

Riley only hesitated momentarily. “But you’re… Where are you from? How did you even get here? And that song! What was-”

A damp hand on the boy’s shoulder seized his attention. “Easy there, don’t hurt yourself. Save all your questions for the morning.”

“What?! But-”

“Riley? You’re running off of excitement,” Festuum explained. “In five more minutes or so you’re going to feel actually dead. There’s a lot to say on both sides here, and I really don’t want to have to go over it all twice.”

“Agreed,” Markus chimed.

They boy protested, although his eyelids did feel heavy now that they were brought to his attention. “B-but, the song. And the language! A-and…” He shifted his voice to a whisper and added, “Why is he naked?”

Festuum paused as his eyes shifted over to the man by the lake. “That’s… a fair point,” he observed with a disturbed twinge in his voice, folding his arms across his chest dramatically. “Markus? Why are you naked in front of a child?”

After a glance to confirm this, Markus rolled his eyes. “Fuck off,” he spat, and pointed at his thumb to the branches that his clothes hung from. There was no attempt to cover up or sign of embarrassment. Merely, he tended to the rectangle, drying it off with his wrist.

Festuum paused then nodded. “Hard to argue with that,” he observed. In fact it was actually impossible. “You gonna hang here or are you gonna follow us to Kanga’s?”

“‘Kanga’s?’” Riley repeated.

Markus shook his head. “Clothes still need to dry for a while longer. Only wrung them out about twenty minutes ago, and since my dumbass decided to do this at night… I’ll be here a while.”

“What, so you’re willing to stand naked in front of a child, but risking mamma Kanga is too-”

“Fuck. Off,” Markus’s scowl was a little too convincing, and the thief and the boy recoiled from his piercing gaze.

Through a short series of glances and gestures they decided to leave. Riley followed the Greninja down a short drop beside the waterfall, around the small lake, and along the bank of the brook. The gentle roar of the cascade grew fainter with each passing second, and a minute later it was replaced by that tinny melodica again. With the excitement mostly gone, Riley could feel the weight of his own limbs as he dragged himself forward.

His filters down, Riley accidentally let a question slip. “What is that?” Additionally he didn’t catch the sharp look in Festuum’s weary eyes. “That song, that instrument- I recognize them, but, of course I don’t know where.”

The Greninja sighed. “Just this one, okay? Then you keep it bottled until we all sit down in the morning.” After a short pause in which Riley tried and failed to act calm, Festuum obliged. “It’s called a harmonica. A simple instrument for people who don’t want to learn a real one. It’s a popular choice for hicks, rangers and prisoners, though weirdly it has a sort of cultural nostalgia.”

Riley whispered the word to himself as he visualized that silver rectangle with perforations in the sides. “Harmonica… harmonica…” Something was there, but he didn’t know what. He could sense it just beyond his grasp, infuriatingly close. “And what about the song?”

“I told you, just the one question.”

“I know, I’m sorry, but I think I’m onto something here. It sounds so-”

“It’s a popular song. You probably just heard it on the radio or something,” the Greninja interjected, accidentally adding another word to the boy’s jumbled mess of curiosities. “I can even prove it. ‘Take the Long Way Home,’ by Supertramp. Ring any bells?”

The Riolu furrowed his brow as he felt around for the memory that so taunted him, eluding his grasp like fish in the water. He hummed and he fought off his own fatigue, for any second now he would have it. Neither the title nor the musicians sounded familiar, so he had to try another angle. “How do you know-”

“Alright.” Festuum pressed two fingers together and drew them across his lips. He would say not another word for the rest of the night. Riley whined and protested, but when that got him nowhere he relented. If whatever eluded him was important he wound find it tomorrow. And besides, he was losing his fight with his own exhaustion.

Riley didn’t remember hopping the fence into the berry grove, and he scarcely made note of the cottage whose windows were all dark. He didn’t remember as Festuum quietly opened the back door and lead him through the hallway illuminated only by a sliver of moonlight. He didn’t even remember loud snoring muffled by two rooms worth of walls or the joke Festuum made about them. In that way, his debility was a blessing. He only recalled suddenly dropping onto a soft, cool bed and being covered with something plush and floofy that draped over him completely and then some. He was out before he knew it with only a lingering thought dedicated to the harmonica. He even had respite from his tormentful dreams of the boy he had replaced.

  



39. The Closest Thing to Home


    
    “Here you are!” Kangaskhan placed a wicker basket on the table outside. A fine red cloth laid inside, and her bulky claws peeled the top away with a puff of steam to reveal its contents: lumpy, misshapen biscuits with golden tops and a sprinkling of some kind of herb baked in. They smelled heavenly, even though they looked rough and irregular. “Sorry it took so long. If I had been warned, I would’ve had something prepared, but… Anyways! Eat up.”

“Th-thank you,” said Riley. He, Festuum and Markus sat around the table on the porch, and latter two immediately went to work spreading the biscuits around along with small bowls of jam. Markus was wrapped back in his bandaging, rags, shawls and his cloak, save for his face. The wrappings were in a loose coil around his neck and his hood was pulled down, allowing him to smear bluish jelly on a biscuit with a single unwrapped finger and take a good, messy bite. Festuum was mirroring him, albeit with more tact than his shaggy-faced friend.

“Oh how I missed these,” Festuum sighed longingly. “Thanks, Kanga. It’s as warm as any welcome I could ask for.”

“Seconded,” Markus agreed.

Kangaskhan smiled modestly before waving them off. “Stop it, you two,” she said without conviction. She would have sassed them, but the guest at her table- a shy and confused looking Riolu- stood on the end of his chair and stretched for one of the biscuits. “Oh for the love-” she cut herself off and placed one in front of the boy. “I’m sorry. I never have children over, so-”

“It’s fine,” Riley interrupted. It wasn’t really. The chairs were far too big for him, and the table sized for a seven-foot behemoth like Kangashkan, so even when he sat on his knees his head poked just above the table. This psychologically put him in a weaker position, and even though there was nothing to debate or negotiate over, Riley didn’t appreciate it. But he didn’t say anything. Even though they had only first met minutes ago, Riley found himself almost unable to offend mamma Kanga.

She hovered around for a minute longer, but when Markus reached into his layers of cloth and placed a journal on the table, she took the hint. Her smile wavered. “I’ll… leave you to it, then. It’s about time for my morning walk,” she said as she turned to walk back in through the front door. “Do you need anything before I leave?”

Festuum shook his head, though she likely couldn’t see that. “We should be fine. You’ve done enough for us already.” A moment of quiet later, her heavy footsteps announced her leaving through the back. The door slid shut behind her and she went on her way.

“She’s sweet,” Riley noted, quietly so she wouldn’t overhear.

Markus nodded agreement as his other hand removed a few other trinkets: a corked inkwell and a petrified twig. “She is. And I don’t want her corrupted by any of this business. The less Kanga knows, the safer she will be. Understand?”

Riley nodded.

“Right.” The journal opened to the first page, which Markus lingered upon for a moment. Don’t stop- the path is lined with them. A second later he flipped through the pages until he found the entry from the previous day. “Okay, here’s how we’re gonna do this. We’re gonna ask a few questions about you. You’re gonna tell us if you know anything. If there’s enough that we can trust you, we’ll fill in the gaps. Otherwise…” He referred over to the Greninja, who in turn only shook his head.

Riley cocked his head, unsure of what he did to earn their suspicion. His best guess was they thought it was all a scheme to lure them out, but Gallade’s murder and everything that followed would be too steep a cost for what he would get out of it. And the implication for something so irrational… he swallowed.

“But let’s not worry about that yet. One step at a time, alright? Alright.” Markus dipped the petrified twig in the uncorked inkwell. “We’re gonna start off simple. Tell me everything you can remember, no matter how minor. You never know what’ll be important.”

The boy took a deep breath before searching through his sparse gallery. “Everything?” he clarified, and Festuum nodded confirmation. “Okay. My first name is Riley, but I don’t know the rest. I’m about… My guess was fifteen, but I couldn’t tell you for sure. I remember vaguely my mom and dad, but I had an older brother. His name is Luke, and aside from a few… things, all I really remember about him is a scar on his nose. Oh, and this show we were watching. A Piece, or The Piece… The One Piece? Something like that.”

With each word Markus scribbled down notes, and he went on for a while after Riley finished his meagre briefing. After a thoughtful hum he shared a glance with Festuum. What had been more interesting to Markus were the things unmentioned and disregarded. Either Riley didn’t know they even existed, or Riley did and just didn’t think them relevant. That would be determined with a little force.

Festuum took over and pressed the Riolu this time. “Is that all of it? You don’t remember where you live? What you looked like? Friends? Anything taking place outside? If you wore glasses? If you were a boy or a girl? Your birthday? Nothing else?”

Riley let out a startled laugh. Were they serious? “Uhm… No, that’s about it, but I think it’s pretty obvious I’m a boy.”

Markus raised a bushy eyebrow as his crude pen hovered above the page. “You know that for sure?” he asked.

Under both his and Festuum’s gazes, inspecting Riley’s each and every movement and hesitation, doubt formed in the boy. “Uh… w-well, look at me-”

“Damn it,” Markus groaned in genuine annoyance, only punctuated by the harsh scratches on the page. He wrote quickly and drew lines through his previous notes. “You take care of this one, will you?”

“I’ll do it, but you’re the one with all the terms in your index. Don’t yell at me if I get some of it wrong,” the Greninja said.

“Did… Did I say something wrong?” the boy asked, unsure if he was confused or afraid.

After Festuum wiped his hands on the table, he adjusted his posture and met the Riolu’s eyes. It was hard to stay serious when his head poked just above the table like a dog begging for treats, but he fought hard to suppress his smile. “So to start off, you should know something about how you got here. While the means are unknown, a side effect of it is severe and incredible trauma to the mind that never fails to result in memory loss. It’s most common for it to wind up being the most severe case: complete amnesia. Are you following me?” Riley nodded, and Festuum went on.

“And in addition, the bodies they wake up in are in no way related to their human bodies. Sometimes their biologies are completely alien. They could be a quadruped like Eevee, or whatever kind of snake Dunsparce is. You got lucky with a biped, but it’s still not the same as your human body. It’s all done at random. You still following me?” Again, Riley nodded. He was afraid he knew where Festuum was going with this.

“Now let’s say you wake up and you can barely remember your name, and you’re in some weird-ass body. You’re screaming. You’re trying to put together your previous identity. And the body you’re in is male. Unconsciously people seem to believe it was made for them somehow, so they believe that’s what they are.”

Riley’s face was rigid and unmoving, betrayed only by his eyes being a little too wide and his mouth slightly ajar. It took him a second, but he came to some vague realization that came out of nowhere. “My name- Riley, it’s… what’s the word? Androgynus, right?” Festuum folded his hands together and nodded solemnly. The news hit Riley harder than it really should have, given that it changed absolutely nothing, but it was the uncertainty that weighed on him. Riley had to be a boy, hadn’t she- er, he? He thought so, but that was all Riley had to reaffirm this: his guess.

Absently, Riley fell back into his chair, his face disappearing as his legs dangled. It was relatively silent, with only a gentle wind and the babbling brook to compliment Markus’s scribbling. Neither spoke. Festuum made no attempt to ease the blow further. Whatever they did, Riley couldn’t see it, but he didn’t need a shoulder to cry on. The silent company did just fine. Riley needed only to digest the news thoroughly.

It must’ve been over a minute of respite before Riley found his breath again, and once he did he said the first thing on his mind: “Jesus, what else is a lie?”

“W-well, we don’t know it’s a ‘lie’ persay,” Festuum backpedaled. “If it helps, you act as boyish-”

“It doesn’t,” Riley interjected. Though he wasn’t apparently outraged or emotional, and violence seemed the furthest thing from his mind at the moment, Festuum involuntarily recoiled “This doesn’t change anything, but it’s gonna bother the hell out of me. There’s no way to know for sure, is there?”

“Only one.” Markus reentered the conversation as he set down his makeshift pen. “Wait until you remember something conclusive. And that’s not looking like it’ll be any time soon.” He looked over to Festuum. “What’re you thinking? Type four?”

“Probably. That sounds right,” the Greninja agreed after a pause.

The spell over Riley weakened. “Type four?”

“Your memories. Type four is the most common, and it’s also the most infuriating,” Markus explained. “The amnesia caused by being dragged here often results in a lot of your memories being walled off, and those walls tend to be strong. It takes time-”

“Oh! I know this one already,” said Riley. “Rose told me all about it two weeks back. There’s a strong seal, right?”

His inquisitors shared another glance as they held council through nothing more than gestures and expressions. Had he just…?

“That’s right. And Rose is…?” The pen dipped into the inkwell, shook dry, then hovered above the page. His anticipation was almost tangible- Riley could feel it. A second later he realized why and felt like an idiot.

“Right, yeah. I probably… should’ve told you about her earlier.” He rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment. “She’s uh… like me. A human. But for whatever reason I was the only one singled out.”

Markus almost choked. “I’m sorry, what?!”

“Sorry. It’s just, I almost forgot about that myself. When I think about them, I only think-”

“THEM?!” he shouted. The man’s heart beat with such vigor that Riley could hear it from across the table. Instinctively he yelped and flinched back in his chair. “Festuum, did you know about this?!”

The Greninja shook his head, mirroring his companion’s surprise. “It was mostly quiet on the walk here. Had no clue I was escorting such a goldmine.”

With great effort Markus settled back down and carefully began his notes. “Don’t skip anything, Riley. If there are other humans besides us then I need to know,” he said, attempting to sound soft and failing. There was no holding back his hunger for information.

Again Riley was the subject of both their stares, and again he felt obligated to speak. “When I first woke up here, I was saved by two Explorers. They brought me back to the Guild when I was injured- poisoned, I think. I met Gallade in the infirmary. He pieced together what I was and told me to keep it secret. Said to watch what I say, and if word got out that I was on my own.” The boy paused at that before smirking grimly. “Looks like he was right. Always cryptic, from the very beginning…”

The Greninja nodded agreement, sharing the moment of solemnity. “Aye, a powerful figure with a thousand secrets. I never understood him, and now I’ll never get that chance.” It would’ve gone on longer if the scribbling on the page didn’t encourage Riley to hurry.

“A-anyway.” Riley shook his head. “Rose was one of the Explorers that saved me, and Gallade put me with them. It was about… two weeks ago, I think, that she put things together and confronted me. Scared the hell out of me. I’d thought I might have to-… We formed a partnership that day. The other member of the team- a Charmander named Pyro- he doesn’t know anything about it. He and Rose were paired up since before I got here.”

“I see…” Markus considered. “Real quick, what is she? Did she ever recount any of her own memories?”

“A Roselia. She…” He trailed off as he recalled the clock tower, where Rose first let everything off her chest. In some ways this was a continuation of that day, and thinking back on it made Riley’s heart ache. She didn’t have her terrible therapist anymore. Even if he wasn’t any good at it it, it still felt scummy to share any details. They were given to him with confidence, and to divulge any of it… Well, they only need part of it… I’m sorry Rose.

“She only told me a bit of her own memories. I think she was more concerned with my own than telling me everything. All she said was that she used to paint and that she played this one game about… I think it was a lawyer,” he told them. “There was this other big rant she went on though- about all the flora being nearly identical, and the impossibility of using fire or lightning. There was… some other stuff too. I think she wondered about all that a lot.”

“Tell me about it,” Markus said in what was not quite a scoff. “Fire and Electric-types are always the most infuriating to study biologically. Ice, too.”

Festuum offered a question he already knew the answer to. “And what about Ghost?”

“We don’t talk about Ghost.”

“And Psychic-”

“Not now,” Markus growled. “In case you haven’t noticed, we just got another subject of interest, and he might have more for us. Riley, if you would?”

“Oh, uh, there… isn’t much more,” the boy admitted. “Gallade never told me much of anything, and Rose didn’t want to overwhelm me. I’ve probably learned more about what I am this past week than anything Gallade showed me.”

“And I doubt he ever wrote anything down. Just my luck,” Markus murmured.

There was a long pause before Riley worked up the courage to speak again, compromising his other contact but strengthening his relationship with these two. But it would be worth it, and the network of humans would branch out and connect even further. “There’s one other that I know of though. And I don’t think even Gallade knew about him,” he said, unaware of the meeting Gallade had in his cells with the subject. “Do you guys know about Joker?”

“Oh. Him,” Festuum said with a hint of a scowl. “Yeah I know of him. How’s he wrapped into this?”

“He’s a human, too.”

“What?” they said in unison.

“I know. It caught me by surprise. I stopped by to knock his teeth out and find where that bastard Bisharp went to, but, we talked instead. And… I think we’re friends?”

“Explain,” Markus demanded. The twig went back to work dancing across the page. Distantly Riley wondered just how much he had written and how detailed it could’ve been.

“Well… Joker was part of the raiders that worked with Bisharp that night. That’s why I chased after him. After… some things though, level heads pulled through and we talked instead. I got some intel on Bisharp, but you’re probably more interested that… He told me he knows one more. And, if I wanted to know anything all I had to do was head to the library at Knowall Town. That would be great if heading back west wasn’t suicide.”

The Greninja raised a brow. “What, the one ran by that standoffish Espeon?” And the center of the web of intelligence woven for the crime syndicate that runs throughout Arushar? he didn’t add.

Riley only shrugged. “I’ve never been inside.”

With one final scratch, Markus set his crude pen down and slid the book out of his shadow and into the sunlight to dry. His fingers were trembling as he looked over the journal. Two pages were completely filled with bullet points and notes scrawled in the margins. He used as much space as he could while remaining organized. “And if you’re telling your tale chronologically, you then met up with my bud here ten minutes later. Did you skip anything else? Or is that all?”

After going through it once more, the Riolu nodded. “That’s all I can remember.”

“Jesus christ,” Markus said with a smirk. “They were right to stay quiet about humans ‘til now. Riley, you’ve become just about the biggest scandal since the start of the Guild, and as a result you’ve turned into damn good bait. This is the biggest break we’ve had in a long, long while, wouldn’t you say?”

“Made second only by when I snagged a historical compendium. Aside from that… Well, I think we have our work ahead of us,” Festuum agreed.

Again, Riley only shrugged. “At least something good came out of this mess.” It almost didn’t make him feel terrible about the whole ordeal, but just like with them, he had something to get out of this exchange as well. “So, what about the rest?”

“The rest? Oh. Right, yeah.” Thoughtfully Markus scratched at his chin through his beard. His gaze wandered from the boy to the journal, to the garden, to the cottage’s interior and the babbling brook. Filling the boy in would take some time, and Kanga could reasonably be expected back starting in ten minutes. “Y’know, I could go for a change in scenery,” he stated. “Been sitting too long. Biscuits have gone cold.” He grabbed another and took a bite. While they weren’t steaming hot anymore that didn’t change the fact that they were spectacular.

“That doesn’t answer-”

“Hey buddy.” He swallowed his food and turned to the Greninja, who in turn merely raised his brow again, which only grew when Markus spoke again. “You know, I could really go for a haircut right about now.”

…

He had been serious. With a chair hoisted over his shoulders Markus left the porch, followed the brook, and began his walk with Festuum at his side. Riley, not knowing what else to do, followed along a few paces behind. He prodded for answers the best he could and got little more than idle grunts and sighs. The only words he got before they crossed the fence was smalltalk about their simple breakfast.

The chair went over the post fence first, followed shortly by Markus and Festuum both hopping over. Riley could’ve followed but chose to slip carefully through the wiring instead. He looked up to them again to see Markus carefully yet imperfectly measuring the distance they’d gone in those few minutes. He nodded.

“This should be good enough. She can’t overhear us all the way out here, and we’ll know if she tries to follow,” Markus noted.

The boy’s ears twitched, and he bit at the first sign of information. “K-kanga? What, we can’t trust her?”

“Let this be your first lesson in this game, Riley. The prey that lives the longest is the prey that thinks carefully and long-term,” Festuum told him, presuming where Markus was going with this. “If you’re going to join us, you need to understand that this is a special kind of hunt. Being quick and clever is only a small part of things. The two c’s you need to memorize are ‘careful and calculating.’”

“That’s right,” Markus confirmed. “It’s not that we don’t trust her, it’s that you can never be too careful. Kanga might accidentally let something slip. She doesn’t talk to others a lot, but she likes to. So she might get so excited that something could slip.”

Riley weighed that over. Once he understood it he gave a simple reply that was little more than an acknowledgement: “That makes sense.” But he didn’t stop thinking there. A new kind of hunt? Just what did it entail? He had only just started to learn about being chased, and here that was only a fraction of things to come?

“Of course, I got the same impression from you,” Markus continued, snapping the boy back to reality before he even lost sight of it. “You weren’t all that hesitant to tell us everything you knew. And all you had to go on was our promise.”

“But, you’re a-”

“A human? So what?” he interjected, cold but not stern, not sparing a single backwards glance. “If I had the responsibility of catching humans, and I saw one in their original body in this world, I wouldn’t kill them. I’d recruit them. I’d use them secretly whenever a case of a human got out to take advantage of their desperation. And if that were the case, you’d have not only ruined the tatters of the Guild’s reputation, but you’d have exposed a whole line of other humans to be dealt with.”

Riley’s gaze sunk. His ears drooped. He could have just sold out the last of his friends, and the boy hadn’t even thought of the possibility. What was he supposed to say? What did this mean now?

“I’ll tell you what you’re entitled to,” Markus went on after a moment to let that settle. “I’ll tell you the basics of what we found, and a little about us. This only means you have a lot to earn.”

“Harsh, but it ain’t a bad deal,” Festuum added.

“No, I get it,” the Riolu said solemnly. “I didn’t realize the position I was in. If this is how things are, then… Yeah. Trust needs to be earned.” Though the means and the time were unknown, the cautiousness he was up against was daunting. It might take weeks or months to get anything more.

Markus cleared his throat. “Starting with you again, I can tell you that you spoke English. There isn’t much solid information to go on. That’s actually from that song you overheard last night. The band who wrote it is a British band, but they’re popular in America too. So you’re probably from one of those two places.”

“Or Canada,” Festuum added.

“Yeah, there too, but…” He coughed into his hand. “Anyways, your name too. It’s from somewhere in the U.K., and since that’s the birthplace of English-speaking nations, we can’t narrow that down any further. And unfortunately I don’t know anything about the show you mentioned. So there’s little we can do to help you find out who you were.”

“‘Little?’ So there is-”

“I was getting to that,” he said with feigned outrage. “If you’re gonna work with us, it’s only fair that we tell you a bit about ourselves.”

“I’ve said just about all there is to say,” said the Greninja. “You know my name and what I do, and you’ve seen my tricks and tips. All that’s left is… Well, him.”

They could see the small lake through the trees now, accompanied by the gentle roar of the waterfall. Each step closer dampened his voice more and more. The only way it could be much better, especially with all the foliage to further block the sound, was if one of the storms passed over. Unfortunately the weather was fair, so Markus would have to make do.

“I was just a guy from San Francisco before this, but now twelve cycles separate me from the Markus Vicario that prowled those streets. After being here this long, I only have a piece of all my memories- a third, I would guess.” This too was said evenly and plainly, keeping his tone in check, keeping his hand hidden. “The last thing I can put a date to puts me in 2005, but, there’s probably a good chunk of time after that still hidden. It’s kinda infuriating if I’m being honest. All this time and I can’t even remember how I got here. One day I was on the beach, and then I woke up sunburnt and in the middle of a sandstorm. All I had were the dusty clothes on my back, this worthless saber, and a few… other things.”

“I meant to ask about that,” Riley said, imitating his even tone. “I meant to ask about a lot of things, but, the sword and the harmonica most of all. How could a sword be worthless?”

Markus skipped a beat before answering quietly, “That’d be classified.”

“Classified?”

“It means that it’s top secret,” Festuum explained with a straight face.

“Wha- that’s not what I meant. I wanted to know how-”

“Still classified,” Markus said again.

The boy started to protest, feeling his face grow heated and his paws ball into fists, but he caught himself before it went anywhere. With only a small amount of thought he started to understand, or at least he thought he did. The secrets that resided within that saber, from the techniques used to forge it to the way it was to be wielded, could be invaluable. Weapons from this world were either crude or simplistic. Honestly, the saber would be as high priority a target as Markus himself would be. It made sense to keep as much about it secret as he could.

Riley shook his head and waved the matter away. “Forget I saw it.”

A few feet from the shore, Markus set the chair down before taking a seat. “It’s the same with a lot of the other questions you’ll be asking, too: classified. And what isn’t classified is something we just don’t know. But there are things like the harmonica that you’re free to ask about, because the harmonica is simple. It plays music.”

“You can’t tell me how I got here?” Riley asked.

“Nope.”

“And you won’t tell me anything about where I came from?”

“Not any more than I have.”

Riley held himself back. He was beginning to understand the secretive nature of this hunt, or at least well enough to follow along, but that didn’t quell his fury. The answers promised to him were locked away. How he got here, who they were, all the things they learned over the years, what they’ve been doing all this time- all off-limits. And that was fine. Annoying, but fine. But to pretend that this was still an open conversation? Nonsense! Had he come all this way just to hear the opening to a song-… A quiet gasp escaped him as Riley thought he understood. Thought, and clung to desperately.

During his musings, Festuum had strolled up behind the chair his friend sat in. At his sitting height Markus wasn’t much shorter than him. Shadows shifted and grew from his palm until the Greninja’s Night Slash formed a short, slender, rigid razor. A brief exchange conveyed that Markus wanted as thorough a trim as he could manage, and to make sure none of the cut hair got away. The Greninja hummed as he went to work on the thick, spongey beard.

“That language you spoke last night,” the Riolu stated. “English, right? Could you… Cold you speak in it? Is that too much?”

The two communicated through glances and incredibly subtle gestures (a razor at one’s throat demands subtlety) ending with simultaneous nods. Festuum coughed to clear his throat before taking on that alien quality to his voice as he spoke a language not designed for him. “I don’t see why not. You’ve heard it before.”

“Ah!” He gasped with delight. Now that he had been prepared for it, he noted the complexity compared to the normal speech. The sounds were more distinct even though their meanings were functionally identical. “I understood that! So, that means-”

“That you were an English-speaker. We went over this,” said Festuum. A piece of the beard fell and tumbled down the cloak. “Although, we might try and test it with slang…”

“Don’t bother. After all the time gone by, slang probably changed drastically.” It sounded more natural coming from Markus, for his throat didn’t have to contort itself. It was his native, natural tongue, and his low, smokey voice only added to it a rough quality that Riley enjoyed listening to. It nearly blinded him to the obvious question that suddenly sprung up.

“-Wait. If that was English, then… What were we speaking in before then?”

“A universal language that Pokemon use,” said the Greninja, reverting back to it as he explained. “Since it doesn’t have a name, we’ve come to call it ‘Pokéspeak.’ And before you ask, it’s-”

“It’s classified. I know I know,” the boy grumbled. It was another annoyance to throw on the pile, and this one Riley could feel as it gnawed at him. How could Markus, a human, apparently converse in this ‘Pokéspeak?’ But in the same breath, Riley had figured out the rules. He could only ask about things he already knew. All the things he didn’t know and everything that wasn’t harmless fluff were classified. He might be able to ask about that city Markus mentioned, but if he tried to understand how Festuum fit into this he would only be met with that word he was slowly coming to loathe.

Riley strolled up to the shore. The grass out here was already tall, and around the lake it was almost up to his chin. As he watched the calm surface of the lake shimmer in the mid-morning light, Riley steadied himself. This was his first and foreseeably only chance to feel human, and he wouldn’t let these tight restraints ruin the moment for him.

“Keep going,” the boy urged evenly. “Quotes, lyrics, facts… Anything. Even if I don’t get it, even if I don’t remember anything, it’s part of my home. Please.”

“Anything…?” Markus murmured. “Shit, kid. Way to put me on the spot.”

“He already knows Supertramp. We could try that,” Festuum suggested, equally as quiet. A series of intricate, purposeful swipes of the razor had taken off most of the beard, and now all that remained was the trim. For the most part the Greninja had resigned to be an observer.

The man hummed thoughtfully. A voice like his wasn’t built for singing, so if the boy wanted English, he had at least a few quotes he could pull out. After a deep breath and a moment’s consideration, he saw one and took it. “Seek strength. The rest will follow. I may be small, but I will die a colossus.”

A second later, the Greninja added his own. “Where there is love, there is life.”

Markus fired back. “Write your story the way you would want it written.” It had turned into a little memory game between the two, and Riley listened intently and replayed the sentences over and over in his head.

“When I’m with you, I don’t have to try to be happy. I just am,” the frog sighed whimsically.

“Smile- tomorrow will be worse,” lamented the man bluntly.

“It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog.”

“What good is a hound with no hares to hunt?”

“I wish that you could see your scars turn into beauty.”

“You’ve got a heart of gold. Don’t let them take it from you.”

The boy did it without thinking like a infant mimicking its parents, and murmured something that could almost be considered a word. “Hrrd… Hrr… t. T.” His brow furrowed as his mouth struggled to form the shapes needed to speak. He knew the word instinctively, yet his tongue couldn’t properly wrap around the letters. “Hhhh… hair… hear…t? Heart?”

Festuum stifled a chuckle. “That’s right. ‘Heart,’” he said like a teacher to a toddler. But to his disappointment, Riley didn’t get flustered and wilt. In fact all he did was roll his eyes and continue to try his hand at his native language, making awkward, clumsy noises as he tried to replicate what the others had done.

“Sneaky,” noted Markus, “but if you wanted a lesson, you could’ve just asked.”

The boy tilted his head as he feigned innocence. “What, that’s not ‘classified?’” Just like Festuum, he too was disappointed to see the man not bite back. He merely stared at the lake as the slim black razor trimmed his beard into something tamed and almost stylish. And slowly, Riley got to watch a smirk bloom under that distant stare.

“Yes… Yes, that’d be the perfect exercise,” the man noted.

“What would?” the Greninja asked.

“Tell me when you’re moving on to my hair. I’ll show you then.”

“I’m not gonna like this, am I?”

“Fifty-fifty.”

It took just under a minute, and when it was over, Markus removed the silver rectangle from beneath his cloak- the harmonica. He put it up against his lips with his eyes closed, and slid it across with a steady stream of breath, showing off its full range. The sound it made was distinct and indescribable, yet still beautiful and nostalgic. “Still clean,” Markus observed. “Tell me Riley, do you know what a sing-along is?”

He gulped. “I- can guess.”

“Good ‘nough. Now these are usually done best with a guitar, but we gotta make do with what we got. There’s also supposed to be like five or six guys in on this too. That ain’t happening,” the man preluded. “When Grenji here says-”

“What, me? You’re making me sing?”

“Well I can’t. And there’s no way I’m letting you slobber all over the harmonica.”

“Rrgh… Fine,” Festuum relented. “Better than listening to you, anyways. Got a voice like a Vegas chain-smoker.”

“See? Now you get it.”

Riley was silent, his mouth slightly ajar with uncertainty. He was wary, but at the same time he couldn’t deny that he didn’t hate the idea. It just caught him by surprise.

“Where was I…? Right. When Grenji says something, you repeat it back. Don’t matter if you stumble or slur. Stick to the pace. Got it?” Markus asked.

“Y-yeah, I think so.”

With only an inhale as warning, he cupped the harmonica to his mouth and went to work playing a melody. Initially Markus showed off a bit, alternating the tune quickly and expertly, but it could’ve have lasted for more than ten seconds before he toned it down and slid into the background. He wasn’t supposed to be the main event here. That started when the Greninja cleared his throat and contorted his voice. “The o-ther day.”

“Ffe o’er tay.”

“I met a bear.”

“Ay m… meet a-”

“A great big bear.”

“… A ‘rate bih b-”

“Oh way up there.”

“Ohh whey op ffhair.”

The melody picked up in intensity just as Festuum got whisked away by the song, foreshadowing what would come in the next hour. And to Riley, it was just as magical as it was strange. “There other day, I saw a bear~! A great big bear! Oh way up there~!”

…

A day passed in peace, and the Riolu carried a pale of water behind him through the tilled fields behind the cottage. It wouldn’t have been difficult if the pale wasn’t half as tall as he was, and Kangaskhan had already scolded him for dragging it through some of the leafy stalks. So this meant putting a kink in his back as he put the curved handle over his shoulders and held it like a backpack. It looked just as awkward as it felt, but he had to. Nobody got to just sit around at Kanga’s.

Two days, Markus had declared the day before. Rest up for two days, but then we’ll need to get moving again. I know you might need more after your run. Nothing we can do ‘bout it though. Riley should’ve been happy, but he was getting little of the rest he needed. Even though the pain in his muscles was nothing but a shadow of what it had been during that night, it was still something he had a hard time ignoring. Hard, but not impossible.

In faint whispers he spoke to himself as he hauled the pale back and forth, from the brook to the fields then back to the brook. “Whet good ees u hond… What good ees a hond…” He thought he was nearly there. Riley couldn’t go and confirm it with either of them, but from what he remembered of that quote he was pretty damn close. It was just like learning to walk had been in this body- strange, foreign, but not impossible to adapt to. A slow smile stretched across his face as he wondered if Rose would be proud of him for this. All he had learned and all there was to learn still- she would be overjoyed if she were in his shoes. Riley wondered if-

“Boo.”

“-Ah!” Riley jolted half a foot in the air as Festuum cackled behind him. Half the contents of his bucket sloshed over the side and onto the Riolu’s head. He wiped his expression away along with all the water in his eyes, which he then flicked into the new filthy puddle at his feat.

“Did I catch you daydreaming?” Festuum asked in an amused tone of voice.

“No,” Riley lied, scowling at the Water-type. A glance into his pale revealed enough still remained, probably, so he shook his head and kept on going.

Festuum followed. “Then why were you smirking?”

“Wh-what do you want?” In a panicked attempt to avoid the question, Riley had inadvertently revealed too much of his hand, giving Festuum just enough to work with. He braced himself for whatever snarky joke would be made at his expense. Little did the boy know, Festuum was not the type to quickly play his hand.

“Just checkin’ in. Kanga’s about to make lunch now that she’s done getting firewood.” And shattering my wrist, he didn’t add. Kangaskhan didn’t have any heavy blades to help her. Instead she had Festuum’s Night Slash line up on the splintered logs for her to swing at. He was just lucky he was ambidextrous. At least the food she would make with it would taste good. “You need help finishing up? I can’t help but notice you’re a little behind.”

Noting that was the worst to come for now, Riley shrugged before regaining his balanced stance with the bucket against his back. “If you want to.” It had been quite a while, and he was only a little over a third of the way done. He wouldn’t deny any help. Festuum walked away again, and Riley went a little further before raising the bucket and carefully pouring it around the base of the stalks.

A minute later the Greninja returned with his own bucket filled from the brook, passing the boy as he did so. His longer stride made him faster and more efficient, and combined with his experience with the chore he quickly out-performed Riley. For every trip he made, Festuum completed three.

“What’s the matter?” the Greninja asked after some time and three more rows of leafy stalks.

“Hm?”

“You look all sullen. If something’s up, or if I’m bothering you, feel free to tell me.”

Riley pondered on that for a moment. He did feel a little sullen, but not significantly, and not over anything close to significant. Simply put, he didn’t like being the shortest. Festuum was twice his height, and Markus was over a foot taller than that. It only served to emphasize how out of place he felt, even if it was such a petty issue.

“It’s nothing,” the boy answered. Like hell he would admit to any of that.

There was a short pause, but Festuum only let a few seconds go by before he attempted to lighten the tone. “So why’re you carrying it like that? Normally Riolu don’t carry shit on their back.”

The boy shrugged. “I just did what felt right. Why?”

“Well, the way you’re balancing it on your back, you’re lifting with your legs, the attempted efficiency of motion… It just looks to me like you might’ve done this kind of work before,” the Greninja noted. “Maybe you were really outdoorsy, or you spent a few summers as a farmhand, or… Any number of options, really.”

Riley gave that a bit of thought before hurling that on the pile of questions with no answers. All he had was a guess, and it wasn’t even convincing to himself. Yet since he didn’t want to answer with silence and a shrug, he decided to carry on the conversation. “Is this how Markus does it?”

“For the most part.”

“And… I still can’t find out how you know so much?”

Festuum smirked. “I’m just a good friend.”

Riley let out a bitter laugh. “Well, at least you didn’t say ‘classified.’”

“See? You get used to it. Eventually.”

Two minutes later, their attention was grasped by a shrill whistle coming from the cottage. The cloaked figure of Markus stood on the porch waving an arm in the air, calling them over. Festuum waved back in acknowledgement, and then the former retreated inside while the latter began towards the brook.

“Is lunch ready?” Riley asked, hauling an empty bucket behind him as he followed.

“Yeah, probably. And Markus probably has something for you, if I read him right,” Festuum answered. He knew his friend well, but a distance of three hundred yards made observations blurry.

The boy’s ears perked. “Like what?”

“A book, maybe. I know Kanga was debating giving you one.” Even as he was adding that last part, Festuum knew that he probably shouldn’t have. If she decided to, she would’ve wanted it to be a surprise. That was usually how she was.

“But I thought-”

“Not everything is locked behind that single word,” the Greninja interjected with a playful smirk at the boy’s expense.

When they neared the bank, they set the buckets a few feet back from the water and followed it back to the cottage. It was a breezy day, and the indecisive sun couldn’t decide whether or not to stay hidden behind the rainless clouds- a beautiful and ideal lazy afternoon. The simplicity was disarming, but when Riley made it back to the porch he was fully alert.

Both Markus and Kanga had been waiting for him. The latter greeted him with a warm smile and a plate of something Riley vaguely recognized as a cousin of apple cobbler, only missing the thick syrup, while the former waited with his face obscured once again. A thick red tome with neat lettering was slid closer to him. Riley had to stand in his chair to read it: Biological Compendium: Volume IV. In English lettering.

“Be incredibly careful with that,” Markus stressed in a low growl, like a wolf warning trespassers into its den. “A lot of work went into that. Get any dirt or gunk on it, and I won’t be happy.”

Kanga swatted him on the side of his head as she emerged from the cottage. Since he rarely held back, Markus flailed as his chair teetered on two legs. “Don’t scare him,” she strongly suggested. Her other hand went around the table and placed utensils in front of the almost-cobbler. At first Riley thought they were spoons, but spoons weren’t supposed to be flat. They were more like tiny paddles.

His boot hooked onto the edge of the table and saved Markus from his tumble. The chair’s legs smacked back onto the porch. “What was that about?” he demanded.

“I don’t want you talking to your new friend that way,” she clarified. The tone of her voice tried to remain reasonable yet proclaimed she would not allow herself to be reasoned with. “This is the first one you’ve brought home in in five or six years. If you don’t wanna scare him off, you need to learn to be friendlier.”

Beneath his wrappings, Markus’s mouth was agape. “He has my book! He needs to know it’s important, God damn it!”

“Hey!” There was only a brief but boisterous warning when her foot stomped as she whirled around. Markus raised his arms to guard himself just in time to catch her powerful forearm. There was no preventing himself being thrown out of his chair and onto the wall, where he then groaned and slid to the floor. “Watch your mouth! Markus, you should know better than that!” Kanga scoffed. Suddenly calm again, she turned back to the frozen Riolu who awkwardly stared at the injured man, then placed her bulky hand on top of the boy’s head and ruffled his fur. “He’s such a bad influence. Don’t listen to him, okay Riley? You don’t need strong words to prove your point.”

“Kanga?” Festuum set his palm on her shoulder. “Tone it down. You just gave him a concussion.”

“Knocked some sense into him is what I’ve done,” she muttered.

Markus’s reply was preceded by another groan. “Feels an awful lot like a headache. Jesus…” With a bandaged hand clasped to the side of his head, the man slowly stood to his feet and stared up at the sun. One… Two… Three… Four… “No concussion, but still. Christ Kanga! Don’t you think-”

“It bothers me,” she scolded. “That’s all I need to say. I don’t think I’m asking too much.”

Riley coughed. Watching this was like watching a friend fight with their parents, and he didn’t want to deal with the tension in the air. “So, about this book…?” Festuum gave a subtle nod. Good call.

Reluctantly accepting his loss, Markus slid into the neighboring seat from the Riolu. “It’s exactly what it says it is. Be real careful with it. Not a single word in there came easy,” he stressed, albeit much gentler than before. “Think of it as an encyclopedia.”

“About what?”

“Exactly what the title says,” Festuum answered before taking the flat spoon and helping himself to a bite of the not-cobbler. “Mmm~! Damn, Kanga! This really is the best-” He was out of his chair and knocked over the banister before he could finish his statement as a rolling pin bounced off his head. A small streak of red shined on the side of his head.

Kangaskhan sighed as her instrument of war rolled back to her gradually. “You’re hopeless- both of you,” she noted, then scooped it up and retreated back inside.

“… part of coming home,” Festuum weakly finished, then coughed. “Yup. There’s a concussion. Dear lord she’s rough…”

Markus shrugged. “Your own fault. Should’ve been more careful.”

“Bite me.”

With genuine concern and a hint of fear in the boy’s voice, Riley asked quietly, “Are you okay?”

“Probably not,” Festuum answered honestly and pushed himself off the banister and back to his feet. “She doesn’t hold back since she knows we can take it. I’ll be back in a minute. Gonna get something for this headache.”

Markus waved him away with one hand while the other flipped open the cover to the thick tome. The first page was a list of Pokemon followed by a series of numbers, of which Riley only had time to note a few of them. Joltik - 17, Galvantula - 22, Audino - 26. There were dozens of names and numbers, yet Markus knew which one to flip to, and after skipping past countless passages and sketches he arrived at a page that made the boy pause.

“Maybe they showed you something like this back at the Guild. Maybe not. But, I figured it couldn’t hurt.”

“Is… Is this what I think it is?”

“Between the title and what’s in front of you, that should be pretty clear.”

In the center of the left page was a detailed sketch of a Riolu in an idle pose. Neat lines stemmed off from different parts of the body and lead into concise passages. One from the head proclaimed Short muzzle, smaller ears, proportionally larger head, while another from the knee read Longer legs, tight muscles. Good for distance and power. The diagram was complemented by the neighboring page, on which were written several longer passages that were each titled. Biology, Habitat and Behavior, Known Movepool, Techniques…

Riley’s mouth hung open. He tried to speak yet didn’t know what to say. An amazed obscenity almost escaped him, but he had the presence of mind to be afraid of being painfully scolded. He leaned forward and planted his paws on either side of the book as if to trap it there, and then began to pour over the first passage.


  Biology



  A bipedal canine that stands between twenty-four and thirty inches in height, and thirty-five to fifty pounds in weight. Their bodies are lithe and tight with muscle, making them one of the skinniest Fighting-types out there proportionally. Their fur is blue with simple patterns of black along the face, legs and upper chest. Strangely the canine features, such as the ears and the muzzle, are somewhat shorter than on other canines.


The next few paragraphs went partially over his head. He understood most of it, but when it started delving into the inner cavities and bringing up organs he didn’t know existed, and especially half of the talk about about him being a ‘subtle canine,’ it felt like Riley had snapped awake half-way through a lecture. Yet he processed it all, and even if he didn’t get it, he was still unbelievably excited.

“You made this yourself?” Riley judged. It was an easy conclusion given the language it was written in, but there was the chance he could be answered with that single dreaded word.

“‘Course I did. There’s not many who can write all that. Or, any of that,” the man answered with a dash of pride and a hint of disdain. Was it not obvious?

“B-b-but, all this data- how could you-”

“Three parts observed by myself, one part what I’ve read. Most of that was just used to back up what I saw.” He tapped the side of his head, and although his expression was obscured Riley could tell he was smirking. “You can only trust what you see with your own eyes.”

The boy hesitated. “So… Then I should disregard all this?”

Markus rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that crap,” he scoffed. The boy snickered, shook his head, then went back to the book for the next section: Habitat and Behavior.

“You really wrote all this? For everything?” asked Riley without looking up.

“I did,” Markus answered, “but not for everything. I have… four hundred eighty-seven full entries, give or take a dozen. Over two hundred more are half-completed and scattered in a bunch of journals. There’s still plenty of Pokemon I haven’t seen yet. I travel, but not for them.”

The boy considered that momentarily. “All without asking anybody…” he trailed off.

“Well, only on a few. Festuum helped of course. And Kanga… Well, I learned a thing or two from her as well.” Riley didn’t see the coy look in his eyes, but he did notice the pause Markus left after that statement. When he glanced back up Markus was staring back at him. “And it would seem that you’re another such chance.”

“O-oh.” He shifted his gaze between the tome and its author, back and forth as his incredulity grew. “You’re kidding, right? You probably know more about me than I do.”

“I do, but you’re not as simple as you think you are,” Markus countered. “I’ve been able to piece together a lot with intuition and some basic science. “The weirdest thing about you at a glance is your blue fur. There are a lot of weird Pokemon out there. Like all the Grass-types stuck between flora and fauna. Gettin’ real sick of that spectrum. I honestly prefer dealing with Fire and Electric-types that contain unbelievable amounts of energy like goddamn dragons.”

“Watch it!” Kangaskhan shouted from deep within the cottage.

Markus rolled his eyes. “Anyways, all of that is strange but studiable. Psychics annoy me the most, but there’s another intangible force I can’t learn much about as is: aura.”

“Aura?” Riley cocked his head. “The stuff that makes my hits stronger?”

What followed was a dreadfully long silence as Markus’s brown eyes squinted at the boy. He was merely annoyed. He wanted to groan, to scream, to scold, but he would only be chastising a child for being a child. With a defeated sigh, Markus pointed to to a section labeled Abilities and Oddities. “Just… read that.”

With a twinge of unexplained guilt, Riley did just that, and a minute later he had his response. “Is that what it was…?”

“What what was?”

“Oh, well… I don’t know how to describe it,” he admitted. “Lately I’ve been… picking up on things. Feeling others’ feelings, and seeing through objects- it’s rare, but…” He didn’t want to admit that he didn’t notice whenever it happened. The strange sight came when Riley had fought for his life and pride against the exiles in the desert, and the emotions… Well, how many times had that happened aside from back in Wrytsberg? “So I can harness this stuff for more than just Force Palm?”

The door opened again as Festuum emerged with a handful of berries in his hands. “Oh? Is he finally getting in tune with the stuff?” he asked.

“Apparently he has been without even knowing it,” Markus answered for the boy.

“Yeah, but- how?” Riley demanded. “What does any of that mean? It works with my emotional state? How?”

The Greninja slid into the chair opposite the Riolu and slid his not-cobbler in front of him. “It means that the louder you scream, the more they get hurt,” he said evenly, then stuffed his face with yet another bite. This time he didn’t comment. The berries soothed his splitting headache but did not cure it. At least not yet.

Again, Markus sighed. “It really means that you’re gonna be your own teacher on this one. For the most part.” He could only shrug as the Riolu’s ears drooped, and a frown soiled his face. “I know, but there’s nothing to be done. Unless you want to go talk to one yourself and be promptly killed.”

“Yeah, I understand,” Riley reluctantly admitted. His best shot at a teacher would have been Gallade, and since he was no longer an option, the second best teacher he knew of (granted, he didn’t know many and hadn’t a clue where to start looking) would be the Lucario he’d fled from just five days prior. And he wasn’t looking forward to that as it was. He really was his own teacher on this subject- at least for the foreseeable future. With a glint in his eye, he looked back to the tome. “Then I should start reading up on the material then. I’m a terrible student, so it’ll be a lot of work to get through to myself.”

With a dry chuckle, Markus grabbed his own treat and brought it close. “I’ll leave you to it then,” he said before taking his first bite. It was damn good- almost worth the concussion his friend had received for vulgarly complimenting it.

Riley read and reread each paragraph he came across and meticulously went over each and every drawing. They varied in detail and quality, but he was still fascinated with them. Within these pages was the raw data on the form he had unknowingly stolen. The secrets of the nameless boy, a hint at what he had been like. Comparing his form to the sketches, Riley felt up his ears to confirm that they were longer and limper than those in the drawings, though not by much- maybe an inch.

After a bit of small talk, the silver harmonica was drawn from within the cloak, and a slow, lonely melody began to play. Without knowing why, it made Riley think of cold nights under a starry sky, with men huddled around a fire in the midst of an empty, rocky, dusty expanse of untamed land. It wasn’t a bad background to read to.


  History



  They and their evolution play a part in many a tale across the world, fitting the perfect surface-level criteria for a hero. And the fact that they can live just about anywhere only adds to their popularity. Even then, they show up in frozen wastelands and rainforests as mysterious strangers just to be the hero they need.



  Outside of myths, their exploits vary from incredible to heinous, especially for a Pokemon that has yet to evolve. There are too many to record here, and tenfold as many for a Lucario, but there are a few of note that would provide insight if they are true.



  The Little Lord of Hearts



  Centuries of conflict in the lands of Shiva was to come to an end. Tribes that warred for generations had, through a series of mediators, proxies and mutual agreements, developed a treaty that they could all agree upon. Seemingly. Change wasn’t easy to believe, and all sides feared it could be an ambush.



  They met on neutral ground in a clan lead by a Lucario, and while he was strong and confident, his daughter was not. She didn’t want to get roped into war. And when the day of the treaty came and thousands of foreign warriors came to their city to witness this, tensions of course were high. Everybody was watching everybody. As clan leader after clan leader came up to deliver a short speech and sign, paranoia only increased. Every single Pokemon there was irrationally afraid of a coming conflict.



  Nobody knows what ignited the powder keg. A Manectric sparking when it sneezed, somebody burning themselves on a Typhlosion, or a jab of a horn bumping into somebody, but whatever it was it lead to a slaughter. A chain reaction of panic and fighting lead to an endless bloodbath. Ninety percent of the Pokemon died.


It was the clan leader’s daughter, a little Riolu, who emitted her own fear and transmitted it to the entire crowd. What should have been a beautiful and inspiring day turned into the bloodiest event in the past thousand years.


  Myrrh the Golden



  Seeking to leave the fields of Shiva, a clan made a great exodus to the sea to find home elsewhere. The tale really starts after they set sail and accidentally crossed over an underwater Mystery Dungeon. The leader perished when a group of Wild Gyarados struck during a storm, leaving them with only a young shimmering Riolu as their leader. Despite her own grief, the Riolu named Myrrh eased her companions’ worries and fears with her own confidence. Her own mental fortitude was shared among the survivors.



  While this doesn’t look like much, it was enough for the Implentur Kingdom to accept their plea for asylum and even offer Myrrh a place in their court when her only exploits until then was keeping her clan at ease. This points to a covered-up hollow of information. Who knows what else she could have done if her aura was strong enough to affect others?



  The Vagrant Monarch



  Though most of his stories are about him in young adulthood or onward, the Vagrant Monarch was once just a small little Riolu, and a few of his tales show the beginnings of the wandering throneless king. They are lighthearted and played for jokes, yet they show the little guy reading minds and sensing moves before they even happen.



  A more detailed account of the Vagrant Monarch can be found in the section about Lucario.


“Vagrant Monarch…?” The boy looked up from the book and over to the others. In the peace of the afternoon Festuum had brought out a deck of cards and was in the middle of a riffling shuffle when he caught Riley’s eye.

“Just a figure from a dozen old legends,” he answered. “About a blue pup that shows up all over the world. Does a bunch of things. Solves problems. Makes some from time to time.” As an annoyed scowl grew on the Riolu’s face, Festuum suppressed a laugh and continued. “The title comes from an even older legend- ‘The Crownless Monarch,’ it’s called. It’s… not really relevant. It’s a huge tangent.”

Riley nodded as he considered this. “Then… Is there any way I could get the original stories? The summaries don’t give me any insight here.”

The music stopped abruptly as Markus snickered. “You could,” he answered. “And it’s slightly easier than finding yourself a teacher.”

The boy’s face sunk as he fell back into his chair. “Honestly?”

“Unfortunately.” Markus put the harmonica back to his mouth. “But at least you’re already on track. If you’ve been using it before, you’ll become more attuned to it as you go. Probably.”

“Well, it’s leagues more than I had before,” Riley said through his teeth, then went grudgingly back to the book. He heard Festuum offer Markus a game of cards, and instead of answering Markus went back to the ranger’s requiem.

Riley was nearing the end of his own section. There were two more historical accounts of Riolu that were able to manage an Aura Sphere, and while that intrigued him they weren’t what he was looking for. And after that there was only a simple sketch of one harnessing a tiny berry-sized orb in the palms of their paws, and with a flip of the page Riley was on the Lu-

His entire body locked up as he felt the blush creep up his face. Thankfully his blue fur hid that much, but he couldn’t hide how his brick-red eyes expanded and dilated as he found himself unable to look away.

“What is it?” the Greninja asked without looking up from his one-player card game.

No answer. Riley couldn’t open his mouth to speak. He couldn’t even slam the book shut. The diagrams, the passages, the wording- they had him bewitched. Shamefully he explored the pages with disgusted fascination.

After an eternity crawled by in the span of fifteen seconds, Riley whispered the only thing he could think to say. “What the fuck…?”

“Tch,” the Greninja scoffed after a short pause. “Now she doesn’t hear us.”

“Markus- what the fuck is this?”

The music stopped and the man shrugged. “Biology,” he answered simply.

“Yeah, but- it’s- I…” After reading the title one last time, Riley covered his face with his paws in a failed attempt to hide his embarrassment. Mating Practices. In a muffled murmur he asked almost pleaded, “Why do you have this?”

“For science,” Markus answered casually, ignoring the accusing glance from Festuum. “Reproduction is just as important as their diet or habitat. Arguably moreso. What’s so wrong about it?”

When Riley didn’t answer, a light sparked above Festuum’s head, and he was overcome with shock and ecstasy. This was a blessing that only came along once every hundred years, more rare than a great trove of treasure, and at least to him it was dozens of times more valuable. Opportunities like this were once in a lifetime, and Festuum intended to make everything he could of it.

“Yeah Riley. What’s the big deal?” the Greninja asked slyly. “You’re a teenager, right? You must’ve done some of your own ‘research.’ Nothing wrong with stro-”

“N-n-no!” Riley blurted. “I never even… I mean, I don’t even know how to-”

“Bullshit,” Festuum interjected in English before returning to his native language. It was as dramatic as it was clever, for his violent censor didn’t notice. “The young Explorer hasn’t explored himself? For over a month? Not once even thought about it?”

“Or that girl you mentioned,” Markus chimed in, catching the scent of a fresh kill. Hunting was best done in pairs. “Rose, was it? Did you and her ever talk about it? Or maybe try… pollinating her flower-”

“Stop!” Riley barked.

The cloth around his face masked his wolfish grin. “Oh, so it ended poorly?”

“Geez kid, I’m sorry to hear that. Must’ve been rough on the ego,” Festuum consoled, suppressing his own amusement. Beneath the table he gently bumped fists with his partner in crime. “But you gotta respect that sort of thing. It sucks, but we all start out as unskilled-”

“I don’t even know how!” he screamed as loud as he could. The two hunters recoiled and sat quiet, not out of fear but uncertainty. Now was not the time to interrupt him. “I mean- I… It’s…”

While Festuum’s grin now practically split his face in half, Markus merely raised a brow. “You mean your parents never gave you ‘the talk?’ Birds and the bees, or whatever pun you wanna make?” he asked, cutting off whatever low-hanging joke his companion was about to make.

“I can’t remember if they did, but yes. I know.” His face was hot and his paws balled into fists. The looks he was getting only grew more pressing as the seconds crawled by. Was he actually about to admit that… Taking a sharp, drawn-out inhale, Riley did just that. Through his teeth he mumbled, “I don’t know how-… how to make ‘it’ come out.”

Festuum let slip a single humorous squeal, for which he was punished by a jab to his ribs. Instead of distracting him, this only succeeded in breaking his restraints, and great cries of laughter filled the air. He clutched at his chest and fell out of his chair as he tilted his head backwards. Riley’s face only grew more heated as he hung it in shame.

“C’mon man, it’s not that fun-”

“Not that funny?!” he cackled. “Imagine it! Imagine him sitting on- on a fuckin’ pile of hay or whatever, and he’s just- just pokin’ and pokin’, and pleadin’ and pleadin’… A-and it fuckin’ just-”

Thunderous footsteps proceeded Kangaskhan as she marched towards the door and slammed it open. “Come on!” she roared. “Keep it clean! Please! I’m trying to read back here!”

Wheezing, Festuum got to his knees then managed to stand. “S-s-sorry. I’ll try, but- did you hear any of that?”

Cautiously she inquired, “Any of what?” She’d overheard a few words but didn’t have a clear idea. That changed when she saw the Riolu fold his arms and sink into his chair, making himself as small as possible. “Nevermind. Just keep it down, will you?” Kangaskhan didn’t wait for an answer as she withdrew back into the cottage.

The man made a show out of rolling his eyes and leaving forward on his elbows. “Ignore him,” Markus sighed. “If it makes you feel better, it’s not that bad. And at least you have an excuse.”

“Just the one time…” Riley mumbled, hidden by the tall table.

“I don’t know why Festuum’s laughing. Especially after what he’s done.”

Festuum met this with a predatory grin. “Trying to scare me into silence? Please. Shame is a drink best shared with friends. I’d probably tell him myself before you could.”

“Noted,” Markus nodded. “But for now, Riley: do you really not know how ”it’ works? There are some differences, granted, but…”

“No,” he admitted bitterly and reluctantly.

At that, the Greninja violently shook his head. “Nope. No. No no no no,” he proclaimed as he made for the stairs, scooping up his not-cobbler as he went by. “You can learn about your biology without me. I’m not having this conversation.”

“You’re not?” Riley called after him.

“That’s precisely why,” Festuum called back. “If you need me I’ll be in the fields.” He made his way over there, and after a delayed snicker he was dead silent.

It was just the two of them now, and neither really wanted to linger on the topic. Riley would have gladly moved on to anything else, to dive back in to any other page on the book, yet the look in Markus’s eyes pinned the topic in place. They were kind but serious, genuine, reminding Riley of a teacher for some reason.

“If you want, I’ll teach you,” Markus said.

Riley’s ears perked. “W-w-wh-what do you-”

“Let me finish.” His expression didn’t change. His pose remained the same. Everything about him appeared calm, despite the discomfort in Markus’s chest. “I can give you the incredibly short answer: paws aren’t meant for that kind of stuff. For further physical education, go find a brothel.” Again the boy’s blush was hidden by his fur. “But if you want me to teach you how things work, then sit down. Because I don’t want to have this talk more than once. So, I’ll tell you everything. And not just the eggs. Knots, barbs, mammary glands, how insects fit into things, all the fish, hemipeni, cloaca… All of it and more.”

“Hemi… Cloaca?” Riley asked, and the instant he did he knew it was a mistake.

“It’s most common in birds, but not exclusive. A cloaca is a single hole used for both eggs and waste-”

“On second thought,” Riley interjected, standing back up and returning to the great tome, “I-I don’t need to know. I’ll just… just read this.” The materials here, scandalous though they may be, would at least mean Riley wouldn’t need to have this conversation again. Hopefully.

Markus nodded. “Fine by me,” he replied, moving the harmonica to his mouth yet again. Wasting the afternoon away with songs warped by twelve years of misremembering was far more preferable anyways.

…

Deep into the night, Riley had fallen asleep in one of the two guest beds. With all the information now in his head, sleep took its sweet time coming to him, but it came soon enough, and in spite of Kangaskhan’s snoring he managed to drift off.

In his dreams he was floating just above his body, watching himself back in Astraean. Sorting through the quest board for what caught his eye, pleading with his team to go along, seeking adventure in every day, and all the while unaware that he was only allowed to do this because someone else paid for it. Watching all this go on without any means of stopping it, Riley felt… not sickened, not outraged, merely… guilty. As he watched himself take a body that didn’t belong to him into fight after fight, he tossed and he turned beneath his covers.

It was for that reason that Markus wasn’t in the other bed. He sat on the banister on the porch, face-wrappings loose around his neck but his hood pulled up. The gentle wind rustling the trees, the babbling brook, the light of the half-moon and the steel-gray clouds- they soothed him, focused his thoughts. Nature always served as a muse for his thoughts. Good thing he was around it a lot.

“Boo.” When Festuum snuck up behind him, he was only intending to startle. He didn’t anticipate nearly catching an elbow with his face. He ducked just in time. “Easy, easy!” he said in a whispering shout.

“Oh. You’re back,” Markus observed. “Find anything?”

Festuum shook his head. “Nothing. Just like she said, the town’s bleeding out. Emptying. I stole a few papers, but Anchime didn’t provide anything new.”

“Is that so?” he asked nobody. “Well… at least one thing’s for sure. We flee either north or south. Stay away from the major roads.”

“Obviously.” A chair dragged a few inches back as Festuum took a seat at the table. A second later, Markus heard the distinct purr of a riffling deck of cards. “You know Markus, we never did finish that game. It feels like it’s been years since then. What was the-”

“Twelve to fourteen. Your deal,” Markus answered. He twisted and stood back on the porch. As quietly as his boots would allow he made for the chair across and sat down just as his hand was dealt. In turn he took the chipped, worn cribbage board and put it in the middle. The pegs were placed appropriately, and the game began like it had never stopped. It was easy to fall into, for the game of cribbage was only a front for the discussion at large.

After the first turn Markus was down seven points, and it was his turn to shuffle and deal. “I’ll lay it out for you,” he said, alternating between them as he tossed the cards out. “I see four main leads in front of us now, and they’re all time-sensitive. If you see anything differently, tell me.”

Festuum picked up his cards and judged them. “Continue.”

“Right.” Markus took two of the cards and set them aside. Festuum did the same. “There’s four leads to follow, and they’re split into pairs. We’ve got either Riley’s business or Joker’s business- the remnants of the Guild or that library in Knowall. And the latter is calling to me. I believe you know why?”

He paused. The deck was cut, a nine of diamonds was put face up, and the pegging round began again. It was just enough time to recollect. “A few of the books, right? Titles that are eerily similar?” Markus nodded, and the Greninja went on. “Yeah… I can see that. No argument. The library and the Espeon go to top priority, I assume?”

“Probably,” Markus answered. “According to rumors though, this Espeon somehow gained the ability to use Teleport. So unless we can somehow trap him, we’ll only be able to talk to him for as long as he allows us to. This means-” He placed a seven of hearts down, completing a four-card run and taking that many points. After a short pause to count the points in their hands, Markus went on now that he was in the lead. “This means we’ll have to confront him in his library. Where some of that evidence was stupidly put in plain sight.”

“Maybe,” Festuum mused as he shuffled the deck again, “they were left out deliberately to find.”

Markus didn’t know if he agreed or not with the conclusion, but there was one huge thing in the way of whatever side he would fall on. “If the Guild was hiding as much as I think it was, they should’ve caught on to that… Whatever the reason is, it better be worth the effort it’ll take to find out.”

“That’s right…” The Greninja squinted as he dealt the cards. “I can’t just waltz on in now that I’ve picked up Riley. I need to do something about that… Maybe we could-”

“No.” Even though they spoke quietly, and even though the word was uttered by a mere human, it sent a chill up Festuum’s spine. “We aren’t doing that again. Not this time.”

“F-… Fair enough.” He gathered himself. Another round went by, points were counted, and then they went on as Markus shuffled. It was a close game. Almost halfway done and Markus was in the lead by four points. “Then what about Joker?”

“He might be a hard guy to track down,” Markus admitted. “If I remember right, the ringmaster always bails on his own circus to do his own thing. I’d like to think that the circumstances would keep him in place, but… Maybe not.”

Bitterly the Greninja chuckled. “Flashy, airheaded little prick… That circus he runs- it’s a total circus, I tell you.”

Markus restrained himself from getting angry at such a terrible joke. “The clock is running, so we’ll need to split up for these. You take the library, and I’ll go after Joker. Sound alright?”

“You can reasonably get Joker outside of town. It’ll be a feat to do the same for a building.”

As another round went by, Markus went over the information he had on Joker. There wasn’t much. He knew the Floatzel had ties to the syndicate that loomed over all of Arushar, along with a single thread connecting him to the Guild (though perhaps it had been cut since he last looked?), but all Joker appeared to be was some kind of eccentric picking up the torch left by Galm decades before. Just a flamboyant kid who liked music and grandeur. Markus mentally swore. An operation needed information to even exist, or else it’s solely an improvisation. Markus only ran operations. Back home, a complete operation would be planned and trained for months in advance, but here?

“Do you know where his circus is heading next?”

“They should be heading south, then further northeast, if I remember correctly.”

“The desert?” Markus groaned, already feeling the heat of the sun trapped under his layers and layers of cloth.

“No. Somewhere on the outskirts of it. Hot country, but not a practical oven.”

“Thank God.” Just as he could feel the desert sun, he too physically felt the relief. Not only did it mean he was spared the scalding sands, but he could also scout comfortably and set up an operation. Hopefully.

Another round went by. Festuum pulled ahead with an astounding twenty-four point hand followed up by a sixteen point crib, putting him just over the skunk line and leaving Markus in the dust.

“If that’s settled for now, then this leaves the other two: Riley and the Roselia, right?” noted the Greninja. Markus nodded. “Thought so… In my opinion, between what Riley’s yet to realize and what little Rosey might know, we might be able to piece together what the Guild has- er, had. It’d almost be as good as an interview with his inner circle.”

“We don’t know anything about her, do we?”

“Next to nothing,” Festuum shrugged. “She’s fallen out of the papers after the first two days. All Rose and Pyro are getting are accusations, and even those have slowed to a trickle.”

Markus cocked his head to the side. “Sounds an awful lot like nothing,” he observed. “What’s keeping it from tipping over?”

“Something Riley said. When I intercepted him during the festival, we sacrificed a quick escape so he could write and leave a letter. Knowing what I do now, he handed it off to Joker, and it probably made its way back to Astraean a day or two after that. I don’t know what Riley wrote, but… They’ve read it by now.”

The man’s brow furrowed as Markus considered that. Leaving behind a letter just after making contact with another human and a sympathizer? The timing was uncomfortably perfect. “That son of a bitch…”

“What?” Festuum asked. “Don’t trust him?”

Despite himself, Markus snickered. “No, no. I believe the kid. What happened today was too… real for a spy to put himself into. Unless it’s some method actor, I believe him. But-” Like switching masks, his expression changed to a cold, predatory stare. “But I don’t trust him. He’s fifteen-ish. A brawler like him doesn’t have a clue how we do things. Depending on what was in that letter, we don’t know what could be leaked.”

“Should we ask him about it?”

“No,” Markus answered. “At least not yet. Before we do anything with him, I want to see what we can get from him. He’s a type four. There’s a lot more to rediscover with him, so we need to get his memories out in the open. Only once that’s done will we- and he too, for that matter- know if we need to stay together. If Riley wants to go after Bisharp, he can do that alone.”

Festuum shifted his gaze away from the table. “About that…”

“About what?” the man asked with grim severity.

“I never got around to telling you, but, apparently Riley and Bisharp talked briefly the night they met,” he admitted. Markus’s glare intensified. “And Bisharp told him he found a way home.”

“He-” It took everything Markus had not to immediately scream out. Only an ounce of respect he held for the sleeping Kangaskhan kept him from roaring. “I’m sorry- what? That bastard’s on the same trail as us?”

Festuum nodded. His tongue loosened and fell to reveal the green fabric around his neck, damp with an almost sickening amount of saliva. Thankfully it was too dark for Markus to fully grasp that before the Greninja covered it up again. “That’s what it means. Remember- he was after this too back in Port Llaffan. And after what happened at the Guild, I think it’s safe to say that each of us has what the other wants.”

A fist banged on the table as Markus swore in his native tongue. “Fuck.” Luckily the two inside weren’t light sleepers, but he didn’t want to push his luck. “You’re supposed to tell me this shit when it happens! We have a deal-”

“It’s your deal, speaking of,” the Greninja cut in, pushing the deck of cards towards him.

Before it even reached him, Markus’s left hand vanished beneath his cloak and came out a second later. With only a shink as a warning, the cavalry saber was out and pointed straight at the Greninja’s throat. “I’m not in the fucking mood,” he growled through his teeth. “You can’t withhold shit like this from me, Gregory. We’re friends. And friends don’t lie.”

Festuum skipped a beat, both in pulse and cadence. “A-alright. Not my best joke, but… Okay look. I don’t have a reason. I just forgot.”

“What?”

“Dude, I was exhausted when I got here. It honestly slipped. I only remembered when I saw Bisharp in one of the papers, and I decided I’d bring him up during palaver. I didn’t lie- honest,” he promised. Festuum’s hands were flat against the table, and his eyes steady but afraid. When he noticed Markus falter, he took the opportunity to change the tone back to something more comfortable. “And Christ, man. I’m supposed to be the dramatic one here. Put that away.”

The sword lingered for a moment, then he shrugged and did just that. Gracefully it slid back into the scabbard. “Don’t forget something like that. Ever again,” Markus ordered, and then added a moment later, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to call you-”

“It’s fine,” Festuum lied. “Back on track, Bisharp’s still missing. There’s not a damn thing we can do about him. I just wanted to correct you when I said that us and Riley have no business together.”

After a silent minute, Markus agreed and finally went around to shuffling the deck. It was the last leg, and unless they got jack in their hands then this would be the final round. “So until we find him, it’s just those four. And of those all that’s left is Riley and his memories.”

“That’d be correct.” Festuum individually picked up card after card. He needed six points but only had four, but he hid his discomfort well. Two points was easy to come by. “Are we thinking the same thing?”

“I think we are,” Markus concurred. “There’s only one place we can get to his memories reasonably fast.”

The two met each other’s stare and said the answer in unison: “The Forest of Mirrors.”

  



40. Reflections


    
    Everything he knew and the secrets he hid from himself laid ahead of him, shrouded in a shadowy wood, and he only needed the courage to step forward. Riley was only a few paces away from the treeline, repeating that to himself over and over, yet in the past several minutes he had not moved any closer. He felt the anxious calm of an approaching storm. Earlier there had been excitement, purpose, thrill, yet now Riley only looked into the woods with apprehension. ‘He‘ was in there somewhere, deep within the Forest of Mirrors.

“Forest of Mirrors?” Riley had asked that morning just before dawn. Markus had prodded him awake with his rubber sole and dragged the boy to the kitchen for a meager breakfast. There they had selectively told him the plan before dropping that bomb on him.

“That’s right,” Markus confirmed. “With some luck, it should give you your memories back. Or at least some of them. It’s a powerful place, so show some respect.”


  The boy hesitated. Perhaps he was still in a haze, but he couldn’t make sense of that. “How is a forest powerful?”


It wasn’t until he stood before it that Riley truly began to understand. For most of a day he journeyed north with Markus, scarcely a word spoken from either of them. He had the chance to observe the quick but careful way the man traveled, wearing false paws on the bottom of his boots to disguise his tracks and moving in a swift, fluid gait that oddly reminded Riley of a jungle cat. Late into the afternoon though they parted ways, and Riley was alone again. But that wouldn’t last too long.

“There’s a practice in your world you might be familiar with,” Festuum offered. “It’s been around here for a while too, but, maybe referring to it in your terms might ring some bells. You need to first get yourself completely delirious (that’s been done both through starving yourself and drinking hallucinogenic tonics) and go out to somewhere sacred. And there you go out and seek guidance from your guardian spirits or whatever. I’m probably generalizing, but… Oh well. If it sounds familiar, you might know it as either a ‘vision quest’ or ‘peyote in the desert.’”

“Peyote!” Riley proclaimed with an excited yip. “I know that one! It’s a… like a cactus, right?”


  With a smirk, the Greninja nodded. “Correct. But unfortunately, these woods don’t get you high off your ass.”


“Although, maybe we could try that instead…” murmured Markus.

“The Forest of Mirrors is a ‘spiritual’ place, but, not like you know the word. Once you enter, show respect. Appease it,” Festuum warned the boy. “You will be at its mercy.”

Those words played back in Riley’s head: ‘at its mercy.’

The lonely walk to the forest felt alien. He felt the warm breeze on his back guide him forward, over grassy hills peppered with oak trees. In the same way an ant follows the paths left by its brethren, so too did Riley subconsciously follow the unseen trail that lead to the forest.

And now he was here, petrified, gazing past the treeline as the light of late afternoon filtered through the canopy of leaves. He saw only the branches waving him in, heard only the greenery whispering in the breeze like children gossiping in a playground. Ten feet further though, and that would change.

“They don’t play nice. You will see things that are not there. Illusions, conjured from your own mind by the forces at play within these mischievous woods, specifically to get to you,” the thief explained. “Lies. Impossibilities. The past. The dead. The future. And it only ever gets worse. Your only solace- and make sure you remember this, kid- is that they cannot tell you things you do not know.”

“For example, if they tell you that your real name is Liam or something equally random, that’s probably a lie,” Markus added. “They can make stuff up, but they work off your own mind. So if you hadn’t even thought of something before then it’s probably nonsense.”


  A long, thoughtful paused crawled by before Riley thought to clarify. “So, this forest creates illusions? How the hell does…”


“Nobody knows,” they answered in unison, and then after a short series of gestures and glances it was decided Markus would continue. “It’s classified as a Funhouse Dungeon, so the rules it follows are already naturally bent. At least it’s almost entirely stable otherwise. All it really does is reflect yourself back at you.”

“No pits filled with Galvantula?”

“Probably not, but no promises.”

Wispy smears of orange dyed the clouds as evening approached, not breaking Riley from his trance but making him aware of it. Aware of his own anxiety and cowardice. He could only stand still for so long. Either he would turn back and break the promises he made to himself and the boy he killed, sheltering himself from whatever uncomfortable sights awaited him, proving every ill thought in the back of his mind right, or… Or he could do what he had to.

“I’m carrying the extra weight,” Riley told himself, then drew a deep breath. “I may as well swing with it.” And before he could talk himself out of it, he took a step forward. Then another. And another. The Riolu entered the shade of the leaves and pushed through the underbrush. Behind him the world seemed to fade away. Grassy hills and tufts of trees, the savanna and the desert, the Sawtooth Mountains that loomed in the west- all of it may as well have ceased to exist as Riley pressed further into the forest.

His paws shook and his eyes shifted about. They were here- Riley could feel it. Though he knew neither their location or even who they would be, there was no doubt that it had began. It took everything he had to keep his breathing somewhat regulated.

And even so, he felt his heart stop when it happened.

“Riley…?” The voice was unmistakable. Even, witty, proper yet a little bit crass, and bold enough to almost let you forget how small she really was. “Is… Is that really you?”

“I think it is,” answered another. Even though this one was deeper and more coarse than the one Riley knew well, the underlying gentle spirit within called out to him. He felt a pang in his heart. “With all that’s going on, here he is. Dicking around in the woods as everything’s going to hell.”

The Roselia’s head just peeked above the brush, illuminated by the flame on the end of the Charmeleon’s tail. They stared at him with silent contempt. Riley stared back in disbelief. Here they were, only thirty yards to his left.

“There’s no telling what you’ll see,” said the Greninja. “Friends? Enemies? Pokémon? Humans? All bets are off until it’s already happening. Hell, there’s a fair chance you won’t understand most of it. But the important thing to remember is that you have to survive.”


  Riley tilted his head as the sun began to rise. “But they’re illusions. They shouldn’t be able to harm me, right?”



  Soberly, Festuum shook his head. “No, they can’t. They don’t really exist. But you still have to conquer them. Overcome them… Somehow.”


An eternity crawled by before Rose spoke again. “Where have you been? What have you been doing all this time?” she asked accusingly.

Riley’s voice failed him. There was too much to say and he didn’t know where to start.

“Astraean is crumbling. Why aren’t you trying to pick up the pieces back home?” Pyro growled through his teeth. “Oh wait. I shouldn’t say that- ‘home.’ Because it’s not like you care about this place. It’s not like you care about what you break!”

“You really shouldn’t have come here,” Rose added.

“I wish you hadn’t,” spat the Charmeleon.

Me too, thought the intruder. He wanted to defend himself, to beg their forgiveness, to leave with them regardless of whether they hated him or not. Riley could feel a sob in his throat fighting its way out, and it took everything he had to hold it in. The last week of his life had crawled by like months, and he missed his friends dearly.

That was why it nearly broke his heart to turn away from them. He shut his eyes, turned his head forward, and continued his trek into these damnable woods.

“There he goes,” the Charmeleon noted bitterly. “Running away again. Just like he always does, leaving us to deal with the mess.”

Rose sighed. “Did you expect anything else?”

The boy hesitated. His shoulders sank under the weight of that remark. He could feel his jaw quiver. At last, he found the words and spoke them aloud. “I’m not… strong enough to face you. Believe me, I’m sorry, but… I’m here to learn more about myself.”

”’Somehow?’” echoed Riley. “You don’t know how to overcome them?”


  Grimly, Markus shook his head. “All the accounts vary. There’s no one way to deal with them all. Sometimes it’s running, or completing a task, or appeasing them somehow, or… An assload of things, really. Which mean you gotta wing it. Play it by ear.”


Steadily the boy exhaled through his nose. “Once I figure all this stuff out, I’ll come back. You can yell at me then. I probably deserve it,” he admitted, smiling in spite of himself. “Even so, I still love you guys, okay? I’ll see you both later.”

Only a grunt came in reply, dripping with distaste and annoyance. He didn’t turn to look, didn’t think of anything else to add, didn’t know if they were even still behind him. Neither did he want the conclusions to any of those anyways. The forest was calling to him, millions of voices all whispering over each other. And as he followed them, Riley felt the morose smile sprout on his face as he recalled the answer he gave before they finished packing.

“So I do what I’ve always done.”

…

There was no path to follow once he entered. “Forward” lost all meaning when Riley couldn’t even be sure where he came from. Things behind him looked different than when he approached them. Stones blanketed in moss would change shape. Thick bushes would appear where ordinary ferns had been before. When he got worried, Riley picked a pine tree and climbed from branch to branch, and when he got to the top he looked back where he came from. There was no end to the forest in sight. For countless miles the woods sprawled out over rolling hills and around small lakes. Except for the chain of mountains in the east, none of it looked familiar.

“Fine,” he huffed, making his descent and wiping trace amounts of sap off his paws. “I’ll play your game, but you don’t need to trap me here. I’m not going anywhere.” Of course there was no answer, unless he counted the Murkrow that leapt from its perch nearby and soared overhead through the branches with an odd grace.

Riley’s personal definition of “forward” currently meant towards the closest of those small lakes, and he hoped it happened to align with the forest’s. It hadn’t looked too far- five miles, give or take- but he also wasn’t the best judge of distance. A ridge along the far shore caught his attention. It had the advantage of altitude and proximity to water (which hopefully wasn’t tainted), so as long as it wasn’t somebody’s den it would be perfect.

As he walked his senses remained sharp to keep an eye out for the next trick. What few Wild Pokémon he saw were relatively docile, giving him only the cautious, curious stares that he gave them. Shroomish lurked in the shadows of a fallen tree. An Arbok baked itself in the evening sun as it sat coiled on a flat boulder, hissing at the boy as he passed. Dirt buckled and raised up as a Dunsparce poked its head above the surface only a few feet from Riley, and he gave it a wide berth simply to avoid any hassle.

Not all of them looked to exactly belong in the forest however. Such as the Mudbray following closely behind a Mudsdale, stomping down brush and forming a distinct path. A lone Pupitar hung high in a tree like an exotic (and probably terrible) fruit. The shadows of a flock of Wingull blurred past him with a choir of shrill squawks. And there were some that he didn’t recognize at all. He caught faint glances of tan quadrupeds, one of which had a set of white horns that seemed to split and branch out. Another he thought to be a Houndour, but the speed at which it moved and the distance between them made it hard to tell.

He had been walking “forward” for at least a couple of miles when Riley stopped mid-stride. A piercing crack caught his attention, and as he turned his head towards the source it was followed up by a hundred more. It was a sound like a giant sheet of canvas being ripped apart. Leaves shook. Bird Pokémon scattered into the air. And Riley watched the forest shift as a pine tree toppled over, snapping branches and carving a streak in the canopy of the forest. It bounced off the soil with a thud that Riley felt through his feet.

Yet his gaze was focused on the trunk, and the thing that stood right behind it.

A hulking figure made jagged by dozens of barbs and spines jutting outward stood heaving, its breaths slow and drawn out and raspy. Its great tail writhed and thumped against the ground as it swayed from side to side. Even though it wasn’t illuminated in blazing sunlight like it had been before, Riley couldn’t forget the shape of the monster. Phantom pain grew in the spot in his stomach where the Nidoking had left an indentation with only a single jab.

He watched it for only a brief moment, cautiously observing the beast as it trudged over towards the fallen tree, before deciding to leave. “I’ll deal with you later,” the Riolu called back. It was starting to get late, and he could use a drink at the lake.

Nidoking did not like to be ignored. The pine tree quivered, shedding broken branches and raining green needles as the monster’s arms gripped the new base and hoisted it up like a war banner. With each step it took the forest shivered. Its grunts turned to growls.

It’s not real, Riley told himself, controlling his breathing. It’s not real. It’s just a trick. It can’t scare you if you know it can’t hurt you-

That was disproven when the beast inhaled, absorbing the very sounds of the surrounding forest as if time had frozen, and then unleashed a guttural roar so loud that Riley could feel it. He whirled around just in time to see the pine tree leave his grasp and be thrown into the air like a javelin.

Not a second was wasted on confusion. He was out of there as soon as he saw it twist in the air, leaping with the aid of a Quick Attack into the brush. The tree landed on its side first, leaving a carpet of needles and snapped branches as it bounced and rolled onward. It only stopped when it crashed into another pine.

Hesitantly the boy approached the weaponized tree and reached a paw out towards the splintery stump. It prickled back. A single drop of blood formed on the pink pad. It was definitely real. And the monster who threw it was shambling closer and closer by the second. The Nidoking was a sight Riley didn’t realize he dreaded until it was only fifty yards away and staring straight at him.

The Riolu stood to his feet and violently shook his head. “Not dealing with this!” he cried before immediately booking it in the opposite direction. The beast inhaled, unleashed a high-pitch, whinny-like roar, then came barreling after him. A red scarf wrapped loosely behind its neck trailed behind him. It was gaining on the boy. Desperate, Riley leapt for a branch on a nearby tree and scrambled further up like a cat. Dark gray bugs with squares for eyes hissed and shimmered as the jackal blurred past them, only slowing down when the branches were too thin to reasonably hold his weight.

It shouldn’t be able to hurt me, he reminded himself, staring down through the needles and branches at the monster chasing him. They’re supposed to be fake. Just illusions… That can apparently throw trees. The boy paused for an instant. As it drew closer he wrapped his arms around his temporary sanctuary. Those two told me they can’t hurt me. Did they lie to me? Were they just wrong? Or… Unless it really is just an illusion, but there’s no way in hell that I’m testing that. Better wrong than dead.

He didn’t know what he expected the Nidoking to do when it arrived. Maybe stare up at him and jump like a kid trying to get something from the top of the fridge, or try and get him out of that tree like a hound with a raccoon. Somehow Riley had completely forgotten what he had done to the last tree.

A dull crack made the Riolu freeze as his sanctuary seemed to twitch and lean backwards. Below him the Nidoking had its arms wrapped around most of the trunk and pulled back, either trying to snap the pine tree or completely uproot it. Whatever it was, Riley wasn’t about to stick around to find out. This was all the confirmation he needed that he was in danger, and in response he sprung away.

His species was not arboreal. Paws like his were never intended to carry him between branches, and every time the boy tried to he thought with certainty that he would slip and fall into the hunting grounds. It was like rock climbing with oven mitts. Fear, however, was an effective motivation. He scrambled from branch to branch, tree to tree, collecting scratches and sap as he went. And distantly Riley heard that explosion of sound once again that was the Nidoking’s explosive voice. He didn’t look back.

The scents of the lake was what finally got him to stop after a little over six minutes. During all that time he hadn’t heard the monster once, and while that was comforting, with the way this forest worked…

But the lake mattered more than this forest’s tricks. At least Nidoking wasn’t quiet.

Riley dropped softly to the forest floor, startling a Linoone into bolting away in the blink of an eye, but otherwise it was mostly still. Too late in the day for most Pokémon to stay out, and too early for the nocturnal ones to show themselves. Idle buzzes and distant chirps was the only hint of fauna. Even when he reached lake, bordered by trees and thick grass and cattails, he only saw a scarce few Pokémon drinking or swimming in it.

“At least it’s probably drinkable,” Riley noted, then dipped down to confirm his statement. The only thing wrong with it was an earthy aftertaste which wasn’t exactly bad. It would do just fine. Unfortunately there wasn’t a beach in sight, which meant walking alongside it until he found somewhere like that ridge, wherever that was in relation to where he ended up.

Nothing else appeared on his hike aside from the first stars in the eastern sky. The closest thing was the droning buzz of a Beedrill which unconsciously made Riley quicken his pace. Evening progressed. Shadows stretched. By the time he found that ridge again the sun was setting, and the lake was ablaze with golden light. The neck-high grass nearly robbed him of the view.

After stamping down a small circle to mark his place, Riley plopped down and crossed his legs in the middle of his camp. The messenger bag was removed and placed in front of him, its meager contents spilled out before it. His Iron Thorns had been removed. So had his berries, his seeds, and the single orb he had kept. Everything that could be called ‘useful’ was left behind. Relinquished to his new companions. There were only two things left within: a red scarf that was eternally warm to the touch as if baked in the sun, and the stitched emblem of a Guild that had turned against him. No food. No tools. Only meaningless trinkets.

“Nothing,” Markus had clarified as he stared at the boy. Reluctantly Riley took item after item out of the bag that hung from his shoulder. Metal scraps clattered, the orb clanged on the table, berries rolled and tumbled onto the deck. “I mean it: nothing. The less you have, the more the woods will favor you.”

“So you get to take everything,” the boy grumbled. “All that’s left over from Astraean. You’re just-”

“We ain’t stealing it,” Festuum answered before the accusation could even start. “It’s still yours. We’ll give it back when we find you again.”

That would be a technical lie, for the orb would end up being destroyed once they parted ways.

“What he said,” Markus confirmed.


  The boy looked between the two with an air of desperation, holding a small bag in his paw that held the gift that had saved his life in the desert. “But, the seeds I got from Kirlia, and the orb that Rose gave me, and Pyro’s berries… And the map, and the thorns-”


“Yes, we see them,” Festuum said as he rolled his eyes. “Boo-hoo. They’re not going with you.”

“But they’re-”

“One week,” Markus said through his teeth. “It’s just a little over a week. Maybe more if things get complicated, but it won’t be that long. If you’re telling me you can’t go without all this for a week, then that just goes to say a lot about you, doesn’t it?”


  That one stung enough to make the boy flinch. It took him a moment and several deep breaths for him to work up the courage to speak again, and when he did so he slammed the bag of Reviver Seeds on the table. And on top of it was the stitched emblem of his Guild. “This is all that I want,” he stated. “Just a symbol, a single reminder. You’re telling me that’s too much?”


“It’s… Yeah, it’s minor, but it’s still something. Who knows what else you can bring with it?” Markus posed.

“It’s a risk I’ll take,” Riley challenged, quickly and roughly taking the stitched shield emboldened by a pair of white wings and stuffing it into his messenger’s bag. He thought he did it smoothly enough to get away with it, but alas, the thief was an expert on smuggling.

“Well? What else is going with it?” the Greninja inquired. Riley didn’t have time to start formulating an excuse or even to change his expression. Only a sense of alarm came over him before Festuum added, “And don’t bother lying. I know something else is in there.”


  Riley skipped a beat. The challenge and vigor was gone from him, and in its place was a sense of somber guilt. “A gift,” he answered. Though he wasn’t looking, the stares he felt urged him to explain, so he complied. “Gallade gave it to me when I got here. I… haven’t been able to put it on since then, but… Please. Let me keep it.”



  The two shared another glance. “The Forest of Mirrors doesn’t like it when you bend its rules. You sure about that?”


Slowly the boy shook his head, finding more of himself with each turn of his neck. He tightened the strap of his bag until it was even with his waist. “But I’m doing it anyways,” proclaimed the Riolu, resigning himself to his fate.

He eyed the trinkets with an underlying dread, wondering if they were the reason that the forest had made an attempt on his life, wondering if it had been a mistake to run this risk for nothing but sentiment.

“So be it,” huffed the Riolu, shutting his eyes and pressing his fists together. The support was crucial to him. Even as he focused on the pace of his breaths, ignoring his empty stomach and the lingering soreness in his legs, Riley could feel the warmth of the scarf and the hopeful promise of an emblem that was just as confused as he was. From them he drew the discipline the boy needed to think and to pray. And the forest listened.

…

With a sorrowful sigh, a new voice spoke into the cool night air just ahead of the boy. “You know, there’s something about the night sky that’s always captivated me.”

Riley gasped. The voice forcefully yanked his from his meditative state. It was completely dark, with only the stars and a thin sliver of moon to reveal the tall, slender silhouette of his former Guildmaster.

“Sorry- did I wake you?” Gallade asked without turning around. “Or maybe that’s supposed to be your line? Since you’re the one who roused me, after all, for a mere taste of the peyote.”

It took Riley a moment to gather himself. He hadn’t been expecting to see the Guildmaster this early, and he still hadn’t fully processed the idea of ‘talking’ to him again. The last time Riley saw him…

“Good to see you too,” he said without thinking.

The former Guildmaster laughed dryly. “I guess it is,” he noted. “If you were on your own you probably never would’ve made it here, but you weren’t. So it is good to see you. I hadn’t ever thought you’d find your way to these woods.”

Even now, to Riley’s annoyance, Gallade kept up that same air of diplomacy that only masked the true nature of the Guildmaster. Always playing coy, he was. “Neither had I until this morning. The new guys I met keep a handful of secrets like you, but without being infuriatingly vague about it. At least they’re upfront with it.”

Even though Gallade has his back to the boy, and even though he wasn’t entirely ‘real,’ Riley still had a small and short-lived pang of satisfaction when Gallade paused to mouth the words ‘infuriatingly vague.’ However, it died a quick and merciless death when the Guildmaster spoke again. “Good for you! I was worried that you’d have trouble making friends on your own. You’d always struck me as that kid on the playground that never approaches anybody and gets pissed because nobody comes to them, expecting all the others be lured in by their ‘overwhelming charisma.’ But hey- if it works, then I’m glad for you.”

The Riolu winced. “I don’t… I don’t always wait for-… Anyways.” He stopped himself when Riley realized that he was arguing with the dead. Or maybe it was arguing with himself. Or a forest. It was some degree of sad either way.

“I’m not running this time,” Riley stated, hopefully regaining his cool. “This is where I’m settling down for this peyote thing. So what do you want? Why are you here?”

“Why are you here?” the Guildmaster asked back.

“To get some of my memories back- something you never told me was possible,” countered Riley.

Though he was still turned around, the former Guildmaster’s smile came through in his voice. “Then why am I here instead of your brother? Or your parents? Or literally any other human?”

Because the forest and I don’t seem to be getting along, he didn’t say. Gallade may have had a point, but he’d been warned about the illusions lying to him. And the two also comforted him by telling Riley that they couldn’t hurt him… Against his better judgement, Riley considered what the illusion had to say.

In the quiet between them, filled with the idle sounds of a sleeping wood, the former Guildmaster took a deep breath and tilted his head towards the open sky above the small lake. “It’s quite a view, isn’t it? I’d thought the eclipse would be my last view of the starry sky, and yet… Here I find a patch of night even more captivating than before.”

It was a particularly ordinary night. Clear without a cloud, twinkling stars that formed loose shapes, and the half moon seemed smaller than usual. Riley didn’t get it.

“When I was younger I didn’t even know the moon existed. I went years with the sky being nothing but gray in a world of mud and rain and salt, and the crops that managed to grow in that cursed land,” Gallade explained. “I only had glimpses of blue or black with sprinkles of light, and even then it only lasted for seconds. That’s what happens when you were raised in that storm brewery. It was like that ever since I can remember, until the storm finally broke. And the first time I saw the moon was as the island sank into the sea.”

Another stretch of silence passed as Riley considered the tale, along with everything else. For a moment he almost believed it, but he stayed strong and remembered where he was. “That might’ve given me chills,” said the boy, “if it wasn’t probably made up. You’re not really him. No matter how hard you try, I know you’re not real.”

“Oh contraire. I’m the closest thing to the kinds of ghosts you’re familiar with,” the former Guildmaster countered. Here he turned around to face the boy, and to his surprise Gallade seemed like his ordinary self. No mutilation, no scowl, no gash across his neck- just the same plastered smile as always. “I’m what you remember of me. I am the impression I left upon you, given a shape and a voice and a single purpose: to haunt you. All I’m missing are heavy iron chains to rattle.”

For a moment Riley fell for that, but he was saved by his distrust. A smirk grew in spite of his annoyance. “You’re still not real, no matter what you call yourself. But you do a good impression. Am I getting an answer to my question, or is there no real reason you’re here?”

“I don’t know,” Gallade admitted testily. “The Forest of Mirrors is fickle. Who knows what it wants from you? It’s fine to be annoyed, but yelling at spirits won’t do you any good. You’re supposed to have respect for the dead.”

That at least got the boy to pause, though not in shame or repentance. “But, Rose and Pyro- they… They said those things. And then that Nidoking, if that one was an illusion, tried to kill me. Shouldn’t you be… I don’t know, belittling me? Or something?”

“Is that what you think of me? Honestly?” the former Guildmaster inquired. Though his features were cast in shadows, he seemed minorly but sincerely offended by that remark. “Riley, I would never belittle you. I know I sometimes come off as cold and… ‘devilish,’ according to some of my detractors, but I did care for you. Just as much as anyone else. I really am glad that you made it all the way out here. Maybe I’m not ‘real,’ but I’m honestly happy to see you.” He let out a short, almost awkward chuckle like an adolescent fumbling through conversation.

Riley was speechless. He’d only had a few private conversations with Gallade, and they played back in his head as he stared up at the silhouette of a Pokémon that was now only a legend. Reminding himself that the words were only a fabrication did not help him.

“If you really want me to I could act like them and call you… ‘irresponsible’ or whatever, but, I don’t feel like it,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe I’m only here to check up on you and make sure you’re on the right track.”

The Riolu averted his eyes. Guilt and grief swelled within him as he fought against it, pushing it back to its confinement. “Thank you,” was all he could think to say. If he ran his mouth any more than that, who knew what would come out?

A soft laugh escaped the former Guildmaster before he turned around once again to the patch of night sky. “Just remember, Riley: you may be out here by yourself, but you’re never alone. For better or worse there’s always somebody around.”

“I’ll remember,” Riley promised. He knew he was missing something in all of this, and that even the echo of Gallade stayed true to that evasive nature of his, and that this was all in his head to some degree. He knew all that yet chose to remain silent. Above all else, Riley did not want to disturb the mood as he shared the view with the spirit.

…

In order to conquer these woods, Riley first had to live in them. Its mystical nature did not detract from its physical existence. Just because he came in empty-handed didn’t mean that he intended to starve himself. The Forest of Mirrors had challenged him with the Nidoking and he would accept it. So when Riley awoke with an empty gut grumbling in dissatisfaction, he knew it had officially began.

The first day.

Two options laid before him: hunting or foraging. Foraging was easier in theory, but he also didn’t know where to start looking for any berry trees. What he remembered from his trek into these woods consisted mostly of the Nidoking, so he couldn’t recall if he came across anything edible. And even if he had, was this not technically a Mystery Dungeon? Had he not seen that the hills he came from were nowhere to be seen? Even if he had seen something last evening, it could have shifted around and moved somewhere else.

Riley shook his head. He was getting nowhere, and with every reconfirmation of that his stomach felt emptier and emptier. “Let’s see where the day takes me,” he thought aloud.

Normally at a time like this, Riley would have picked a random direction and followed it until he stumbled across something, but he thought carefully. Things were following the rules more than usual. Pokémon drank and swam in this small lake, grass and weeds were overgrown, birds chirped in the distance (in a tune far deeper than usual birdsong)… It was normal. Almost close to the kind of normal he knew and could act upon. Did regular feeding spots that Pokémon gathered around exist? If so, could he reasonably follow their tracks to find the hotspots of activity? Or did all they all reside in the territories of powerful Pokémon, claiming their food with either sheer numbers or imposing stature.

Follow the activity, Riley told himself, moving as quietly as he could through the underbrush. Figure out how this ecosystem functions first, then go foraging. Maybe even-… No. Foraging. Play it safe.

The biological compendium had a lingering effect on the boy that he only distantly realized. All the technical and biological jargon Riley had taken in had him seeing the world through a different lense. His first few weeks had been spent in awe looking towards the grand things in this new world, like the monsters and the wars and the opportunity to be a part of it all, but Markus’s book had signified a change in interest. Riley had caught a glimpse of all that he did not know, of the vast darkness surrounding what little he had illuminated, and had sworn to feed the light.

He followed a stamped-down trail from the shore further into the woods, the variety of footprints blending together to prevent Riley from guessing who used it. But he’d seen Stantler drinking from that spot, and as he traced it into the woods he noticed the navy blue back peppered with red, dimly-glowing spots that belonged to a Quilava as it scampered into the brush. From this he learned two things. One, that the dungeon was at least regular enough for natural highways to form due to traffic, and two, that most of the ecosystem must have consisted of herbivores if such a well-traveled route didn’t show signs of hunting. Or at least none that he could detect.

It forked and split a dozen times as different prints branched off towards their domains. Small paw prints lead into a hollow beneath a slightly uprooted tree, and the repulsive odor of a duo of Gloom warned him what was at the end of another. Each time he tried to pick the path most used, slowly piecing together who was here.

Hours passed by however, and Riley couldn’t find a single source of food. The trail only got colder and colder until he was following single footsteps or tufts of hair. And as his stomach growled in annoyance, Riley realized this method of foraging wasn’t getting him anywhere. His methods would have brought nothing if not for pure chance.

Riley ducked on instinct when he heard a buzzing approach from behind him, and a pair of Combee darted past him. He watched in horrified fascination as they followed a meandering path through the trees and far away from the path.

Bees, Riley thought, realizing suddenly that he had a slight fear of bees. Bees take pollen from flowers. It’s summer- currently approaching the autumn harvest. Maybe they’re the key to finding a fruit tree. There was also the possibility of finding honey at their hive, but a moment’s visualization of how that would go dissuaded him from taking even a single step closer.

Instead he turned around in the direction they came from, scanning the treeline carefully for another hint at where they were returning from. That came a moment later when yellow hexagons emerged from far away, each with its own face, heading in the same direction as the others before it. Ignoring his internal protests, he ran towards where it came from with his head tucked down.

I wonder what happened to me, the boy mused, attempting to ignore the discomfort that each passing buzz gave him as he followed their meandering trails. Maybe I was swarmed by wasps back home? Or was I allergic to bees? It didn’t occur to him that a phobia didn’t need a traumatic origin to form, such as with most people and spiders. It only distantly occurred to him that he was referring to things he didn’t completely remember. His hunger had thrown off his thinking, and all his mental fortitude was focused on taking him vaguely forward.

It was for that reason that Riley didn’t think as to why foraging Combee showed no interest in him.

The buzzing picked up. More and more yellow hexes darted past him or over him. Singles turned to pairs, then to groups, then entire bunches came in waves just above his head. Riley could feel terror and panic creeping into his mind, and under its possession he dove into the underbrush. All around him were the high-pitched whines of wings, only made endurable with his paws clamped over his ears. Through the thick grass Riley watched as a sea of Combee ran over his head, and amongst them was a Vespiquen with her carapace cracked. Other Combee hovered around their queen protectively, acting as her shield as they all flew past him.

It must’ve been over a minute before the swarm was gone, and all that remained was a far-off droning hum. When that too faded away, all that remained was the rustling of leaves in a gentle wind. The forest was silent. Riley could hear his own heart pounding in his chest as clear as a bell.

Turn around, he ordered. That was a hive- easily over a thousand of them. And they were running. You’re dead if you go any further.

His head poked out from a bush and looked to where they had came. All that laid before him were more deciduous trees and thick foliage. He couldn’t see far through it all, yet Riley knew it was just up ahead, within a few hundred yards. At his core he felt ‘it’, felt his own fear gather, condense, weigh him down.

You’re only out here to forage, he reminded himself, as if it could stop him from taking the first foolish step forward. Alright? Just go back to camp. You’re here for food, not to become food. Go back to…

But he wouldn’t. Against his judgement Riley pressed towards the danger. His cursory aura abilities picked up on something writhing, ravenous, chaotic, rolling in like fog, but it was his gut that told him what it was. It was the forest, not its bounty, that Riley was here for after all.

Trees were uprooted and laid toppled on a carpet of fallen branches and shards of gold-colored carapace. With the canopy gone, sunlight shone upon a broad wild battlefield, at the center of which was half of a maple tree with pieces of a great hive amongst its remaining branches. It had been split as if by a bolt of lightning, smoldering trunk and all, and the other half hung suspended, swaying in the breeze, creaking and groaning as it slowly died.

The Nidoking took a piece of carapace and dipped it into the chunk of the hive, pulling it out covered in honey. It stared at its treat for a moment, salivating, before placing it on its tongue and biting down. The resulting crack made Riley’s skin crawl.

“Magnificent, isn’t he?” asked a voice. For an entirely different reason, Riley froze. This voice, sweet and terrible like a madman’s lullaby, was one he couldn’t forget.

The boy took a deep breath before whispering calmly, “I’m not talking to you. Go away.”

A bemused laugh proceeded the Mad Jack’s response. “Didn’t you want to kill me? Last time I saw you, you were screeching-”

“I don’t care,” Riley answered bluntly.

Bisharp folded his arms across his chest. He sat a short distance behind the boy on the side of a tree and stared at the back of the Riolu’s head. “Well… I guess. No point in stirring anything up, is there? This ain’t about me. No, it’s the beast that brought you here, and vice-versa.” Those last words were almost enough to bait Riley into truly listening to the illusion, yet his will kept his gaze focused.

Honey splattered onto the beast’s face as he bit and chewed into a piece of the hive. Watching the paper-like material mash into a sweet pulp was sickening to watch, yet Riley couldn’t look away. In the same breath he was both frozen with fear and utterly fascinated by the casual curiosity the Nidoking displayed. It put the boy in mind of an infant, picking things up and putting it in its mouth whether or not they are edible.

“You’ve noticed, haven’t you? That Nidoking- he’s picking fights with the Wilds too,” Bisharp observed. “Down to each little detail, he is the same carnage-craving animal you remember. Hell, you even picked up on some things you couldn’t know. Impressive! And for some reason, you gave him a form. Why, might I ask, was my Nidoking chosen to interact with the forest?”

I wish you were real just so I could shut you up, Riley blustered. But he couldn’t be angry for long, for his gaze settled on something off.

Around the Nidoking’s broad neck, now smeared with honey and dirt, was a red scarf. It was the same unnatural, otherworldly shade, and Riley was certain that it would be warm to the touch as if left out in the sun. The longer Riley stared at it, the more confused and the more outraged he became. He’d left it back at camp to distance himself from it, not to leave it for anybody to take. Even if that scarf was fake, it was still an insult that a mindless beast would wear Gallade’s gift to him like a trophy.

“What right do you have to wear that?” Riley growled through gritted teeth.

“Oh, that? I thought it was strange too,” mused the Steel-type. “Not only was he given flesh, but he was given a gift on your behalf… You only met him once, correct? Almost twice? Why was he special enough to be given our scarf?”

Despite his efforts, Riley’s attention was snagged by a single word, and he whirled around to echo it back to Bisharp. “‘Our?’”

The Steel-type nodded. “Yeah. That used to be mine back in the day, but… Well, I gave it up. And since Gallade gave it to you, I suppose it’s yours now. I’ll relent to that.” He stretched his arms above his head and leaned back. “And if you want to keep it, all you need to do is go grab it.”

And let it grab me, Riley thought bitterly, returning his attention to his subject. The last of that particular hive-chunk was turned to paste and swallowed, and its eyes started to wander. Just let it pop my skull open like a grape. If I get anywhere close to that thing it’ll kill me. A shiver ran up his spine as his gaze focused in on the scarf. And I’m gonna have to do just that, aren’t I?

“I can’t wait to see how you’ll pull it off.” From Bisharp’s voice alone Riley could tell that he was grinning ear to ear with a distant look in his eyes. “A quick grab-n’-dash? Or will you proclaim a challenge and prove that it’s yours? Maybe you’ll stand your ground and try and talk to it. So many different choices… And yet, they’ll all end with you smeared against a tree.”

The beast turned its back to Riley as something else in the wreckage caught its attention. Only a few paces away, it fished something alive from the debris. A shrill cry froze Riley in place. He didn’t even get to see what it was before it was silenced by the gnashing fangs, and the beast lumbered on without a care in the world.

“It’s real, isn’t it?” Riley whispered to himself. He shuddered as he wrapped his arms around himself in a lonely embrace. “It’s real, and I brought it here.”

“Didn’t I say that less than a minute ago? Or are you still ignoring me?”

Shaking, Riley watched as the Nidoking lumbered away through the wreckage. For the moment it appeared to be sated. How long would he remain like this? The damaged caused by a single hunger pang was catastrophic, and even if they were only Wildies getting caught in this, nobody deserved to find their end at that monster’s jaws. How many had already solely because he showed up here? Too many. Carefully, Riley stalked after him.

“Off he goes,” Bisharp sighed longingly. “The violent outcast in a place he does not know, off to do things he does not understand. For it’s his nature. To-”

Riley turned over his shoulder and glared at the grinning Steel-type. “Don’t talk like you know me,” he snarled, brandishing his fangs with complete contempt. “I can take this from anybody else. Rose, Pyro, Joker, Gallade, Markus, Weavile- anybody. But you? Even if you have a photo album, I don’t want your help. Stay the hell away from me. You’re nothing but a distraction.”

The grin gradually shifted to something more devious, but by the time it got there, Riley had already started moving again. He didn’t hear Bisharp mutter “From what, I wonder…?” before snapping his fingers. Just that quickly, he was gone, leaving Riley to his hunt.

…


  Slowly. Careful steps. Stick to the thinnest patches of brush. Avoid twigs and rocks, and always try for even ground. Look down just as much as you look ahead. Move a hair slower than normal walking pace.


The journey to the Forest of Mirrors had taught Riley more than he thought. Merely watching the cautious way Markus moved had shone a light on the subject, and while they didn’t translate one-to-one with this body, it made it easier to pick up. He would have to thank Markus when he saw him again, and pay more attention from here on out.

Riley followed the beast’s meandering path for hours in silence. Prey don’t make much of a racket when predators lurk about, and the Nidoking didn’t seem to have anywhere in mind to be. It roamed around aimlessly, and to Riley’s relief without searching for another meal. Instead it just kept on going uphill and the sky gained wisps of orange as evening approached. Riley was beginning to wonder how long this would last when his answer finally came.

It had probably stolen the den it was using, a cave near the top of a great mound. The former residents were tragically beyond concern now. Nidoking ducked into the opening and disappeared into the shadows, and Riley watched from a hundred yards back. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have a clear visual. Riley’s abilities locked onto the beast’s writhing, ravenous aura like a compass, pointing him towards certain death.

There’s still a few hours of daylight left, and it’s going off to bed? I didn’t even know it slept, he thought. If I want to get the drop on it, this is probably the best opportunity I’ll get. I only need to- … But it might not be sleeping. I don’t know how sharp this thing’s senses are, and I can’t see what it’s doing in there. It could be hanging out. Waiting for something to happen, for night to fall and the prowl to begin again… Or it really could be nodding off, and I could be wasting time.

His circular speculations started to drive him mad, and Riley had to shift from one conundrum to another. He had to learn more, yet doing so meant getting closer to certain death. Just because he outran the monster once didn’t mean he could do it reliably. And the thing had venom! All it needed to do was graze him with one of the barbs on its body, and then it would be free to rip him apart and eat him piece by piece like a basket of wings.

Cursing himself, Riley did the stupid thing and drew closer. Over the course of minutes he halved the distance, then halved it again, finding a decent spot behind a moss-covered log with a few mushrooms growing in its shade. He ducked under that and glanced at the…

He uttered a silent, baffled curse as he looked into the mouth of the cave. What he’d mistaken for a ray of sunlight filtering through the forest canopy had been a flame at the end of a red tail. They were both there, sitting against the opposite walls with their heads aimed at the ground.

“Yeah. It’s ridiculous,” the Charmeleon grumbled. “He just finished a hunt and he’s already starting another.”

“How greedy can you be?” the Roselia gloomily agreed.

A bitter smirk came over Pyro’s face, which was immediately hidden as he put a claw over it. “At this rate, there’ll be no game left. I give it two weeks before he’s exhausted everything there is to do.”

“What, you don’t believe in him?” Rose shot back with feigned enthusiasm. “If he sets his mind to it, he can get it done in seven days. Easily.”

Why? Riley asked, perhaps to the forest. Why are they with the Nidoking? It doesn’t make any sense. They’ve talked to it even less than I have! Probably. He clenched a fist around a tuft of wet grass, nearly ripping it out of the soil before Riley realized what he was about to do. God damn it, why does it have to be them?

The illusory Charmeleon slumped against the wall and slid until he was sitting. “And we just had to get stuck with this, didn’t we? Could’ve had anybody else, but-”

“It won’t get any better,” Rose interjected, annoyed. “Better just get used to it. Maybe it’ll at least turn out to be tolerable, if we’re lucky.”

“Tch.” Pyro shut his eyes and rested the back of his head on his claws. “If we were lucky we wouldn’t have gotten into this mess in the first place.”

Riley clamped his eyes shut and pressed his muzzle against the forest floor. I can’t do this, he told himself. Not if they’re here. I’m not ready yet.

You’re here to gather information, damn it! he yelled back at himself. To learn! You knew what you were getting into when you got here. You can’t run now!

Oh yeah? That’s big talk for someone who just sits there and yells at me. Why don’t you try it if it’s so simple? Asshole.

Riley paused. It had been a little over twenty four hours and he already started bickering with himself. Now even his own thoughts were against him. He couldn’t be indecisive without being argumentative. There were enough hindrances already, and Riley didn’t want to needlessly add another. He took a slow, silent breath and attempted to clear his mind.

You’re about to learn something, Riley, he told himself gently as he crawled forward. At the very least you’re gonna learn if the Nidoking can see or hear them. Just don’t look at them if they bother you that-

After having been ignored all day, Riley’s stomach chose that instant to growl. The calm silence of the forest made it sound as loud as a landslide.

His illusory companions darted their heads towards the mossy log, and the Nidoking’s disturbed grunt warned Riley that it wasn’t deaf. But the boy wasn’t there anymore. Before his gut had settled down Riley was on his feet and bolting away as fast as he could. He didn’t care about the noise he was making or the path he was taking. Any extra step between the boy and the beast was welcomed.

When he finally stopped in an area thick with underbrush, exhausted and terrified, Riley’s shoulders slumped. He’d been so focused all day that he forgot that he was out here to find food. And he’d found none. What was he supposed to look for out here? All he knew about were fruit trees, and those weren’t nearly as plentiful as he’d hoped.

His gut grumbled again.

“Oh, shut up,” he grumbled back, finding another way to talk to himself. “You ruined my post. I couldn’t even find anything out thanks to you.” Closing his eyes, the black drop-shaped appendages hovered for an instant as Riley tried to use his abilities. He could sense dozens of auras in all directions, each varying in potency, but he still felt a faded version of the same ravenous aura from atop the hill. “Well… at least there’ll be another chance.”

Hoping to orientate himself, Riley took his time climbing to the top of another pine tree. He appeared to be in a broad basin, perhaps the bed of a dried-up lake, which held one tall hill at its center. This made keeping track of the Nidoking easier, but the same couldn’t be said for the rest of the forest. He’d have to hike out of here in order to get a better look, and hopefully then he would find his camp again.

But for now, he was hungry, he was thirsty, and he was starting to get tired. Foraging in the dark sounded terrible, and the thought of hunting still made Riley uncomfortable. He’d resume in the morning when he could see. For now, Riley slid down the trunk of the tree until he found a sturdy enough branch for him to rest on. There he leaned back and watched the sky, stewing in his own thoughts.

How would Riley get his scarf back? Bisharp’s reflection may have been toying with him, but it was a valid question. Grabbing it and running seemed the most enticing, but that was easier said than done. Unless Riley somehow managed to get it to take the scarf off, getting it back meant getting close to the Nidoking. Not to mention his own partners, who for whatever reason accompany the monster, and whatever tact and awareness they might add. He’d wasted the opportunity to find more about that, but he could imagine. And as twilight ended, Riley had plenty of time to visualize over and over the possibilities. None of them looked any good.

“Another beautiful night, isn’t it?” a voice asked.

Roused from his thoughts, Riley’s eyes shifted not to the source but to a gap in the pine needles. Indeed, the night had begun, and a pale half moon lurked in the dark sky. “Does moonlight just summon you? Are you gonna show up every night?” asked the boy.

Gallade laughed softly. “You’re the one making me do this, not me,” he deflected. “But it would seem so.”

Riley exhaled. He glanced down for a moment, and the former Guildmaster stood in a patch of shrubbery. The view from down there couldn’t have been all that great, and having only one eye certainly didn’t help. But he also wasn’t physically there, so what did any of that matter? Riley shook his head and looked up again. “So are we just gonna stargaze all night? Or can I ask you something?”

“Like what?” Gallade asked.

“That scarf. The one you gave me. Was it really Bisharp’s?”

A snort of laughter preceded the former Guildmaster’s remark. “So you doubt my little speech, yet you believe him? The murderer who has done nothing but tease you?”

“I only want to know what you have to say,” Riley replied. “You said it belonged to an old friend of yours. If there’s any connection between you two, I feel like I have the right to know, given the circumstances.”

“I can’t tell you,” Gallade answered with a shake of the head. “Unfortunately, you don’t have any solid evidence to go off of. Unless you want to profile us for being old swordsmon. That’s all you really have.” He shrugged, though Riley couldn’t see the gesture. “Aside from whatever your gut is telling you.”

The boy hesitated. “It’s… It’s telling me there is. You two act vaguely similar, but I can’t peg it down,” he answered. “And if that scarf was his-”

“So you do believe him?”

“I- uh…” Thoroughly caught, Riley folded his arms across his chest. “I honestly don’t know what I believe at the moment.”

Gallade chuckled. “That’s certainly changed over the past few weeks, hasn’t it? Back when you were an Explorer you never would’ve talked to me like this.”

For a moment Riley said nothing as he processed that. It was true. Before Gallade’s death he never would’ve talked to him so boldly. And now that it was pointed out to him, it was obvious. “I… I think I know why,” the boy murmured.

Gallade said nothing as he waited patiently for an answer to a question left unanswered even with the grave between them.

“I never really realized it, but I was scared of you. From the moment I woke up in your Guild you were hard to get a read on. I was safe so long as I did what you told me to. And I… I couldn’t admit it to myself, but I was as scared of you as I was grateful.” It felt good to admit all this, removing a weight Riley didn’t know was there. “I ignored it. I just wanted to go on adventures and pretend none of this was happening, but… I can’t do that anymore, can I?”

Gallade hummed as the thought it over. “I don’t… know how to feel about that. About being your sword of Damocles.” That last word Riley pocketed, recognizing it from somewhere but not knowing where.

“I remember one night you tried to instill this in me. Reshape me. Remember when you took me to the first Guildmaster’s grave? That big skull?” Riley went on, talking nearly as fast as he could think. “You told me a lot of things, but… There was one thing that bothered me. I said I wanted to go on adventures, and you told me that I could either be a hero or a warlord. You told me that I needed to change the world, and I… I didn’t have the nerve to even realize that I disagreed.”

“Go on,” the former Guildmaster urged, and the boy complied.

“You were trying to mold my words to make me want to be a hero, and…” He stopped for a moment, surprised at where his own words were taking him. Every time he let his mouth run he admitted things he barely even realized himself. “And that just isn’t me. I want to help and save others, sure, but I’m not noble. I swore to kill Bisharp only because he- he stole from me. Because I knew deep down that I couldn’t go back anymore. I was selfish. I’ll never be a hero like you were, and I’m fine with that.”

Another dry laugh echoed through the night as Riley replayed over his words. What the hell was he saying?

“You’re enough,” said the former Guildmaster. “You fix your own mistakes, and while you cause trouble you also don’t let any slide by you. Riley, you don’t need to be a legendary hero to change the world for the better.”

Solemnly, the boy nodded. Riley didn’t know what to say. He felt a little choked up and didn’t entirely know why.

“Since you’re putting your trust in me,” Gallade said, returning to the previous question, “that scarf should have remained a relic. It has a history you shouldn’t have gotten involved with. Yet, you have. And I’m sorry. If you must get it back, you must make it yours. Overwrite its past.”

Riley tilted his head to the side. “I don’t follow.”

“All in due time,” Gallade answered, and the bushes started to stir as the former Guildmaster turned and began to stroll away. “You’re doing well for yourself as it is.”

“Hey!” Riley called after him, leaning off of the branch nearly to the point of tipping over. The illusion didn’t look back. “Where are you going? What ever happened to ‘for better or worse?’”

A single wave was the only response the former Guildmaster gave as he wandered off into the woods. Riley sighed before returning his attention to the patch of sky. He still didn’t get why it called to Gallade so.

“I only wanted to say thanks for being open with me,” he mumbled with his arms crossed. Little did the boy know, it would be the last time in any capacity that Riley would see him.

  



41. Retaliations


    
    The second day.

 

A grumpy Riolu was dragged to the waking world by an empty stomach that had gone ignored for forty-eight hours now. Frowning, he looked around. It was dark with hints of dawn’s arrival to the east. The forest was between shifts, and the last of nocturnal Pokémon were returning while those like him were waking up. He was in a lull of activity. Riley didn’t expect his worst nightmare to be so close.

 

“Rrgh. I know, I know,” he grumbled. “Be patient. We’ll eat when we find something. After last night, you can’t order me around anymore.”

 

It grumbled back, but after a second his gut was quiet. Riley slipped off his branch and landed clumsily on the ground below, startling away a small brown creature that he couldn’t get a good look at. By the time it occurred to him to follow it, it was gone. The boy cursed himself. He could’ve tried to figure out what it ate and follow it, but… Riley only shrugged. There would be other chances. Perhaps some of the honey was left? It was unlikely, probably not even worth checking, but in case of an emergency he had the option. And honey didn’t sound like a bad choice, all things-

 

Something moved. Less than ten feet away, Riley saw his own silhouette kneeling in the brush. All the sketches in Markus’s book made him familiar with his own shape, and it shared his frayed, burned ear. And all it was doing was connecting lines in the dirt with a stick, drawing something Riley couldn’t see.

 


   An illusion of myself now? Why would the forest show- 


 

But it wasn’t Riley he was looking at.

 

When the realization struck, Riley wasted no time. He whirled and sprinted as fast as he could through the underbrush, weaving past trees and leaping over logs as he tried to gain as much distance as possible. There was no looking back, no listening for a response.

 


   Run. Keep running. Run as far as you can. Don’t stop. Not until you’re- 


 

Riley didn’t register the moss-blanketed boulder until he was right on top of it, hitting it so hard that his teeth clacked together and he bounced off, falling on his ass. He tried and failed to stand. Not enough energy. If he was that tired, he probably ran far enough, and there was enough distance between him and…

 

“Yourself,” he insisted. “The forest showed you yourself. Nothing else. Just more weird illusions.” With enough repetition Riley might even believe it.  Yourself. Yourself. Yourself. Yourself. 

 

A few minutes later he had his breath back and he was on his feet again. “I’m gonna have to go back, aren’t I?” Riley asked himself, turning in the direction he came from. Was ‘he’ still there? Waiting for him? And Riley only ran away, like he always did.

 

He was blessed by a distraction when he overheard a faint splash to his left. His survival instincts kicked in and began to coldly process the information. A source of water, and a probable Pokémon drinking from it. Riley left ‘him’ behind and skulked towards the noise.

 

A Ducklett bobbed on a still, murky pond that looked questionable at best. The two looked at each other, wordlessly agreeing to keep their distance, and Riley dipped his muzzle in to take a drink. His eyes shot open and he recoiled, spitting the scum-ridden water out with a string of nonsensical curses.

 

“Tastes like rot,” he groaned before looking back to the Ducklett, who was startled by the sudden racket. “Why are you here then? Nothing edible should live here,” he asked before scraping the taste off his tongue with his paw.

 

When the water grew still, he leaned close to look for anything obviously impure floating (or, God forbid, squirming) in there, but the early morning light revealed nothing… No, no that wasn’t right. Something was off. Cautiously, Riley leaned even closer and squinted. He could just make out a figure different than his own being reflected off the surface. Darker fur, white paws, a red collar and crest-

 

His tail solidified into metal before Riley swept it behind him like a club, defending himself as he twirled around. Teeth were bared, fists were clenched, and Riley was out for blood. Yet, nobody was there. Bewildered, he looked left, then right, then up… And then he flushed as he heard snickering come from behind him.

 

“Down here, jackass!” Weavile taunted. “Oh man, that was priceless. ‘Where is she?! Where’d she go?!’ Just like tricking a dog!”

 

Riley rolled his eyes and defeatedly plopped down on the bank. “Good to see you too,” he said in monotone. This was a new one: Weavile took the place of his reflection. She mirrored his cross-legged pose with their chins resting lazily on a paw.

 

“Yeah, and I’m jumping with joy to be here too. At least you get to leave whenever you want,” she scoffed. “You know how long I’ve been waiting here for you to show up? Two days! Two days of being suck as… this. Here.”

 

“Sorry,” replied the boy, surprised to find that he actually meant it. “I didn’t choose who got dragged into this with me. I should only be here for… six more days. Hopefully.”

 

“… If I was real, I would strangle you right now,” she glowered.

 

Riley rolled his eyes and leaned back, removing his warped reflection from his sight. “You and everyone else.” This was just what he needed. Another illusion to mock and ridicule him to make him feel increasingly terrible inside. Gallade’s gentleness seemed to be a fluke. As much as he dreaded her being here, at least he was already steeled against her. Who cared what she had to say anyways?

 

But no crude insult came. A long silence passed between them, filled only by the Ducklett bobbing its head in the water as it pecked for food, until Weavile started to hum thoughtfully. “You know, I never thought about it, but why  are  you talking to me?” she asked, regaining Riley’s attention. “I thought you hated me. That I’m only ‘out to destroy,’ or something like that. Right?”

 

“It is,” Riley said with restraint. “But they already told me to expect anybody. Friends and enemies, hu-”

 

“And you’d rather talk to me than ‘him.’”

 

He locked up. His breath stopped and his heart raced as the starlit silhouette reappeared in his head, drawing shapes in the dirt. It wouldn’t go away. Questions built up.  What was he drawing? Why was he turned around? 

 

“Well you did, didn’t you? Rather talk with the big bad bandit than confront your problems?” It was pure, undisguised bait, and they both knew it. That didn’t stop Riley from biting down as hard as he could.

 

“ I can’t ,” he hissed. The words burned his mouth on the way out. “Happy? Is that what you wanna hear? I can’t do it!” His fists punctuated his scream by pounding into the dirt.

 

“Woah, easy there! Calm down!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t think you’d break that quick. Since when have you been this honest with yourself?”

 

No answer. He was light headed and couldn’t catch his breath. Too many thoughts fighting over each other, screaming at himself, drowning each other out in a sea of loathing.

 

“Didn’t mean to strike a nerve,” she blatantly lied. “It’s just that- you struck me as the kind of guy to charge straight to your own death. The typical foolhardy warrior-type. But, I guess you’re just a coward.”

 

Riley recoiled. “I’m not-”

 

“Who are you lying for? Just admit it. For all your talk, you don’t want to admit ,” said Weavile patiently. “So instead of owning up to it, you run. You deny. Or even worse, you ‘ pretend ’ that you’ve learned your lesson. Either way you’re doing everything you can to avoid owning up to it. A coward by definition.”

 

“Don’t  call me that! ” With his teeth bared Riley lurched forward and plunged both paws into the pond as if to strangle her. The reflection matched him, and as the water settled Riley could see her smirk. “Do you have any idea what it’s like?! Would you even care if you did?!”

 

Weavile roared back, “Why would I worry about something I can’t fix?! He’s dead! It’s your body now!”

 

“Just because I can’t fix it doesn’t mean I can ignore it!”

 

“Why not?! It’s not like you had anything to do with this. You’re not the murderer, you’re the weapon! What part of that don’t you get?!”

 

The Riolu leaned in even closer to the water, and his reflection did the same. They were simultaneously inches and worlds apart. In a low, dictative growl he gave his answer. “I’m still a part of this. As long as I’m here, I owe it to him to make it right.”

 

She raised a brow, taken aback for an instant before she leaned even closer for the killing blow. “Then why haven’t you?”

 

Riley said nothing. If he could answer that question, he sure as hell wouldn’t be here. A mere four words had robbed the wind from his sails.

 

“Hmph. That’s what I thought,” Weavile said smugly. “It’s easy to say all that, but you haven’t taken a step towards doing it. You’re in over your head. Got yourself all confused.”

 

“I  know  it… won’t be easy,” Riley said weakly.

 

“Mmhm. Right.”

 

He withdrew his dripping paws and retreated back to the bank, sitting with his knees folded against his chest and making himself stare back at the reflection. Again they shared the eerie silence of the forest, and again Weavile was the one to break it moments later.

 

“You know, I think you got unlucky. You would’ve been better off if you woke up with me instead,” she claimed.

 

Riley blinked. “Excuse me?”

 

“No no, think about it. What if you worked for the syndicate instead?” Both her smirk and her scowl were gone, and with them went the predatory look in her eyes. Weavile was being serious. More than that, she was trying to be sincerely helpful. “You could’ve had all the fights you wanted, and you wouldn’t be the one dragging everybody around. You’d go to all sorts of colorful locales and see them for what they really are. Instead of being out of place at the Guild, you’d be amongst your own there.”

 

“My own?” Riley asked, unsure if he was amused or irritated.

 

“You know, the other violent sociopaths like yourself.”

 

Irritated, apparently. He shut his eyes, tilted his head back and let out a sound somewhere between a groan and a sigh. “And  here we go ,” the boy lamented.

 

“Tell me I’m wrong,” she challenged. “The two times we met, I got that vibe from you. Angry, senseless, frenzied and primal. You’re an animal. And now that we’re in these woods, I  know  it. I saw it all. The whole fiasco in the desert, from running away to charging towards bastards way out of your league, you dragging your friends along on empty adventures, pouting whenever you didn’t get your way… And that whole duel with Kirlia? The excuse you made just to trade blows with him? Like I said, tell me I’m wrong.”

 

The Riolu’s paws balled into fists. She wasn’t playing fair with this pseudo-mind reading bullshit, weaponizing him against himself. Riley couldn’t truthfully call her wrong, could he?. She was right. The forest was right. By extension, Riley was right.

 

“I’m different,” he insisted. “I know what I did was wrong, reprehen-”

 

“So what if it was?” Weavile asked impishly. “You’re gonna let them dictate your life? After all their secrecy and arrogance, after they left you hanging out to dry, why should it matter what they think? They don’t care! And you shouldn’t either!”

 

“That’s  not -”

 

“No. Don’t answer now, just think about it. Seek me out once you leave this place. If you’re already wanted, what’s the harm in becoming a criminal?” Finally she stopped for a moment to let the question settle, let the boy digest it.

 

His temper came to a halt when something occurred to the boy, and when it did he couldn’t help but smirk. “Are you… Are you seriously asking me to join the ‘dark side?’”

 

Weavile skipped a beat. Her control of the conversation just drastically weakened. “See? That’s the Guild talking. Blacks and whites, rights and wrongs. Let me… I know. You’re hungry, aren’t you Riley?” He was, but he wasn’t about to answer that when she already knew. “Then eat already.”

 

She pointed with a single claw further into the pond, where the blue duck still floated passively, ignoring the stranger that was talking to himself. It paddled around alone. Ducks, he knew, usually didn’t separate from the flock, but here this one was. Small, vulnerable and unaware of the predator at the shore.

 

Through his teeth Riley gave his answer, dauntless and unwavering. “No.”

 

“Riley, you’ve eaten meat before. Don’t act all high and mighty on me now. Just take it. It’s only a Wild.”

 

“I’m not doing it.”

 

“You’re starving. You can’t find any other food because you don’t know how to forage right. You think you’re all out of luck since shiny apples aren’t thrown in your path, but you’ve been passing by food all this time.”

 

“I won’t hurt a Pokémon that hasn’t attacked me,” growled the Riolu.

 

“But Pokémon do that all the time. It’s part of the natural order of things. So long as it’s Wild, there’s  nothing  wrong about it,” Weavile explained, leaving little time for Riley to wonder if that was true or not. “It’s easy. And if you do it right, it’ll be painless. Just give it a try and… hey, what are you-”

 

 Splash .

 

A fist-sized rock hit the water aft of the blue duck, showering it with a foul spray. It quacked twice before flapping it wings and taking flight, disappearing above the forest and leaving a disbelieving Weavile staring after it.

 

“ Why?!  ” she shouted. The ripples in the water obscured the Weavile’s form, yet he locked his eyes on her and would not remove them. The harshness of his gaze would not deter her, however. “Do you  want  to starve?!”

 

Without a word, Riley reached over to his right and ripped off a handful of long swamp grass. Before he could process what he was about to do, it was already done. A green tuft of the stuff protruded from his muzzle as Riley forced himself to chew through it.

 

“… What are you…?”

 

It was surprisingly sour. Having never eaten grass, Riley didn’t know what to expect. It tasted like how grass usually smelled, but a bit… off. Maybe grass just wasn’t meant for him. At least it would quell his gut for a little while. Cows ate this stuff, right? There had to be  some  nutritional value to it, if any value at all.

 

“You… you  do  realize that grew out of this pond, right? You’ll get sick.”

 

He shrugged. If something like that were the case, the taste probably would’ve made him gag already. If anything were to make him sick about this, it was the urban legend that dogs threw up when they ate grass. That was true for cats, but had it been falsely applied to their rival animal? And if it was true, would that still apply to him?

 

Weavile tilted her head, utterly baffled, as she studied him. “You’re… you’re a fucking idiot, you know that?”

 

Nodding, Riley swallowed and pushed himself to his feet. “Damn right!” he proclaimed, as if for all the world to hear. “I never learned how to forage for food. Took all the fruit trees for granted. I had plenty of time to learn back in the Guild, and I could have paid closer attention to how Festuum found those onions. And Markus must’ve known something that could help me, considering what he does. But I didn’t ask once. I’m an idiot.”

 

“Then why did-”

 

“Because me being stupid isn’t a good reason for something to die.”

 

They lingered in the silence for a moment longer. With the surface again still and stagnate, nothing obscured the utter confusion on Weavile’s face. She couldn’t understand. Even if she was tapped into Riley’s head, she could not comprehend why he did what he did.

 

“I’ll see you around,” was all Riley said before turning and walking away.

 

“Wha- hey! Don’t act like you just won anything!” she roared after him. He barely listened. “You’re still a coward! Still running away, still denying…”

 

…

 

As the drop-shaped appendages hovered, the ravenous aura of the Nidoking made itself known to the Riolu. Sluggishly it moved further away, obviously in no hurry. An hour after sunrise it had finally left its stolen den, and now it time for breakfast. The horrid thought put urgency into his steps.

 

A short while later, Riley could see the purple outline through the trees, lumbering into a clearing and stamping its feet like a bull. Its presence sent terrified prey scattering. Leaves shook as birds took flight and rodents scurried away. A few of the tan quadrupeds with white antlers had been visible only briefly before they pranced off. But there was one who answered the Nidoking’s challenge. An annoyed Snorlax felt the Nidoking’s glare on her belly, and she would not stand for such a challenge. Something told her that she wouldn’t want to ignore it.

 

 It hasn’t thrown any trees  , Riley observed from a hundred yards back.  And neither has it roared. Or really do anything besides bare its teeth and snarl a little. Still waking up, is it? So mornings are when- 

 

A stifled  snap  stopped his thoughts in their tracks when the Nidoking’s tail struck the Snorlax’s neck, so fast that it left a lavender blur. The towering Snorlax slowed and stopped, as if she suddenly remembered it had somewhere to be, before she started to fall on her side. She hit the ground with a wet  crunch  as her body lost its form, her bones disintegrated.

 

Riley’s blood ran cold as he stared at the aftermath, trying to understand what the hell just happened. The Nidoking dug its fingers through the Snorlax’s ( dear God, it looks more like a bean bag than a Pokemon ) hip and began to rip out her flanks with his bare hands. Squelching, squishing, soft yet savage sounds haunted Riley. The noise was so faint that he almost couldn’t hear it, but his senses were focused. And he couldn’t believe what they were telling him.

 

The urge came suddenly, and Riley heaved and threw up what little he had in his stomach. Disgust overwhelmed him. Disgust and fear.

 


   It killed that Snorlax in the blink of an eye, and it’s effortlessly tearing her apart. I didn’t even see what it did. Just… Just a tail strike to the neck. If I got caught by that- 


 

“No,” he mouthed, wiping his muzzle with his arm. His body shivered. Panic crept up his spine like a spider, and yet Riley demanded he not act on it. “That’s not all you saw. Think about it again.”

 

Reluctantly, Riley did just that. He replayed the few seconds back in his head, reliving the  snap  and the wet  crunch , and once he collected himself, Riley realized just what he had seen.

 

 It lured the Snorlax in. It acted like it was just a forest predator to lower her guard and keep her from trying to run  . The Riolu pounded a fist into the dirt as he stared at the side of the Nidoking’s head.  It had restraint and outsmarted the other Wildie. It’s not stupid. 

 

The Nidoking turned its head around, grunting and waving something over. In its other hand it had several strips of meat that dripped into the grass, and one between its teeth which it was savoring.

 

“I think I’m good,” answered a voice, which Riley almost instantly knew belonged to Rose. “Yeah? Yeah. We’re both good. You can help yourself.” A tiny blue dot appeared for only an instant before disappearing again behind countless trees.

 

 She’s following it  , he noted bitterly.  Pyro too, probably. Just what I need right now .

 


   Oh, so that’s what gets you to reconsider? Not the monster, but actually talking to your friends? Too afraid of what they’d say? Pathetic. You really are a coward. 


 

 I’m not…  Riley gave up before the thought, letting the insult remain so that he didn’t have to argue with himself.

 

It didn’t take long for the Nidoking to move on, leaving most of the Snorlax behind. The shapes of the Roselia and the Charmander wretched and groaned as they passed it by. Words were exchanged, and though Riley couldn’t make them out from the distance, they sounded disgusted and horrified. Yet their discussion was brief, and the two trailed after the Nidoking.

 

“I don’t get it,” Riley whispered to himself. “They would never follow someone like that. Why bother conjuring them if they’re gonna act however they want?”

 

He paused briefly, thinking over his own question. “Maybe they’re being forced to. Maybe that Nidoking’s forcing them to stay.”

 

“… No, they could’ve ran off in the night. They’re staying with it just as much as it’s dragging them,” he surmised. “Damn it. Why can’t things just make sense for once?”

 

The boy followed in their tracks, sticking to the rules he picked up from Markus and making some of his own.  Check your sides and your back frequently. A single startled Rattata could reveal you. Circumvent any Pokemon you cross paths with. You can still track the Nidoking even if you lose sight of it. If you can hear it, chances are it can hear you, so be extra careful.  Skulking was a complicated artform, and Riley had to pick it up quickly. He made a mental note to ask Markus more about it when they met up again.

 

The only real issue was Riley’s thin patience, which did not compliment his strong will. Hunger and thirst were making him irritable. He had to move even slower than before to avoid staggering and making a racket, which only made him more impatient in the end. When Riley took on the implied challenge, he hadn’t expected days to pass with no progress. Several times he considered leaving the trail in order to forage, but Riley convinced himself to stay. If Nidoking was a predator, he would naturally gravitate towards his prey’s feeding spots.

 

And yet, the morning passed into afternoon, and the sun was starting to dip towards the horizon. The day was almost over and Riley hadn’t so much as heard a single brook. The Forest of Mirrors would give him nothing. If he didn’t want to die of thirst, the boy might have to take what he needed.

 

The voices of his companions up ahead distracted him from the idea. “These ones next?” yawned the Charmeleon. “Took him long enough, don’t you think?”

 

“Takes a while to find the big guys. Not any Wildie can be a guardian,” Rose replied.

 

The Nidoking snorted, which was the closest thing to speech it would offer.

 

 Again?  Riley rolled his eyes.  Great. Now I need to get closer in order to… To what? Throw up again? Lose the rest of my confidence and give up? Is that what I want? To push myself off the edge?  Even as bitter as he was, he approached at an angle, attempting to position himself on their flank.

 

Flames emerged from a muddy hollow in the ground, and an orange hog standing on two legs pushed a sheet of bark off of her head as she stood to face the Nidoking. She seemed to wear a necklace of blazing fire around her stout neck. A moment later, an identical male followed up behind her. Two Emboar, side by side, glaring down the intruder, but the tension barely had time to settle before it broke.

 

An explosive roar signaled the start before the Nidoking came barreling forward between the two, who both jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding the attack. The sow puffed her cheeks and spat out a jet of boiling water hidden in a plume of steam, making contact with the beast’s back. It let out a strange whinny as it involuntarily winced, and as it brought its arms back, the boar raised his arm and dropped an elbow on the back of Nidoking’s neck.

 

Annoyed, it growled and swung its arms, but he was stopped when the sow took a great breath and shot a blast of flame into the Nidoking’s chest. It staggered backwards and tongues of fire lashed outward, catching on the bushes and the tall grass. In the brief opening the boar lowered his head and charged in, swinging his arms up just as he tackled it to lift the beast off the ground. It let out a confused groan, but it didn’t have time to react before it was slammed into the back of a tree. The various spines stabbed through the bark like nails.

 

 It’s… It’s not wiping the floor with them , Riley observed, his mouth ajar.

 

As the boar stepped back, the sow spewed more steam and boiling water onto the Nidoking’s face. It hissed and writhed, and the tree began to snap and crack. The boar put both fists in his necklace of flames, and then joined both hands enwreathed in fire together and raised them above his head. He didn’t get the chance to drop them.

 

The Nidoking’s tail vibrated and moved like a rattlesnake’s, buzzing before violently whipping around into the boar’s side. Riley could feel the impact, feel the boisterous  crack  that echoed like a shot from a rifle, and he locked up when the boar stopped moving. For an instant he thought that the male would shrug it off, for he seemed as rigid as a statue, but only a second later the Emboar lost its shape and collapsed into a heap.

 

 Earthquake  , Riley shuddered.  Jesus Christ, it hit him with an Earthquake. Every goddamn bone in his body just… Gone. Dust. 

 

The sow wailed with grief, her necklace of fire flaring to cover her face. As the Nidoking pried itself off the tree, the remaining Emboar spat great bursts of flame, one after the other into the Nidoking’s face and chest. Fire spread through the underbrush and crawled up moss-covered trunk. Smoke obscured the two. Riley watched as the glow of flames and haze of gray swallowed the both of them, turning them into little more than shadows. Even though he was prepared, the sound still made him retch.

 

 Crack .

 

She fell only feet away from her mate. Gradually the fire she made seemed to wither and die, leaving smoldering bushes and tendrils of smoke. Thankfully Riley still couldn’t see well enough, but he still heard the Nidoking’s fingers sifting through and taking the best selections of meat.

 

“Twelve seconds. That’s the longest anyone has lasted,” Rose observed distastefully, tilting her head away from a smell she couldn’t get used to.

 

The Nidoking stuffed a chunk of hot meat into its mouth. Its eyes drifted shut, and it smiled a broad smile as it chewed. Something about the Emboars’ higher body temperature altered the natural texture and flavors into something the Nidoking found scrumptious, and as the smoke cleared, Riley saw its blood-stained grin as it went in for more.

 

 Wait. Wait wait wait. Those Emboar… They must have been mates, right? Same den, complimentary styles, a fierce protectiveness in their glares… Oh please no. Please, please, please just be siblings.  Riley needed to know for sure. The drop-shaped appendages hovered as Riley activated his radar. Both Emboar were completely vacant. Dead instantly. And the Nidoking’s ravenous, chaotic aura was so potent that it gave Riley a headache from this close. The illusions of his friends gave off none. In the surrounding trees there were none. For now these woods belonged to the Nidoking. Only two other auras trembled nearby, coming from the den, faint and feeble. The appendages dropped, and Riley clenched his teeth.  Kids. They had kids. 

 


   You’re not gonna watch this, Riley. We need to leave. This has been sickening enough as it is, but that crosses the line. If we watch two kids get mauled to death, Wild or not, I think we’ll go insane. 


 

Riley shook his head. “I just can’t…” he muttered grimly, standing slowly and getting ready to move, all the while cursing himself.

 

As the last of the smoke evaporated into the air, the Nidoking raised its head and started to snort. Something smelled off. What was it? The Nidoking slowed its chewing as it tried to locate the source of the smell. It carried the same heat and smoke as the delectable Emboar meat, so if he could find-

 

Leaves rustled as the Riolu leapt out of hiding with a trail of white behind him, immediately earning the Nidoking’s attention. The two intruders locked eyes, one set wide and terrified while the other was narrowed and curious. Blood-veiled fangs gnashed as the beast attempted to smile.

 

The Charmeleon jolted back in surprise. “W-when did he get here?”

 

“And what’s he doing?!” Rose added.

 

“I don’t know!!” Riley screamed back at them. It was all he could think to say, and sadly it was the truth.

 

The Nidoking lurched forward and dropped its fists down towards the Riolu, but he slowed down just in time for them to land just ahead of him. Seeing his opening, Riley scooped a hand along the ground and sprang into the air, aiming for the monster’s face. He let loose a clod of damp soil into its eyes. The Nidoking recoiled and shrieked, but before it could begin to flail, Riley turned his tail to glistening metal and swung it at the back of the Nidoking’s head. Momentarily it lost its balance and collapsed onto its face.

 

Pyro snorted before slowly clapping. “Nice job,” he said as Riley landed. “Where’d you learn that one from?”

 

“ Can’ttalkgottarun!  ” Riley scarcely looked at them before leaping the short distance to the Emboars’ den. Inside, wallowing in the mud, were two quivering Tepig bunched together in the corner. One was significantly smaller than the other, maybe a third of the older one’s size. “Please,  please  don’t fight me on this,” Riley begged.

 

They did. Riley didn’t know what he was doing, and they were obviously terrified. The older of the Tepig stepped between his sister and the Riolu before spewing a small cloud of fire. Riley recoiled from the heat, and he stopped a mere five feet from the glowering pig. There was a ferocity in the little guy’s eyes that made promises he couldn’t possibly live up to.

 

“Easy, easy! I’m trying to help you!” the boy proclaimed. He peered over his shoulder, where he could just see the beast’s tail lazily begin to stir.

 


   Run. Run while you still can. 


 

“I know you can’t understand me, but I need you to listen.” At least they wouldn’t know that what he said didn’t make any sense. The Riolu held both paws out and upwards and hoped the universal gesture was truly universal. “You’re going to die if you don’t run. I know you’re scared- I am too- but you need to come with me. You- you want to save each other, right? Then we  need to go!” His voice cracked at the end there as he felt a sob at the back of his throat. “I’m s-sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it here! It’s all my fault, and now you’re… Please. Please, I need to save you. I can’t let it… Just, please.”

 

There was a story that Riley had forgotten about amidst the swell of information from that afternoon, and between his delirium and his panic Riley wasn’t in the state of mind to recollect it.  The Little Lord of Hearts , or its brief summary, told of a Riolu who was able to transmit her emotions to a crowd of thousands. Riley had forgotten this ability was a possibility and thus didn’t know he was doing it. And since he wouldn’t tell anybody about this later on, it would remain hidden from him.

 

The Tepig faltered. He looked first to Riley with guarded curiosity, then towards the Nidoking with fearful loathing. Maybe it was early, but Riley sighed with relief before wiping at his eyes. Now he wouldn’t have to fight with them to escape. It was only a matter of getting out of here.

 

A baleful cry reverberated throughout the forest as the Nidoking stood back up, earth shuddering with each heavy step. It rubbed and clawed at its own eyes to bring back its sight, but for now it only had its sense of smell. And the Nidoking could smell what kept it here. It could smell its captor, its tormentor, it’s warden.

 

“Come on,” Riley ordered, grabbing the younger of them and bolting for the mouth of the muddy den. She squirmed and squealed in his arms as the Riolu cradled her like a football, but her brother was just at his heels. They picked the direction opposite the Nidoking and ran. At least survival instincts were universal.

 

The Nidoking whirled around towards the noise, the rustling bushes and panicked breathing, then charged after the source of the noise. Trees that stood in its way were shoved aside, and a few even splintered and and cracked.

 

“Dontlookback, dontlookback, dontlookback,” Riley chanted. The older Tepig was running just as fast as he was, weaving through the underbrush as fast as he could, while the younger one quivered and pressed her face into the Riolu’s fur.

 

 Now what?  Riley asked himself. In his head he was supposed to be able to outrun the Nidoking again, but it sounded as if it was getting closer. He looked far ahead of him and saw nothing of use. Any other nearby Pokemon were scared off by the Nidoking’s enraged hollering. It was just him and the two Tepig.

 

 I can’t fight it, and I can’t run from it like this. There has to be  something  I can do without leaving them! Somewhere to hide, something to trap it. Maybe burn it? Yeah! Get enough materials and sap together, and then… And then politely ask for a quick break while I set it up. Brilliant, Riley. 

 

A pine tree cracked and crashed at their heels. Riley yelped. The Tepig squealed in unison. Fear pushed them to run faster as the monster snarled with pink froth forming around the corners of its mouth. Stealing its sight didn’t slow it down in the slightest.

 

It was just as Riley was giving up hope when he saw his salvation. Ahead and to the left the trees and bushes halted on the border of a steep ravine. With the drastic changes in altitude in these woods, the drop might be fatal. And not even the Nidoking’s hide could protect it from gravity.

 

“Follow me,” the boy ordered, and thankfully the Tepig did so. They veered off towards the ledge, leaping and weaving past whatever stood in their way, as fast as their legs could carry them. The younger Tepig squeaked as Riley secured her tighter. He glanced back over his shoulder. Ten paces back the Nidoking clawed at its eyes with one hand while the other flailed around vaguely in their direction. And with each step it seemed even closer, gaining on them inch by inch, foot by foot.

 

They came to a screeching halt when they reached the edge of what Riley stopped considering to be a ravine. It was more of a canyon, deep enough for a look to take his breath away. A broad bordered by thick foliage slithered at the bottom. A fall from here would hurt. Bad.

 

Stressed and panicking, Riley tossed the younger Tepig towards the older one and side-stepped away from them. He only had time to form one plan, and as he whirled to face the Nidoking, Riley knew instantly that it was the  worst  plan possible.

 

“I’m right here, asshole!” He banged on the trunk of a tree with the bumps on the back of his wrists, drawing the beast’s attention with two knocks. It tried and failed to open its eyes, yet it didn’t need to see him to turn straight for him. “Come get me! I brought you here, so- uh, so bring it on! Let’s get this over with!”

 

The Nidoking accepted the challenge. As it leapt into the air towards Riley, the boy heard the two pigs squeal in fright and take off into the foliage. He felt relief just as much as he did fear. Bracing himself, Riley assumed a fighting stance and readied himself to dodge.

 

It crashed down mere feet from the Riolu and blindly flailed both arms outwards. He backed up to narrowly avoid them, then dove inward at its legs as the tail came around. It cracked like a whip at the spot where Riley had just been. Suppressing the memory of the Emboar falling uselessly to the ground, Riley dodged the monster’s stomping feet and pounced onto its back.

 

Riley only remembered it when he was gripping onto the barbs for dear life, but they were venomous. And the Nidoking began to thrash with the weight of the boy on his back. One of the first things Riley remembered in this world was being poisoned. As carefully as he could Riley stuck to its leathery back, dodging its swipes and keeping a respectful distance from the sharp spines protruding outward. It roared, it wailed, it frothed and it thrashed, and the boy roared back as he climbed.

 

When Riley reached the shoulder, he had to act quickly, for the monster turned its head to face him. Those blood-veiled fangs were close enough that Riley could smell its putrid breath. Aura swelled around his fist and shot forward in an astral lance aimed at its broad, open ear. It hit dead-on, and the Nidoking shrieked in agony as it clasped a claw over the side of its bleeding head. An incidental sway and graze of its claws flung Riley off as it staggered backwards.

 

He smirked as he skidded to a stop. “Almost there!” Riley jumped and twirled, his tail gleaming as metal grew over it, and brought it down with a loud, satisfying  clang  onto the Nidoking’s forehead. It groaned and stumbled back another step. Only two more, and it would be at the ravine. As he sprang away, Riley sized the monster up and judged where he should strike next. The other ear? The nose? The eyes again to make sure? Only, Riley didn’t get the chance.

 

The Nidoking shrieked with rage. It stamped its feet and thumped its tail on the soil. The earth bucked and writhed as an Earthquake ravaged the area. Rapidly the ledge began to crumble, and before the monster knew it the ground it stood on was no more. Riley didn’t know how to feel about watching it begin to fall, but he didn’t worry about that for long. The earth continued to crumble and fall, spreading to the spot where Riley was supposed to land.

 

“No no no no! Come on!!  ” Riley exclaimed. He flailed to grab onto something, and only grabbed a clump of soil and grass as he picked up speed. “I had that in the bag! I was  this  close!”

 

The next few seconds were hazy and painful as he tumbled down the steep, rocky side of the ravine, collecting scratches and bruises as he rolled over and over and over, losing all sense of balance. And then he saw the bottom approaching, and before he knew it everything went cold and dark.

 

…

 

Shadows lurked by the banks down the river in the haze of dusk. Some tall, some short, some slender, some stout, all watching. Countless sets of eyes stared at the Nidoking sluggishly rising from the river’s shallows. It wore a tired, toothy frown unbefitting of such a primal creature.

 

Riley’s body, not under his control, stepped out of the evening gloom and approached the beast, who in turn glared at him. There was a dream-like quality to the atmosphere. Senses were dulled. His thoughts were quiet, and the boy was letting his body pilot itself. Perhaps he was dead? Had the forest claimed him?

 

The beast took a raspy breath, then spoke in a gentle, coarse voice. “Go ahway… lid’l ghosts,” it ordered through its fangs.

 

“He’s gotten this deep, and he still doesn’t know why he’s here,” Riley found himself saying in a whisper. “I don’t suppose we can grant him clarity, could we?”

 

“No.” Another of the shadows emerged from the gloom, taking the tall form of Markus. He wore a white shirt and dirty jeans, shed of his wrappings and cloaks. “ It  doesn’t want clarity.  It  doesn’t strive to be anything more than a savage.”

 

Riley approached the Nidoking as it shook itself dry, water passing through the Riolu as if he wasn’t even there. “I don’t know about that. He still remembers bits and pieces. He’s not entirely devoid up there.”

 

A third shadow followed behind Markus, taking the colorful shape of a Floatzel with markings all over his body, currently wearing a sorrowful look on his face. “He doesn’t want to. Just look at his heart- being here is tearing him apart!”

 

Markus huffed as he folded his arms. “It wasn’t intact to begin with.”

 

The Nidoking snarled as it stamped its feet, causing the ground to shudder once again. Not a single one of the countless silhouettes moved. “Stuop,” it growled in warning.

 

Markus threw up his hands. “See? It doesn’t even know why it’s here. Poor creature. Robbed of everything but its strength and its instincts. Lordship’s last reward!”

 

“I still don’t know. He’s not  entirely  lost,” Riley insisted. “He doesn’t attack the illusions, and he’s not attacking for sport. The human even saw it for himself- the beast has  some  wit.”

 

“Your point?” Markus scoffed.

 

Riley paused for a moment. “I… do not know,” he answered shamefully.

 

Joker looked at the boy with pity in his eyes. “You hope to save him, don’t you? You see his memories?”

 

The thing that controlled Riley nodded.

 

“Utter nonsense. Watch!” Markus stamped his bootheel on the hard ground twice. Behind him the silhouettes began to stir and shift and part, and two shapes materialized from amidst them. The Nidoking’s dark eyes shrunk as it recognized them. “You two! Come forward, will you?”

 

A high, raspy shriek escaped the beast as it rapidly backpedaled into the river until it was up to its waist. “Back! No! Go back!” it screamed.

 

The two shapes ignored its pleas and stepped into the twilight. A tall, plump Salazzle with gray scales chipped around her neck and a scar on her underbelly approached alongside a young purple Nidoran, who after a few moments could not contain his excitement and giddily bounded forward. There was a warmth to them that had been reignited in their soft, affectionate gazes.

 

“Ahway! Ahway, ghosts!” The Nidoking thrashed all the way to the other side of the river and pressed itself against the wall of the ravine. At the bank the two illusions stopped, confused and concerned, wordlessly asking the creature what was wrong.

 

Markus scowled at the sniveling monster. “See? It’s hopeless. It has no will.”

 

“His heart is in tatters,” sighed Joker.

 

Solemnly, the Riolu nodded. “You’ve made your point. Call them off. Torment him no longer.”

 

The illusions of the two Poison-types evaporated from the bottom-up, and without a word they disappeared whilst staring at the gibbering beast. It muttered quietly to itself, and handful of words were intelligible. “No, ghosts… Aaaahh… Pleesh, no ghosts. Away with ghosts.”

 

Markus turned away from it and gave it a dismissive gesture. “Let it wander. It should leave once the human is done with it.”

 

Joker noticeably brightened up with the change in topic. “Yeah, the human! He’s doing well, isn’t he?”

 

“As well as he can,” agreed whatever was puppeting Riley.

 

“I like him. He’s honest about his weakness, which is something I haven’t seen in a while. Instead of pretending he’s strong enough to deal with it, he waits until he can healthily confront his issues.”

 

Markus snickered. “And the grass, too. Wasn’t expecting that one. Gotta give him credit for sticking it to that Weavile.”

 

The Riolu shifted his weight, considered that, then shook his head. “When his guilt was presented, he chose to run. That is not honesty, that is  fear . And then there’s his past actions. That gleeful lust for fighting? That willful ignorance? You haven’t seen them like I have.”

 

“We haven’t, but is that enough to condemn him?” Joker asked.

 

“I suppose not. It’s unfair to judge a tree while it’s still a sapling, and he has grown. A little. I’ll pull what I can for him,” the Riolu allowed. “But he’ll get no answers unless he comes and finds me.”

 

Markus snorted. “What, is that an invitation? A challenge?”

 

“He can hear us, you know,” Joker added.

 

The Riolu shrugged. “It’s whatever he considers it. So let’s stop wasting his time, shall we?” He looked to the other two, who then nodded in unison.

 

“Voyager!” cried Joker.

 

“Corpse-walker!” cried Markus.

 

“Human!” cried the Riolu. The last of them trudged slowly towards the river, letting the water come over his paws, then to his knees, his waist, walking into the water as if to disappear. “I’ll grant you a small gift. If you’re not sated, then find us.”

 

His body vanished into the river. The figures of Markus and Joker retreated back to the shadows, and the countless eyes and shapes evaporated in the gloom of dusk, leaving the terrified Nidoking alone.

 

…

 

The third day.

 

Riley awoke with a shiver in the shade of an evergreen, irritable and hazy. He loosely remembered the day prior, stalking behind the Nidoking until he couldn’t stand it anymore, running off with the Tepig, and falling into a ravine with the monster that chased them. The details came back slowly.

 

 I wonder if they’ll be okay on their own , Riley thought sorrowfully, not caring if they were real or not. All these different layers of illusions were cryptic and annoying.

 

And speaking of, there was that dream. Joker and Markus were acting completely out of character, and not to mention ‘Riley’ himself. And the Nidoking was talking? How stupid. The beast couldn’t talk! What was that supposed to mean?! If the forest was trying to communicate to him, why was it hiding behind all these masks and riddles?!

 

Three days without food or water made put him in a bad mood, but relief came when he swept his gaze over his immediate surroundings to find himself alone. No Wild Pokémon roaming nearby, no spirits conjured by the Forest of Mirrors- only a cheery choir of birdsong coming from all around him. For the moment he was free from torment and trickery.

 

With his arms huddled around his chest, Riley stood up with his back against the evergreen. Steaming plumes of breath hung in the brisk morning air. Wisps of fog slithered above the packed soil and through the underbrush like ghostly fingers.

 

“Why is it so cold?” the boy asked himself. He cupped his paws in front of his muzzle and puffed breath into them, only providing momentary relief. It was far less effective outside of a human body. “Didn’t it turn into summer just a week ago?”

 

Following the shadows, Riley’s gaze climbed up the sky to where the bright sun sat in a soft blue cloudless sky. He shook his head, blinked, rubbed his eyes, yet it was still in the same spot far from the horizon. Mid-morning? But he just woke up! He passed out in the late afternoon, so how long was he passed out for?

 

A spike of panic put an unwelcome thought in Riley’s head. The evergreens were much bigger than the ones from only a day before, there were no deciduous trees in sight, the air was cold and misty despite warm sunlight… Where was he? Where had he ended up after falling?

 

He shook his head as he attempted to calm himself. “Damn these woods. I should’ve known.” Wherever Riley was now, he had to go back and find the Nidoking. And luckily his abilities treated the odd beast like a compass. The strange appendages hovered as Riley focused his aura, and…

 

Nothing.

 

“What the…?” he whispered. That couldn’t be. He didn’t sense anything. He shut his eyes harder and clenched his fists, willing his abilities to work for him, and…

 

Absolutely nothing. The Nidoking’s ravenous aura was gone. So was that of any nearby Pokémon. Or distant Pokémon. Or any Pokémon at all. For miles and miles Riley could sense no other living being. He was stranded.

 

The spike of panic was nailed deeper into his head. His breaths became shallow and rapid. Was this part of the forest dead? The trees stood mighty and tall, so where had everything gone? Something had to live here. Anything! Even if this was the territory of an apex predator that had scared off smaller Pokémon, he should’ve detected some sort of aura, so why?!

 

“Altitude,” Riley blurted. “I need some vantage. To find out where I am.” With little more than that, he jumped for the branch of an evergreen and climbed as fast as he could. Green needles sprung and scattered as the branches bounced. After smacking his head a few times in his haste, Riley had reached the top of the tree, and…

 

It was all different. Neither the lakes nor the lakebed where Nidoking was residing were in sight. The forest had changed. What had been a blend of pines and leafy deciduous trees was now entirely the darker hue of evergreens, stretching out for miles and miles, rolling over tall and wild foothills that lead to the base of a neat, short chain of snowcapped mountains.

 

“Oh God,” Riley whimpered. If they were anything like the Sawtooths, he would’ve seen those mountains from well over a hundred miles. Yet he hadn’t. The explanation was obvious, and when he grasped it, Riley tilted his head towards the cloudless heavens and stole a deep breath. “ Where am I?! ” he roared hard enough to hurt.

 

The Forest of Mirrors gave no answer.

 

“You can’t do this to me! You can’t drop me off in the middle of nowhere like this!”

 

His words echoed far, bringing his whines back to him. … Nowhere like this…! …here like this…! …Like this…! 

 

“You already stole my scarf! How am I supposed to get it back now?! Why am I here?!”

 

The echoes showed Riley the fear in his own voice as the gravity of the situation was setting in. It was very likely that he could die here from a number of causes. The truth of it was, this was a dungeon. The new, ‘thrilling’ Funhouse Dungeon that could screw Riley over however it wanted. It even took away the exit. He was a prisoner, and he didn’t know how to even begin escaping. What had he ever done to-

 

The warning of his new allies repeated in his head.  “I mean it: nothing. The less you have, the more the woods will favor you.”  Yet he had ignored that. He refused to separate himself from the scarf and the emblem, and now he was paying the price for it. For daring to bring his sentiments with him.

 

 Apologize  , he ordered himself.  You don’t know where you are or what to do. Appease the Forest of Mirrors and you might get a direction. 

 

Riley was silent for a moment as he gathered himself, stepping off the verge of hyperventilating. “H-hey, uh… Forest?” he called. “Look, I didn’t- well, I…”

 

 Out with it  , he pressed himself.  Whatever’s behind this place, hurry up. Don’t waste its time. You haven’t been listening to me, and look where that’s taking us. 

 

“I know I shouldn’t have… have brought those in. They warned me, and I- I just went ahead and did it anyways. I was being selfish, and I…” For an instant, Riley hesitated. This could go bad. If he angered the forest he could never find the exit. Riley was a hostage here.

 


   Oh, so now you decide not to run your mouth? The only time it would actually fix something? It’s not that hard! Why aren’t you just- 


 

 Shut up , he demanded, then hurried to speak before his inner doubt could continue berating him.

 

“And I don’t regret it for a minute! If this is the price for refusing to leave their gifts behind, then so be it! Do your worst!”

 

 Do your worst…! Do your worst…! Worst…!  It was as apt an answer as Riley would receive.

 

 You idiot! What have you done?!  his thoughts screamed.  Now we’re stranded out here with no clue where we’re going! Do you have any idea- 

 

 I meant it  , Riley thought back.  Shut up. I don’t know who you are, or if you’re the forest’s version of me, but I don’t want to hear it. You’ve been screaming in our ear too much for me to not know something’s wrong. So be quiet. 

 


   What? But- 


 

 Quiet  . A low growl accompanied the thought.  I don’t need you. I can be reasonable on my own. Lying to the forest would be a bad idea when it can read my mind, and though I may not know where I am… 

 

In the calm that followed, Riley recalled what he had heard and was still hearing now: light, cheery birdsong. Something lived in these woods afterall. Perhaps it was all just a hiccup in the aura abilities. The change of scenery was both disheartening and game-changing, but it wasn’t the end. Not by a long shot.

 

The voice of doubt did not chime in as Riley descended the tree, and neither did it when he looked around for the sources of the song. That was good. The last thing he needed was to be getting in his own way. Not enough got done as it-

 

“AAH!” Riley yelped and fell back on his ass. Something moved on one of the evergreens. It was a greyish brown that blended in with the bark, and it suddenly skittered away to the other side of the tree. It hadn’t looked like any Pokémon, but he only saw it for an instant. A Patrat? Maybe? Did Patrat climb trees?

 

It poked its head out, and when Riley stared into its black button-like eyes, he was completely still. The amount of unease was almost comical, and he distantly realized that the situation was ridiculous, but that didn’t change the fact that he was currently staring down a squirrel. Bushy tail, slender body, very twitchy and skittery, no markings along its body… Squirrel. It was a god damn squirrel.

 

“What the…?” he mouthed. After being around Pokémon for so long, seeing a real, normal squirrel was bizarre. It looked far too normal. The eyes were small and dark, the fur was mostly one color with a bit of variation and a lot of texture, and most of all, it was just… blank. Inexpressive. A normal squirrel.

 

“How did you get here?” Riley asked the squirrel, not expecting an answer. Perhaps it took the question as a threat, or maybe it lost interest in the boy, but either way it vanished again and started scampering up the tree. A moment later, Riley asked himself the question that naturally followed: “How did  I  get here?”

 

His unease only grew when Riley spotted a member of the choir. Gray-black feathers, a red belly and yellow beak… It took a moment, but Riley knew that as a robin. An ordinary bird perched on an ordinary branch, in the middle of an ordinary forest on an ordinary day in…

 

“Where am I?” Riley asked breathlessly, afraid he already knew the answer. He had been warned about seeing his friends and his foes, braced for lies and insults, yet this… It was impossible. It simply  couldn’t  be-

 

A distant cry of pain from down the slope grasped the frightened Riolu’s attention as he whirled around towards it. He hadn’t fully been paying attention to it, but he was mostly sure that it had been alive. Who was it? What had it been? Maybe another Pokémon? He could hope so, but he was on unfamiliar grounds, deep within enemy territory. It could be a deer, or a bear. Could Riley fight a bear? Did he want to find out?

 

Seconds later, a voice followed the cry of pain. The sound of a voice is unmistakable, for by design language is deliberate and distinct. You don’t even have to understand the speech to know that it’s a human voice.

 

A human voice.

 

His breathing stopped as he listened to it, so alien yet so familiar. “Serves you right. Go put ‘em back now, right?” a man ordered, speaking in English.

 

It took everything Riley had to stay calm, yet thoughts popped up and shouted over each other. Humans. Other humans were close by. Who were they? Did this mean he was back home? How many of them were there? How would they react to him? Would they know he was here?

 

“Fiiiiiiiiine,” groaned another voice.

 

If he was alarmed before, the second one damn near gave him a heart attack. He thought he recognized this one, but… there was no way. It couldn’t be true! The forest tells lies, and that voice had to be one of them. It  had  to be… didn’t it? It simply couldn’t be…

 

But it easily could. Riley cursed under his breath before hurrying after the voices. He moved carefully, taking into account what Markus had showed him about stealth, yet far quicker than he safely should. He was here for answers, and as anxious as he was, Riley had to satisfy his own curiosity.

 

“How many is that anyways? Four crawdads?” the first voice asked. “That’s only four bites. You wanna boil them alive for less than a snack?”

 

“W-well… No, I guess not. I just thought that… Well, it’s easy food, right?”

 

“That’s the kind of attitude that got you pinched.”

 

“Sh-shut up,” the second voice stammered, getting only a snicker as a reply.

 

As Riley drew closer, startling a snake out of a patch of sunlight and passing by yet more squirrels and birds, another noise joined the forest. It, like he, didn’t belong. A droning, warbling buzzing faded in, getting louder with each step. From gaps in the leaves and in the knots of the trees, black swarms writhed and splashed outward. The same darkness from his memories that served as the barrier, the guardian of his own mind.

 

So he  did  know the voice. Riley wasn’t as relieved as he should have been.

 

The writhing darkness spilled and gushed, covering the grass and the trunks of the pines. It coated the ground and climbed up the shadows. Squirrels vanished into it, though Riley could still hear the squeaks and skittering over the muffled roar like waves. And just as he was getting close, it came for him too, grasping at his ankles. It didn’t feel like anything. No warmth, no cold, no pain or relief, merely like wind snaking up his legs.

 

“They don’t even taste that good on their own. We don’t have the spices or butter to do crawdads right,” the first voice continued. “When you cook meat or fish, you use a fire. You use smoke. Boiling crawdads and lobster? That doesn’t add any flavor. Crawdads aren’t bad, but they’re mostly good to see if the water is clean or not.”

 

Riley could see their shadows now. They couldn’t be more than fifty yards away, yet when he looked down, the writhing darkness was up to his neck. He expected to feel scared, but that wasn’t entirely it. Sure he was nervous, but he was equally as excited. Even if what he learned was… undesirable, it would still be a step forward.

 

“So…” The second voice trailed off. “So what if we barbeque them?”

 

“Jesus! Burn them alive?!” the first voice screamed. Birds trailing a shadowy vapor scattered. “You don’t do that, Riley. That’s real fucked up.”

 

“Wha- but you were talking about boiling them!” the second countered.

 

“That’s… I’m not gonna hold this lecture. They’re going back.”

 

As the darkness crawled over his head, it suddenly melted away, and the two brothers were in sight.

  



42. Realizations


    
    
  
  The crawdads scuttled away when the brothers returned them to a creek, and after washing their hands, the two stood up fully and the older of them stretched his arms above his head. The younger only wiped his hands on a thick gray sweatshirt and began to put on a pair of gloves.



  “Where were you planning on keeping them anyways?” asked Luke, the older brother. His shoulders were broad and his black hair had been buzz-cut, which was regrettable for a cold autumn morning.



  Riley, the younger brother, shrugged. “Wrap them up in a spare shirt, I guess.” Fourteen, just at the start of adolescence, he was just hitting his growth spurt and was over a foot shorter than his brother. The both of them wore thick clothes for the weather, and for the younger of them it hid just how scrawny he was.



  “So you’d let them cut holes in your shirt?” Luke grinned.



  “I… Then I don’t know. Probably would’ve carried them,” Riley admitted sheepishly. His brother tousled his hair before walking away from the creek, and he followed a few paces behind.



  “You’re smarter than that, Riley,” Luke proclaimed. “Now let’s go. We’re at the last leg, so push through.”



  They didn’t acknowledge the Riolu in the slightest as they shouldered their backpacks and returned to the trails. Half-hidden behind some ferns, the canine couldn’t take his eyes off of them. Off of himself. All sorts of loose memories came back as he saw something new. The scar on Riley’s chin from when he crashed his bike into the curb, the tangled hair that never saw a comb because he hated the way it looked when it was straightened, the hoodie and jeans that he wore a little too often…



  He couldn’t believe it, but it really was him. Riley was staring at himself. He stood there, shaking his head with his muzzle ajar, expecting for this illusion to fade away any moment now…



  But this didn’t feel like the previous reflections. That strange darkness swarmed in the shadows far off in the woods, making a sound like static. Yet while that was concerning, the grass was frankly bizarre. It stood rigid under Riley’s paws. What was supposed to be soft and a little bit damp was now rigid and sharp like walking on gravel. It hurt to stand on and nearly cut him when he walked. Similarly, the bushes and the ferns didn’t budge. He couldn’t pry away moss or kick dirt mounds. Not even the air would go into his lungs. These woods didn’t react to him, as if everything had been replaced with metal.



  Yet it was the Riolu that didn’t belong. It was he, not the forest, that wasn’t really here. He had become a ghost in his own homeland.



  He hopped over the ferns and the bushes, somehow not cutting his paws on the rigid grass, and followed them on the dirt trail. And as he did, Riley started to remember more about this day. It was some time in early October, and his brother had taken him on a camping trip somewhere near Willamette (
  
    Where was that though? Pass that along to Markus when you meet up again
  
  ). He mostly agreed because it was Luke’s idea, and it was going to be the last time they saw each other for a while. Everything else remained to be seen.



  The Riolu clapped his paws together, making no noise and receiving no response. He even matched their pace and walked at their heels, and the brothers didn’t notice him. His steps made no sound. He really was a ghost. And he was haunting himself. At least he couldn’t miss anything from this close.



  “What about rabbit? Are they in season?” the younger brother asked.



  “Rabbit season is every season, so long as you’ve got a license. Which we don’t,” Luke answered. “We ain’t equipped to deal with rabbits anyways. All we’ve got that would work are three knives, and only one of them is any good.”



  “What if we set traps?”



  “Can’t do that. People bring their pets up here, and I ain’t gonna let some pup get their neck caught in a makeshift noose. It’s really illegal.”



  
    Come on
  
  , the Riolu whined internally. 
  
    Why are you showing me this? I don’t care about crawdads and rabbits! Talk about something else! Reminisce about when we were younger! Talk about if we ever moved! Randomly mention what year it is!
  



  “What’s up with you? You’re not even old enough to hunt,” Luke observed. Riley gave no answer, so the older brother went on. “I doubt it would be your thing anyways. A lot of hunting is just sitting around. Waiting for something interesting to happen. And when it does, it’s over really quickly. All you’re left with is a sad anti-climax and a lot of work.”



  Riley averted his eyes before giving his half-hearted reply. “I know. I didn’t mean it, I was just spitballing.”



  A second passed, and Luke gave no indication that he believed that. “Well you should probably cut that shit out. That kind of spitballing is what nearly got you in juvie.”



  
    Hold on, what?
  



  Riley tensed up, further averting his eyes from his older brother. “Don’t. Please, I don’t wanna talk about it.”



  
    Wait- no! No no no no!
  
   The Riolu jumped up onto his own back and pounded on the back of the teenager’s head. 
  
    Talk about it! What did we do?! You can’t just say that and move on like it’s nothing!
  



  Luke shrugged, and just like that the subject was dropped. The Riolu tried to scream yet made no noise. All he had ever asked for was right in front of him, and he couldn’t do anything but watch. Slowly but surely the Riolu was coming to hate these woods, and with a groan of annoyance he pulled himself up to his own shoulder and sat there.



  As the minutes passed and the Riolu’s irritation faded, the bizarreness of the situation settled in. He, in the body of a Pokémon, was sitting atop his past self as both Rileys stood, quite literally, worlds apart. Only the power and fickle whims of the Forest of Mirrors brought them together, and for the first time he was able to look at himself through another set of eyes.



  
    Are you
  
  … Squinting, the Riolu poked at the younger brother’s forehead as if it would get a reaction out of his past self. It did not. The sulking, apathetic face just stared vacantly slightly down at the path ahead. There was no joy there. No sense of adventure. No fun. There was a veil of gloom behind which hid something that the Riolu couldn’t identify. 
  
    Are you really even me? What the hell happened to us?
  



  Another thought resurfaced a moment later. 
  
    What did we do to almost go to jail? Were we guilty? Am I wanted in both worlds?
  
   That last one earned a grim laugh, which again made no noise.



  Getting no answers from himself, the Riolu turned his attention to the older brother. The difference between them was stark, and that was obvious from a mere glance. Luke’s gaze was constantly flicking from one point of interest to another, observing the squirrels and the birds, garter snakes and small, colorful flowers, and occasionally checking on Riley for a fraction of a second before moving on to the next thing in this part of the woods. He was active, he was alert, and he seemed determined to have a good time.



  
    You know, I bet you were really protective. You have that air about you
  
  , the Riolu thought, as if somehow Luke would hear them being sent his way. 
  
    Like, you made it a point to try and get along. Invited me to go out from time to time. Gave me advice that wasn’t always the best. If you’re putting up with me brooding like this, you 
  
  have 
  
    to care at least a little.
  
   His face sunk at the train of thought went on. 
  
    Now I just wish I could remember how much.
  



  
    What does he think happened to me?
  
   he asked himself a moment later. There was no answer to be found, and with nothing better to do, the Riolu curled up more on his other self’s shoulder.



  After a while, something sparkled beyond the trees, and the Riolu made the realization at the same time as Luke did: lake. “Here we are,” he said, swatting Riley’s shoulder. In the process two of his fingers passed through the Riolu as if he wasn’t even there, which was a surreal experience and sensation.



  “Awfully quiet,” Riley murmured.



  “I was thinking the same thing,” said Luke. “I guess lakes aren’t all that popular in October. Who’d’ve thunk it?”



  
    Then why are we here?
  
   the Riolu asked in vain.



  Riley sighed, then hurried up and overtook his brother. “Let’s just get this done with. Hurry, before anyone comes and sees,”



  “A’ight then.” Luke followed.



  The Riolu gulped as an unexpected lump of dread formed in his stomach. He hadn’t expected anything close to an answer, and with each step his other self took closer, he started to recognize this more and more. The path fed into a grassy, well-maintained beach on the shores of a calm, reflective lake. On the opposite shore, forest sloped up into mountains capped in snow. The Riolu knew this vista, and in only a moment he would realize why.



  Both brothers set down their backpacks and started rifling through their possessions. Luke’s held little more than a bulky, plastic blue box with a white top that sloshed when he pulled it out, and he set it down gingerly in the grass. A second later, Riley carefully removed a folded wool blanket, holding it a mere foot from his face. Unknowingly, the Riolu shared the subtle expression of anxiety. Their eyes were slightly dilated, their mouths were open just enough to show their teeth, as they sat petrified. There was only two differences between them: Riley’s shallow breath, and Riley’s knowledge. The blanket was wrapped around something, and the Riolu didn’t have to know what it was to know it was to know he didn’t want to see it.



  
    Don’t look away
  
  , he ordered himself. 
  
    This is why you’re here. You aren’t allowed to get uncomfortable now.
  



  “You good?” Luke asked, breaking Riley from his trance.



  “Y-yeah.” He took a deep breath, unraveled the blanket, and revealing what lay at its core. It was a sheet of metal, decorated with a simple mountainous landscape painted in dull colors, along with an evergreen in the middle. A patch of rust stained the bottom-left corner. Written on this sheet in bold blue text were two ‘words’ that Riley at first didn’t understand. 
  Oregon
  , and then below that, bigger font and spliced by the tree, 
  GRC M1A
  .



  If the Riolu could breathe, he’d be on the verge of hyperventilating. Something about the license plate mortified him, and he didn’t know why. It clawed from the depths of his mind, screamed to be let free, and its howls unconsciously made the Riolu wrap his arms around himself, desperately seeking comfort.



  All that happened in only a second, and then Riley set it down on the grass and did a passable job spreading the blanket out. Luke removed a few things from the cooler and set them on the blanket, including bagged ham sandwiches and silver cans labeled ‘Coors.’



  “Here,” Luke called. Riley turned around just in time to catch one of the cans coming his way. He looked it over in his hands for a moment, then looked with hesitation to his older brother.



  “I don’t know about-”



  “Just the one. To remember this moment by,” Luke explained. “You know the ol’ tradition, right? It’s for proper closure.”



  Riley looked between the can, then to the plate, then back to the can. For the first time, the Riolu saw himself smile. “Fine,” he said with feigned exasperation.



  At this point, the Riolu hopped off his other self’s shoulder. All the moving around made it hard to stay seated, and the blanket made for easy ground to stand on while also providing a good view.



  The license plate was brought back into Riley’s hands, and he fought off going into another trance. “Any final words?” Luke asked him, to which Riley shook his head. “Bullshit. You’ve gotta have something to say, don’t you?”



  “I can’t think of anything,” he said after a pause.



  Luke sighed. “Look, if you don’t say anything now, you won’t have closure. You’ll keep thinking about it years from now. This is about parting. And the thing about parting is that you can’t half-ass it. You can’t half-leave something behind.”



  Riley winced. The Riolu winced as well. “I… I guess you’re right,” the younger brother mumbled. “It’s just that I… I don’t really know what to say, you know?”



  “Mhm. I get you,” Luke shrugged. “Best advice I can give is to speak from the heart. The heart’s never wrong. It may be stupid, but it ain’t wrong.”



  “A-a… right.” He turned the plate over in his hands a few times, tracing his fingers over the text as he did. The nonsense had no business having such meaning, yet it felt taboo to even read its name: 
  GRC M1A
  , like an infernal incantation.



  Luke placed a firm hand on Riley’s shoulder, transferring him encouragement without saying a single word. There was no need. With this borrowed strength, Riley gathered his nerve and let his heart do the talking.



  “I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself. I did one of the worst things imaginable and robbed you of time. It was an accident, but, sometimes I wish the court ruled me guilty. Maybe then I wouldn’t feel like I was getting away with murder. There’s nothing I can do to answer for it. No undoing it all. I don’t have the money for compensations, and even if I did, I doubt they would be accepted. So…” Riley traced his fingers over the plate one last time, then turned it over and took a deep breath. “I’ll do my best to make things right, but this isn’t helping me. All I’m doing is wallowing in misery. And I don’t want to bring people into that. If I have to carry this guilt, then I’ll carry it. I won’t let it weigh me down anymore.”



  The plate went spinning into the air, soaring like a frisbee, then landed on the surface of the lake with a soft splash. For a moment it seemed like it would float, refusing to leave the boy alone, but it then drifted face-down into the water to be rusted and forgotten. “Farewell,” Riley whispered to it.



  “Shit. I didn’t know you had anything prepared,” Luke noted, patting his younger brother on the shoulder proudly.



  Riley’s face flushed as he went over what he just said. “I… I didn’t- uh… I wasn’t really thinki-”



  “I know you weren’t.” Luke popped open his silver can with his thumb, then did the same for Riley’s. “Seemed too honest for you to have thought about it.”



  “Wh… H-hey, I-”



  He didn’t let him finish, and cut him off by pushing Riley’s can closer to his face. “Honesty’s nothing to be ashamed of. Hell, I wish I could be more honest sometimes,” Luke admitted, then took a sip from his drink. Riley nervously did the same.



  And then the Riolu’s senses started to fade in. His feet felt damp and cold, and when he looked down at them, little pieces of the swarming darkness were crawling over his paws. He tried to scream and made no noise.



  
    What? No! No no, go away! I’m not done yet!
  
   he cried out inside his head. In a panic the Riolu looked around, and from the treeline more of that strange blackness rolled over itself like an avalanche. More came from the water. He was surrounded. And in seconds, it was swarming over him.



  “You know Riley, I’m gonna miss you. I really will,” Luke told him. There was a pause, and then a gentle swat. “Don’t shrug at me. I mean it! I’m gonna miss you when I’m gone.”



  As he felt himself being pulled under, Riley bucked and punched and swiped at the strange phenomenon, and to his surprise he actually managed to push it away and give himself time. 
  
    Don’t take me away! Not now! God damn it, that’s me! That’s my brother! Why dangle this in front of me if you’re just gonna rip me from it now?!
  



  “It’s just four more years, kid. Just hang on. I’ll get you out of there,” Luke promised. Riley nodded, sniffled, and then took another swig in place of a reply. With each passing seconds the words grew murkier as if spoken underwater. “Okay? I need you to remember that. You’re stronger than they are.”



  
    Out of where?! No no no, say something! Keep talking! Please!
  
   The writhing blackness constricted against the Riolu, and no matter how hard he pushed and struggled, it only grew tighter. 
  
    Who are our parents?! Where do we live?! What did that plate mean?! What happened to me?!
  



  “Can you say it for me?” the older brother asked.



  
    I’m trying!
  



  “Riley?”



  
    Luke? Luke, please! Not yet! Not-
  



  …



  “
  
    Luke!
  
  ” Riley jolted awake with a scream as he reached out towards figures that were no longer there. He was back in the forest again, light from an overcast sky filtering through the leaves, with the droning buzz of two Ledyba flying by.



  A dream. The forest could have conjured Luke like all the other illusions to talk to, yet he had to show up in an unchangeable dream.



  Riley ignored all his senses. He didn’t notice he was at the stagnant pond once again that reflected Weavile back at him. He didn’t notice the strangely shaped object protruding from the surface. The earthy wind, the gray clouds slowly drawing closer, the presence of summer heat once again… None of it mattered for a brief minute as the Riolu sat and curled himself into a fetal position.



  “Oregon. Willamette. License plate. GRC M1A.” He chanted the words slowly, quietly, staring intently at nothing as he etched them into his memory.



  Among the things Riley didn’t quite notice were a presence: his reflection, navy blue with a red crown of feathers, resting her chin on her white claws as she stared at the canine as if he’d gone insane.



  “Hmph. He’s gone and broken down,” Weavile observed.



  “Coors. October. Juvie. Squirrel. Robin.”



  His reflection snapped her fingers as close to the surface as she could get without breaking through. “C’mon, wake up! Don’t be such a pansy! Where was all that talk from yesterday?!” she egged on.



  Riley went on muttering every word he could think of, every word he learned and every word that might be of importance. Dreams were often forgotten after mere minutes. And once he hit a dead end, he went back to the beginning. “Oregon. Willamette. License plate. GRC M1A. Coors. October.” Maybe he looked insane like this, but Riley didn’t really care at the moment. He was somewhere on his fourth cycle when his reflection couldn’t hold herself back anymore.



  “For the love of Arceus- 
  
    GET! UP!
  
   If I could I’d have strangled you!” Weavile roared, so loud that Riley shut his eyes and the surface of the stagnant pond rippled over her face.



  He took a deep breath, slowly opened his eyes, and met the fiery stare of his warped reflection. “I could hear you, you know,” he told her.



  Weavile snorted. “Right, yeah, just act normal. Like you aren’t chanting and talking to your reflection. Hell, you look like you should be locked up. You’re even in the fetal position!”



  “S-so?” He jolted out of the pose, instead sitting casually and supporting himself with his paws behind him. “Look, I was just trying to memorize everything important. So I can run it by Markus later.”



  The Ice-type leaned closer to the surface and gave him an impish smirk. “Then why are you crying?”



  Riley’s heart stopped as he instantly turned defensive. “W-wh-what?! I’m not-…” Hastily he wiped at his eyes with the back of his wrist, praying that it would come away dry, yet knowing that it… it did. To his own shock there was only a small amount of grime on his fur. No tears. And yet, his haste to cover what wasn’t there had only unveiled what Riley barely managed to contain. “Tricky little…” He trailed off, holding back curses, then sighed quietly. “So what? I’m rattled. I’m a little emotional. Sue me.”



  She snorted again. “You admit it? Wow. I expected you to stammer ‘
  
    sh-shut up!
  
  ‘ and run off with your tail between your legs, bawling your eyes out while you still somehow pretend to be the tough guy. What would-”



  “I just met my brother. And I couldn’t answer him when he told me that he’ll miss me. Say whatever the hell you want, but I’m not ashamed.”



  Silence. Weavile was taken aback, and the Riolu’s intense stare had knocked whatever she was about to say out of her head. What was there to say? How could she respond to that without breaking out empty mockery?



  But she lucked out and regained a foothold when the low, muffled, drawn-out groan of Riley’s stomach broke the quiet. Weavile half-suppressed snicker as she narrowed her eyes. “What, that grass wasn’t enough for you? Somehow I’m not surprised. Maybe you should try the ferns next.”



  Riley mirrored her smirk as he decided to play her game. “Aww. I never realized you cared for me,” he practically cooed.



  “As if. Even in your imagination, 
  
    nobody
  
   cares about you,” Weavile answered with through her teeth.



  In spite of the sting of her words, Riley laughed. “No, I’m being serious. I think you do.”



  “Do… Do what?”



  “Care. In your own weird way, at least.”



  Weavile blinked, rubbed at her eyes, and looked again, but the boy looked the same. He sat there with an earnest, slightly prankish look on his face. “What are you going on about now?” she demanded.



  “Call it a gut feeling. Call it aura shenanigans. Call it whatever you want, but I don’t think you’re as bad as you make yourself out to be,” explained the boy. “All I really have to go by is when you threw that Breloom out of the way and took the attack for him. That and Joker standing up for you. I know that isn’t much. But, looking back on it, it’s something. And that counts for a lot since I barely know you.”



  “You… You’re joking, right?”



  “I wish I was,” he sighed. “But I came here to think. And after doing a lot of that, I think I get what the forest is trying to tell me. Or at least part of it. Like it or not, I see myself inside of you. We-”



  “I’m flattered, but no thank you. You’re too vanilla for me, cherryboy.”



  The Riolu halted, opened his mouth to rebut her, closed it, then took a deep breath and continued as if he hadn’t heard anything.



  “We’re both selfish and destructive, and we don’t like to talk about it. And 
  
    sometimes
  
  , when things get personal, we dodge and deflect the subject. Like you just did,” he accused. “Joker may have been right about us. I think we 
  
    do
  
   have a lot in common. Or at least more than I’d like to admit.”



  The warped reflection didn’t answer. She merely stood there, mirroring the Riolu’s casual pose, staring back as she found it harder and harder to get her footing again. What was there to be said when he either ignored or agreed with her?



  “And maybe you were right, too,” Riley continued with a sullen tone. “Maybe… I don’t know. Maybe we should have ended up together after all.”



  At this, Weavile raised an eyebrow. “You’ve come around?”



  “Kinda.”



  “Good. It’s about time you see things my way. A brawler like you-”



  “I think you’d make a fine Explorer at the Guild.”



  She blinked, then pointed a claw at herself. “Me? You’re kidding, right?”



  He shook his head. In that moment there was a sagely air about him, as if for only a few minutes Riley had tapped into the wisdom of the forest and became someone much older, something far more than just a kid treating the world like a toy.



  “Think about it. Gallade- he took someone like me and at least pointed me in the right direction. If I had more time, I think I would’ve realized most of what I have this last week, and my hot-headed ass would’ve cooled off after a while. And if I could change, what’s to stop you?”



  A short instance of silence was broken when Weavile first smirked, then threw her head back as she cackled. “Me?! In your little Guild?! Fat chance! As if I’d play hero with your sorry crew! I mean, can you imagine?!”



  Without a word, the Riolu leaned forward a little bit and rested his muzzle on an upturned paw. A second later Weavile’s uproarious laughter eased into impish snickering, and she assumed a pose similar to his. He let her continue.



  “Being 
  
    your
  
   rival. Giving myself a stupid, edgy name like… Like Razor. Go around as a bounty hunter, competing to see who’s the best, throwing hands on a weekly basis. Form my own team with Murkrow and Joker.”



  “Maybe you could take our stupid team name,” Riley offered.



  “Ha! I wouldn’t be caught 
  
    dead
  
   with a name like that!”



  “Yeah? Well you try and come up with something better.”



  Weavile smirked. “Easy. Call it Moonlight. Two Dark-types, but bright and flashy enough for Joker to not be excluded,” she explained.



  “Team Moonlight,” Riley repeated, judging the sound of it before giving an approving nod. “Not a bad name. And it’s not as edgy as I’d expect.”



  “Better edgy than being a complete tryhard,” she jeered.



  Another pause. The smile on Riley’s face wilted as he shook his head. So she could see it too? Or did she not take the final step yet? After taking a deep breath, Riley steeled himself.



  “When Joker told me that we had a lot in common, I refused to believe it. Why would he compare me to someone like you? I’m no bandit, or whatever. After I threw a fit, I didn’t want to think about it anymore,” the boy admitted, averting his eyes just as Weavile hardened her gaze. “But now I see it cuts both ways. Maybe I 
  
    am
  
   like you, but that means you’re like me, too.”



  Weavile froze as if struck on the back of the head. She fell into his trap, and had absolutely no clue what to say. Once she too looked away, she grumbled something empty. “Your point?”



  “That you have no excuse.” The Riolu stood up and turned away from the stagnant pond. “I’ll listen to Joker. I’ll be more open, and maybe I’ll listen to you. But if you’re a good person, with a sense of camaraderie and friends who care for you, and you still did what you did, then… then I can’t forgive you.”



  “Well- who wants your forgiveness anyways? I never asked,” said Weavile defensively.



  Riley nodded, then started again on his walk into the woods, leaving the pond behind for good. “No. You wouldn’t, would you?” he reflected.



  …



  The ravenous aura was gone. Try as he might, he couldn’t sense the Nidoking anywhere. Hours went by as Riley roamed aimlessly, following trails carved by the strange Wilds and climbing trees, and there was no trace of the thing anywhere. It was like losing track of a spider and living in fear for the instant it would appear again. And it would. After that strange dream, hearing the beast talk and seeing his body possessed by something other than himself, it couldn’t have disappeared for good.



  But it was also a relief, because now he could dedicate his time to foraging without feeling guilty. This was the start of his fourth day of starvation. Riley made sure to keep his eyes sharp and his imagination active. If he had access to fire he could take leaves and make them into tea. Fresh-looking grass could be forced down his gullet. Any kind of fruit wouldn’t need any work at all, but they still weren’t exactly plentiful.



  Gray clouds rolled in as the morning crawled by, regularly covering and releasing the sun in a steady wind. A few handfuls of sour grass kept Riley moving. There were no spirits to talk to, and the Wilds still wanted nothing to do with him. It was quiet. It was lonely.



  To help pass the time, Riley tested and speculated on his blossoming aura abilities. Every five minutes or so he tested them again, getting a feel for how far away he could sense presences from. The answer was inconsistent. Sometimes Pokémon he could clearly see from over fifty feet wouldn’t seem to be releasing any aura, and other times he could sense bigger Pokémon from over hundreds of yards. Maybe it had to do with the potency of the aura? Or, whatever quality they have. Riley knew he took the whole aura business for granted before, but he hadn’t thought it would be 
  
    this
  
   complicated. Maybe finding a teacher would be worth the risk.



  This was occasionally broken up when Riley cycled through his short list of keywords. “Oregon. Willamette. License plate. GRC M1A,” et cetera et cetera, ensuring they were properly etched into his mind. He couldn’t exactly write them down.



  Some time late in the afternoon, the starving boy’s spirits rose when he heard the gurgling of running water. He rushed towards it thoughtlessly as fast as his empty body would allow. Just thinking about having a sip rejuvenated him just a little.



  He ended up plowing through bushels of tall yellow wildflowers and stumbling straight into a broad creek, landing face-first in the shallows. After groaning for a bit and soothing his nose, he looked around a bit. The creek was bordered on both sides by tall grass and wildflowers taller than he was, and these were being nibbled and munched on by a small group of Wurmple. And downstream Riley could see three Corphish sticking their heads out and staring at him with their beady little eyes.



  
    Crawdads ain’t bad, but they’re mostly used to see if the water is clean or not.
  



  With a wistful smile, the boy nodded. Certain kinds of freshwater creatures were sensitive to impurities, so they worked as good indicators. Riley put his paws together as if in prayer before whispering, “Thanks, Luke.”



  He submerged his head in the cold water and drank until he choked, and after a fit of coughing and spluttering, went until he choked again. And once that was taken care of, Riley leaned back and let the filth and grime wash off him as he floated idly. He laid there idly for quite some time, enjoying the peace, letting his thoughts float to the surface.



  The Wildies and the illusions were what bothered him. While the Forest of Mirrors had its own rules, they were still 
  
    rules
  
  , weren’t they? Riley just didn’t understand them all. Wild Pokémon were passive, with predators that hunted and stalked instead of attempting to tear him apart. It was like an entirely different kind of Wildie for what was technically a Mystery Dungeon. Which raised the question: were they even real? They behaved too naturally. And the Forest of Mirrors could easily fake them, couldn’t it? Put Pokémon in front of him just to see how he would react? For all Riley knew, those two Tepig could have ceased to exist after he lost track of them.



  It was the Nidoking that threw him off. Every other illusion gave off a ghostly air, distancing themselves or hiding in reflections and dreams. But if they were specters, then the Nidoking was a revenant. It was tangible. And if it was an illusion too, that meant that everything around him could be, too. The beast was an unnerving presence, and it wasn’t exactly a relief that it was missing.



  When the weather changed and a cool breeze blew by, Riley sat up with a shiver. Bright summer skies had been dulled and grayed. Evening was approaching. Feeling himself getting sick, he marched through the creek and pulled himself to the banks.



  Three Nincada were only feet away, pulling down long, tall wildflowers and munching on them. They didn’t seem to mind Riley until he shook himself dry as well as he could, which they protested by letting out a short hiss. Riley backed off a bit.



  “Sorry, sorry.” He held his paws out in the same universal gesture he tried out the day before. “Didn’t mean to disturb you. Just- pretend I’m not even here.”



  The Nincada continued to stare him down, but after a moment they did just as requested and went back to their flowers. Riley exhaled, turned away from the bugs, and plopped down until his head was buried by all the grass. Even as he rested he could feel the Nincada staring at him still, cautious despite their acceptance of him.



  “You’re safe. I’m not gonna eat you or anything. Wouldn’t even know where to start,” Riley told them. And even if he did, even if he was okay with killing for his food, how was he supposed to eat giant cicadas?



  They kept eating, kept staring, expecting the boy to do something. There was a level of intelligence in their eyes, as if they knew exactly what to look for, dissecting Riley and picking him apart like looking at a diagram. It felt strange to look at Wildies like this. It was almost like…



  “H-hey, are you…” He hesitated when he realized how stupid this was gonna sound. “Can you understand what I’m saying?”



  The Nincada gave no answer, merely continuing to eat their flowers.



  “I think those Tepigs could, somehow. Kind of. And with all the weird things going on, I thought maybe…”



  Still they didn’t reply, or even give any noticeable change in behavior. They didn’t stop eating for a second, they didn’t look amongst each other, not even a shred of hope that Riley was correct.



  The boy sighed as he leaned back, the sudden movement provoking a short hiss. “Yeah yeah, sorry. Don’t know what I was thinking. I can’t tell what’s what anymore.”



  
    Maybe if I find those Tepigs again, I’d know for sure. Now I just have to find two potentially real pigs in this giant, trippy Mystery Dungeon… Yeah, no, I’m not seeing them again. Oh well. Hopefully they’re alright, wherever they are.
  



  With a shake of the head, Riley reached into the grass and plucked a yellow wildflower by the stem and brought it closer. “Regardless, thanks for showing me this, even if you can’t talk.” He closed his eyes and stuffed his face, devouring the flower in a single bite. Its bitter taste was faint, and most importantly, not terrible. It wasn’t anywhere close to ideal, but it was edible, and it was food. It quelled his stomach. By the time he got through a whole bouquet of them, he barely registered the taste anymore.



  “I’ll never take another hot meal for granted again,” Riley promised himself, thinking longingly to the meals that always awaited him back at the Guild, and the brothers that ran the kitchen. “Seasonings, too… Learning to cook wouldn’t be a bad idea now, if I have the time.”



  More time passed. The Nincada scattered as evening approached, and with the dark clouds coming in, Riley tucked himself beside the trunk of a stout pine tree, where he closed his eyes and struggled to fall asleep. It was a long battle between his thoughts and the soothing sound of the gurgling creek, but in the end, his exhaustion tipped the scales.



  The fourth day.



  It was drizzling when Riley awoke before dawn, and the canopy of pine needles couldn’t entirely save him. His fur was damp and he was cold. Thankfully it was summer, otherwise he would be freezing. He stood up with a slight shiver, and noticed almost immediately that he felt fine. For the first time in days he hadn’t woken up with an empty stomach. He felt… Not good, but certainly better.



  Riley closed his eyes and focused his abilities, causing the twin appendages on the back of his head to hover. He could see the outlines of all sorts of Pokémon for hundreds of yards, detecting the forest slowly waking up just as he was, but the Nidoking was still nowhere to be seen.



  “Where did you disappear to?” he whispered to himself. There was no answer to find.



  After taking care of his business and fetching a slow, careful drink from the creek (he pushed his luck enough with choking on water), Riley followed the banks downstream. It was an old rule of survival to follow the flow. Water was the source of life, so there was a good chance he’d find some kind of food. Creeks could feed into rivers, which would then feed into lakes. And he’d left his bag and his emblem on that ridge by the lake. This Mystery Dungeon had been acting mostly normal, so it wasn’t out of the question.



  Time passed again. The sun came up behind the clouds and bathed the world in dull, silvery light through the constant drizzle. Through this he walked, his fur feeling heavy and cold. His eyes stayed sharp as he looked for fruits or any possible foods. Periodically he tested his aura abilities to search for the Nidoking, and all he got was a radar for the Wildies and a colorless outline of the landscape. And when he wasn’t doing either of those, he was testing phrases from his mother tongue.



  “
  
    Whet good ees a hound with no hares to hoont? Whet good is u hound with no hares tu hunt?
  
  ” Hearing himself bastardize his own native language was mildly infuriating. It made him realize just how different this voice was from his own, and trying to emulate it only made a sound like a horrific parody. This unpracticed English was the kind of stuff that made people write skinwalker stories.



  The entire morning passed with Riley following the meandering creek, nothing to eat but a few more flowers he had no choice but to stuff down his gullet, but thankfully it brought him somewhere just after midday. The creek flowed into a big, but not huge, lake with a clear and reflective surface that was warped by the gentle rain. At the instant Riley saw it, he looked towards the tallest tree he could find and jumped up from branch to branch. And after nearly falling after startling and dodging past a Spearow, he reached the top.



  “Not the right place,” Riley noted dryly. The lake looked different from the ones he first saw, this one resembling a horseshoe. And not to mention, the ridge was missing. With a sigh, the boy started his descent. “Still need to go deeper.”



  At least it was still beautiful, in a simple sort of way. Riley had plenty of time to notice that over and over again. It was nothing mesmerizing or hypnotizing, no once in a lifetime vista, but it was still nice to look at. As the rain stopped and the lake stilled, it turned into a mirror, copying the shimmering wet trees and underbrush in a parallel world. Occasionally the surface was broken by a fish Pokémon nibbling at something, and twice by a Braviary snatching a Barboach and then a Goldeen with its talons and carrying them away.



  He watched the fish disappear, suddenly very aware of the emptiness of his stomach. 
  
    You’re not meant to eat flowers, Riley. Pokémon hunt just like animals. Weavile wasn’t wrong about that much. The longer you keep being stubborn, the weaker you’re gonna get.
  



  With a sigh and a shake of the head, Riley pressed on. “I’m not going back on my word just because I’m hungry,” he promised himself, wondering in the back of his mind how long he could keep it.



  He was rounding the bottom of the horseshoe after fifteen minutes of walking when Riley noticed a grassy beach on the opposite shore. With only foot-high grass and two Rattata to be seen, it looked like a great spot to camp. And apparently, he wasn’t the only one who thought that.



  A crude and neglected dock protruded from the grassy beach about six feet past the shoreline, covered with patches of orangish moss. And there tied loosely with rope was a wooden boat, smaller than a lifeboat. Years must have gone by since they were last touched.



  “Who the hell would build a dock all the way out here?” he asked himself. The opposite shore was too far for him to make anything out. He could always go swimming, of course, but there was one problem with that: Riley still didn’t know how to swim. He could fight to stay afloat, but not when the other shore must’ve been a hundred and fifty yards away. So Riley shook his head and continued his walk. “They’re probably just illusions, anyways.”



  But he had to know. He had to find that beach again. So he kept walking to the other end of the horseshoe, finding a river that lead out and deeper into the forest, and then continued going around the lake, anxiously awaiting what he would find. Did he know anyone who was a fishermon? Had he 
  
    known
  
   a fisherman? Or maybe he just liked to go fishing as a kid?



  Nearly an hour later, Riley had wandered up to the grassy beach, and the first thing he noticed was that it was a lot more pleasant to look at than it was to be in. The rain had turned the soil to mud, and with every step he entombed the soft grass. When he made it to the dock, his paws were thoroughly caked with mud.



  Cautiously Riley placed a single paw on the beginning of the dock, and he left a print. It was really there. Overgrown with moss and streaks of algae rotting away in parts, as if whoever built it was long gone. And the boat, too, showed the same passage of time. Who could tell how long the boat had bobbed gently with the cooler and oars tucked inside, fastened to-



  “
  
    Cooler?
  
  ” Like magnets his eyes locked onto a blue chest with a white top, speckled with mold and moss, a little smaller than the one from his vision from the day before. Just like the ones back home. And if he could touch the dock, then maybe…



  After only a moment’s hesitation, Riley lurched for it desperately. The slick boat rocked from side to side, and Riley was inches from tumbling into the lake, but it soon calmed, and the boy hastily opened the chest from his own world. Tossing the lid onto the beach, Riley peered in. He froze, his breath stolen.



  “There’s no way…”



  Wrappers. A puddle of reds and whites and browns and shining silvers sat at the bottom of the cooler. Piece of names he recognized stuck out to him and brought back memories of the days after Halloween. Hershey’s, Skittles, M&Ms, the empty shells of pieces of his childhood called out to him. He reached a paw inside and ran it through the wrappers. The feel of plastic was homely. Relaxing. So smooth, so artificial, so strangely familiar, like he was-



  His heart stopped. There was something in there. Something soft and surrounded by a cushion of air.



  “It can’t be-”



  In his paws he clutched a clear, translucent wrapper with the red and white logo proclaiming the name Hostess. And inside there was a golden sponge cake that Riley knew well. He felt so ashamed for feeling so happy to see it, but how could he not be? He could feel it, and as he opened it carefully with his paws, he could smell it too. It was a real, actual Twinkie.



  For an instant Riley held it in front of his muzzle, wishing to savor holding it, before his empty stomach took over and the boy bit off half of it in a single bite. A subtly sweet vanilla flavor dragged Riley across the gap and, only for an instant, brought him back home. Even if it was brittle and stale, he didn’t care. He didn’t care that it was a low-class dessert. He didn’t care that eating it made him feel like white trash. All he knew is that every second the sponge cake was in his mouth, tears formed in his eyes. And in that moment Riley swore himself to secrecy about this low-quality treasure. There was 
  
    no
  
   way anyone was going to find out he cried over a goddamn Twinkie.



  He took the final bite, letting it stay in his mouth for over a minute, and then finally swallowed. Thankfully they had a stupid-long shelf life, so chances were Riley couldn’t get sick over this.



  Delicately he placed the wrapper in the ice chest, retrieved the lid, and sealed it shut again, apparently taught not to litter. And once that was done, Riley stood up in the small boat and looked around some more. No spirit had appeared. No Wildies stood out. Nothing had changed.



  “Well now what?” Riley asked himself. Absently he bent down and picked up one of the oars slick with rain. It looked stupidly long in this body, standing nearly three times his height. There was no doubt- it was designed for humans, as was the boat itself. This begged an obvious question. “And what even is this place anyways?”



  Maybe all the illusions were tangible? He hadn’t tried touching them yet, so he didn’t know for sure on anyone aside from Nidoking. Riley trusted Markus when he said that the illusions weren’t actually there, but if that was true, were these really illusions? Or was Markus lying to him? It was one or the other. Either it was all a lie or this place was an exception, and Riley was inexplicably leaning towards the latter. This strange pocket of humanity lurked in the middle of a-



  Riley, sensing something off, traced over his musings. “A pocket of humanity…” Was that what this beach was? A piece of his own world emulated by the mystical forest? A single, miniscule scrap surrounded and isolated by this foreign place. This place was special, no doubt, even if he didn’t recognize it. And it was the phrase he used that gave him the idea. Quieter, firmer, he said it again. “A pocket of humanity.”



  He gripped the oar tighter, eyeing up the broad paddle at the top. His thoughts carried him back to the beginning of his second day, reminding him of the sight that greeted him when he first woke up. Grimly Riley realized that his idea could work right over there in the mud. He had no excuse now.



  
    We have to do this, Riley
  
  , he thought to himself. 
  
    I know we’re not ready, but this isn’t the kind of thing we can prepare for. We’ve put this off long enough, haven’t we? It’s time. It’s time to talk to ‘him.’
  



  Solemnly, the Riolu nodded. “Right.” He choked up his grip on the oar and marched back towards the mud. Carefully he dropped the broad paddle into the mud with a 
  
    splat
  
   and took his time starting to make a curved line. “Wherever you are, I hope you’re ready!” Riley called out. “And if you’re not, then… Well, that makes two of us.”



  …



  His eyes were shut as Riley sat cross-legged just in front of a crude drawing of an ocarina (or at least what he remembered one looking like). The oar was laid across his lap like a focus, used to attempt to bridge the gap between worlds. It was an act of desperation, and it probably looked silly. As the minutes crawled by like this, Riley only became more and more aware of this. The forest was quiet. Wild Pokémon kept their distance, and the air was still.



  When the rain started again, Riley knew this wouldn’t work. He had to try something else. Something more. He drew in a sharp breath and, keeping his eyes shut, broke the forest’s silence with his voice.



  “I don’t have a name to call you, but you know who I’m calling for. Hopefully my awful drawing will suffice. Please, I’ll listen to everything you have to say.”



  Raindrops pattered on the leaves and the grass, contrasting with the flat reverb that came from the now undulating surface of the lake. Neither of those was an answer, however.



  “Whatever you tell me, I’ll believe it. ‘Cause I’ve been thinking. If this body was yours, then so was this head. So your memories could actually be in here, right?” Riley swallowed nervously. “And, uh, that means that you’d be, you know, the real you. Not something I made up. So I’ll trust you.”



  A breeze chilled his now damp fur and threw rain into his back. He heard nothing else, felt nothing else, sensed nothing else. Something wasn’t right.



  “I-I’m sorry for running before. I should have stayed, I know, but… I was scared, y’know? I just… All at once, you were there. And I didn’t know what to say. So I… I ran.”



  No answer came. Riley sat in the mud, eyes clamped shut, as the realization came to him. His head sunk.



  “And I told myself that I’d fix it later. That I’d apologize when I saw you again. I… I just assumed that you’d show up again. Took you for granted. Like you were here to haunt me, just like everyone else. But you’re… you’re not just someone else. And I didn’t realize what I was doing, so please…!”



  The wind stopped. The rain picked up, and all around him he could hear a whispering roar. But no voices. No new auras. Was it really too late? Had he blown his chance? Maybe Riley didn’t try hard enough to summon ‘his’ visage, but what else could he do? Backtrack all the way to where he first saw ‘him,’ taking two more days out of his quest? There wasn’t anything else he could think of. The boy was being honest, and unless-



  
    It can’t be…?!
  



  Anger and disbelief flared within Riley. He bared his teeth and drove his paws into the mud at his sides, tilting his head up towards the weeping heavens above. He could feel himself becoming desperate, feel it and do nothing to stop it.



  “You can hear me- I 
  
    know
  
   you can! Do you not believe me?!” Riley screamed. “Do you think I’m doing this just to get rid of the guilt?! Don’t want to hear an empty apology?!”



  Far off in the distance- perhaps even beyond the dungeon itself- came the rumble of thunder.



  “‘Cause I’m not here for that! I don’t want to apologize, 
  
    I want to make things right!
  
  ” A sob snuck up on Riley, but he managed to fight it back, in the process lowering his voice to something that didn’t tear his throat. “Please. I’m not doing this because I’m guilty, I’m guilty because I 
  
    need
  
   to do this.”



  And still there was only the cold rain pattering all around him, turning his crude effigy of an ocarina into a mud pit. Pokémon huddled in bushes, under logs, within the hollows of trees, but none sat in front of him. Riley placed his elbows on his knees, pushing the oar deeper into his lap, and buried his face in his mud-caked paws. His chest felt tight.



  “I’m glad to hear it, Riley.”



  With a silent gasp Riley opened his eyes, and there before him was… ‘him.’ An identical Riolu differed only by the dry fur and absence of mud. The other wore a sheepish smile and averted his eyes for the moment. Time came to a halt. Riley couldn’t breathe, could barely speak. It seemed like an eternity passed before Riley actually found the words, and even those were incomplete.



  “You’re here…”



  “Y-yes, I… I am. Sorry if I upset you. I thought that you wouldn’t have been able to say any of that with someone in front of you, so, I… I held off,” the spirit explained. It was amazing that two identical voices could sound so different. Not only was there a quiet, meek air about the other Riolu, but there was an accent of sorts that was almost entirely gone, yet stuck around as if he couldn’t bring himself to get rid of it.



  “N-no, it’s-” Riley wiped at his face with his wrists. Relief flooded over him, and he couldn’t help but smile. “You’re probably right about that, uh…”



  “Jade.” The other Riolu raised his head to look at Riley head-on. “You said you didn’t have a name to call me by. It’s Jade.”



  Just that suddenly, ‘he’ wasn’t a nameless victim anymore.



  “Oh. R-right, yeah. You’ll have to excuse me, I’m a bit… a bit rattled. Have been for a while.” Riley almost reached over to shake hands with the spirit before he remembered what a spirit was just in time, instead rubbing his paw on the back of his head. “It’s good to finally meet you, uh, Jade. I was… starting to think that I was supposed to offer you the twinkie.”



  Jade cracked a smile and started to snicker. As much as Riley wished to join him, he could barely form a smile. It wasn’t as funny to him.



  Riley took a deep breath, swallowing the rainwater that pooled in his mouth, and averted his gaze. Nervously he fidgeted. “Before we start this, I have… I have one question I want you to answer for me. Is that alright?” With his peripherals, he saw Jade nod his head. “I just… I-I just wanna know if… Are you really dead?”



  The question was raised but his head was not. Riley didn’t need to look to feel the surprised stare on the spirit’s face, to sense the tension pull tight around him. After another long pause, Jade gave the start of an answer. “Riley… You know I can’t-”



  “
  
    Please
  
  ,” the boy begged. “I know, I know. If my theory is right, then you don’t remember anything after… whatever it was that happened, but, you’re still you. You can think. You can talk. And I told you that I’d believe you, so please… I need to know. Because if there’s any means I can reverse this…” Forcing himself to be brave, Riley looked up to face the spirit. The eyes he was so used to seeing in every mirror and pool of water looked so foreign, so pained. “Is there any way to bring you back? Any way at all?”



  Jade exhaled slowly through his nostrils, never once looking away, as if measuring Riley’s intent. Every passing second was agonizing for Riley, for it only served to further cement the answer.



  “There are rumors about being brought back from the dead. Xerneas is key among these stories, being able to put life back into the dead,” Jade explained. He paused uncomfortably, took a deep breath, then reluctantly continued even though it hurt. “I wasn’t killed, I was erased. Overwritten. There’s nothing left to save.”



  As his eyes dilated, Riley felt two things flare to life within him. A hollow wrath bubbled and boiled in his mind, trapped inside his skull with nowhere to go yet desperately seeking an outlet. But there was no target to beat down, no goal to push towards, no way to bring him back. It was trapped, and the pressure was building. At least, the second emotion served as an ice pack, though he quickly had to suppress it. If the Forest of Mirrors could read his mind, he didn’t want to show his cards too early. This left Riley, entirely of his own desire, to deal with his anger.



  After half a minute of grumbling that almost turned into sobs, Riley found at least something to say. It was a promise he had no idea how to achieve, yet a promise he knew already that he had to fulfill. “When I find out what caused this, I swear, I’ll put a stop to it,” he pledged gravely, the rain masking any tears he might have shed, for Riley didn’t know if he had been crying or not. “For the families left broken, the communities that live in fear, and for the victims like you who only got unlucky… I’ll stop it. We’ll stop it somehow.”



  Jade had no words. Surprised, flattered, stricken with joy and guilt at once, all he could do was turn away. Were it not for the blue fur, his face would have been red. And under normal circumstances, Riley would be right there with him, suddenly aware of what his heart had gone and made him say, but today? Riley was proud of it! He felt purpose and passion spring up from deep within him, even if they were used for something so distant and seemingly achievable.



  “Hey, Jade,” Riley called. The rain was growing softer again, but not before the damage was already done to the drawing in between them, filling it with holes like it had been sprayed with bullets. The spirit perked his ears. “Talk to me. I want to know everything about you.”



  “Wh-what?” He actually recoiled from shock. Riley, a wild look in his eyes, crawled on his hands and knees through the mud and halved the gap between them.



  “Everything. I wanna know who you used to be- who you still are. As it is I barely know anything about you. I had a run-in with your mom, and that one thing- o-ocarina, right?- was probably yours. But everything else is a mystery. Hell, I know more about 
  
    myself
  
   than I do you, and that’s saying something.”



  Jade laughed nervously. “D-don’t you think you’re coming on a… a bit strong?”



  “Can you blame me?” Riley countered, and then after taking a moment to consider, reluctantly nodded. “Yeah, I guess I am. Sorry. I’m a bit ‘excited,’ as wrong as that sounds to say.”



  “It’s… fine, I suppose. Under these circumstances, no, I can’t blame you, but… do you really need to wag your tail?”



  With a brow raised, Riley turned over his shoulder. Sure enough, the blue tail covered in a film of muck waved back and forth enthusiastically, flinging bits of mud out and away. Embarrassment stopped him for only a second, resolving to reach behind him and hold the tail against his waist. Distantly Riley noted how strange it was to feel his muscles involuntarily fight against him, and he wondered how often his tail did this.



  “Okay, alright, I’ll- I’ll calm down,” Riley told him. “But I’m not asking too much, am I? If I am, say something, but I have questions. Like, your name. ‘Jade.’ When your mom talked to me, she just called me ‘Riolu.’ Why wouldn’t she have called you- or I guess me- by name?”



  For a long moment there was only the sound of the rain. The spirit lowered his head and let out a long, slow breath as he became more and more detached by the second. When he finally spoke it was in a voice barely louder than a murmur.



  “She took our names when we left the desert behind. I couldn’t even talk at the time, so I scarcely remember a thing about it. Something about needing to blend in, or wanting to, or…” Jade shook his head. “I just know that names are handled differently. In Meluja and beyond, they’re casual and simple. Most don’t even have them. But back in the desert, a name was a sign of status or prestige. Having one automatically elevated you. And Mom didn’t want us to carry that baggage with us, I guess. I probably wouldn’t even remember my name if not for Pel.”



  Riley recognized the name, and it didn’t take long to remember where. Back in the city, the Lucario had ran to the fallen Staraptor and exclaimed that very name: Pel, right after Riley had pinned his wing with an Iron Thorn. The memory made him shrink back. If Jade was like the other illusions, he would’ve seen that moment.



  Whether or not he did remained a mystery, for the spirit went on after a sorrowful sigh. “Pel… he was like an uncle to me. If it weren’t for him, I would only have the memories of a pale city in the middle of all that sand. Sometimes, on clear days, he would take me on his back and fly with me across Arushar. He shared stories, showed me the seams of this continent and his former battlegrounds where he and his compatriots had annexed the new land, piece by piece. And twice, he took me back to the desert kingdom of Implentur, to the endless expanse of sand to show me where we were born. Pel showed me the roost he called home: a tall, rocky spire carpeted with feathers and dry, cracked straw, which was home only to birds even older than he was. And the capital- that pale city that never glistened…”



  Jade paused, too many things to say and not enough time in the day. With a shake of the head and ten seconds of thought, he added, “I never knew why Pel took me there. He only had a few words when I asked him on the flight home… ‘For this, Jade, I was willing to die for once upon a time. For this, I was willing to let others die- to 
  
    make
  
   others die.’” The spirit rubbed its eye with the back of his paw, sniffled, then let out a short, quiet laugh. “Mom really wasn’t happy when she found out.”



  In complete shock, Riley whispered the only thing he could think to say at the moment. “Jesus Christ…”



  Dragging Jade out of his trance somewhat, the other Riolu raised his head again and attempted to gather himself. “Arceus, I… I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ramble like that-”



  “No no! It’s fine, it’s fine!” Riley threw both paws towards him in an assuring gesture. Through it all, the boy couldn’t help but to smile. “I’m just… speechless. I wasn’t expecting a full synopsis, you know? Maybe ‘I named myself recently, and my mom still isn’t used to it,’ like they do back in Astraean. But then… You shared that with me. And I can’t thank you enough for being that open.”



  Jade rubbed at the back of his head. “W-well, uh… You’re welcome? It just kinda slipped, I didn’t mean to just drop all that on you. It just, um… I-it felt nice to think about them again.”



  “Then let’s keep going,” Riley offered. “You mentioned your mom and an honorable uncle, but there’s more to a family than that. Do you know where your dad is? Did you have any siblings?”



  Another pause arrived, though at least Jade kept his head from sinking back down again. This time he was more prepared for the emotions and memories that came. “I, uh… don’t know if I had any brothers or sisters, since I don’t know where my dad is,” admitted Jade. “Pel wouldn’t tell me about him, and mom wouldn’t either. They said we’re better off now, but while that paints a clear picture…”



  “You would’ve liked to know anyways?” Riley finished for him, his mind racing.



  “Well, y-yeah, if you’re asking. He’s still my dad, no matter what he did. It should be my choice whether or not to meet him. I get that Mom was only trying to protect me, but…”



  “Protect you from what? What did he do?”



  Wordlessly, Jade raised a paw up to his left ear, and Riley reflexively did the same. The moment his digits felt the rough, crisp skin marked with tiny creases and bubbles, the realization had Riley frozen and unable to breathe.



  “It happened when I was just over a cycle old. All I really remember is the pain it left, like planting a cinder in there. It took over two full cycles for it to finally fade,” Jade explained distantly.



  Riley swallowed nervously. He felt like he had pressed too far yet could not turn back now. “What… what did he do?”



  A sigh. “I don’t know. All I ever heard about it was that I was caught in the ‘crossfire’ of something. And even though, until the day you arrived, merely 
  
    thinking
  
   about it brought the fire back… I wanted to know. I wanted to talk to him, to see his side, and… well, actually meet him.”



  The weight of Jade’s memories grew heavier with each word, each one like an extra brick on his pallet, an extra shovelful out of the mine. And all that was clear was how much there was left. When he saw the opportunity he had been looking for, he didn’t feel relieved. It had been all hypothetical until now, but here with the gravity of the situation in front of him, Riley doubted himself. Could he even be of any help to the spirit?



  Riley clasped his paws around the oar as if to draw courage from it (a gesture he knew was meaningless) and looked the spirit dead in the eyes. His voice quivered. “W-would you l-like… like my help?”



  Jade blinked. He looked back at his own body, drenched from the falling rain, as the realization came to him in waves.. “You were… Is that why you asked all of that? To act as-”



  “Yes,” Riley answered. “If you’ll let me, I… I want to give you what you deserve. Leave nothing undone-”



  “Riley, I don’t need you to-”



  “
  
    But I do,
  
  ” Riley proclaimed, his grip around the oar growing tighter. “I’m doing this for you, to give you the chance to resolve anything, but… But I’m doing this for me, too. I 
  
    have
  
   to do this. This is my chance to finally make things right for somebody. I want to do this just as much as I need to. Please… Jade, please.”



  Silence. The spirit stared back at his stolen body, and for the first time noticed just how different his own form had become. Blue fur had grown longer and unkempt, muscles were firm and taut, rain had soaked it like a dirty rag, and the eyes were alight with something Jade couldn’t name; small but strong. There was a fire inside him that the weather could not snuff out. The body Jade had known all his life had, in just over a month, become unrecognizable.



  A grim smile sprouted on the spirit’s face as he glanced down at his own form, neat, trimmed, and completely dry as the rain passed through him. “You know, it’s almost funny. Mother always wanted us to blend in. And you… Until recently, you were doing an even better job than we were.” Slowly he shook his head and drew in a deep breath. “Before… Before you do that, I have something that… that I want to do. Do me a favor and let me do you a favor.”



  Initially Riley hesitated, wondering just what the spirit wanted to do, but he decided quickly that it probably wouldn’t hurt. “Sure. What do you want to do?”



  “Looking through your recent memories, you’ve been starting to use aura. But do you know how to use it?”



  “… Well, I can use it, can’t-”



  “Do you 
  
    know
  
   how? When you use your sensors, or even when you focus a Force Palm, do you know what you’re doing?”



  “N… No, not really. It just kinda… Wait. Wait, are you saying what I think you are?” Riley leaned forward excitedly. “Are you gonna be my teacher?”



  Jade hesitated. “W-well… No, not quite. I never learned more than the basics of aura. And from what I’ve seen, you do it without knowing the first thing. And I can’t really blame you. A Riolu pretty much 
  
    needs
  
   some sort of mentor to teach them how to use aura, since it’s not usually an instinctual thing.”



  “B-but, then how am I-”



  “I don’t know. But humor me for a second, will you? Close your eyes and use your sensors,” the spirit told him. Riley swallowed his concerns, choosing to do as he said he would and trust the Riolu’s words.



  Making sure to pay closer attention to his methods, Riley did as he was told. The appendages hovered and vibrated, and behind his eyes Riley saw the landscape around him painted in varying shades of grays and blacks. The rain only made the image blurrier, nearly useless. In the forest he could sense the presence of a Barboach beneath the surface of the horseshoe lake, as well as a handful of Pokémon taking shelter from the rain in the forest. It was like any other time he tried for the most part, except that Riley had put in the conscience effort to slow down the process. He tried and failed to determine what muscle movement provoked the sensors to move. Perhaps it was entirely mental? Or maybe-



  “Wait.” With his eyes closed, Riley turned towards where the spirit had been sitting before, yet now he sensed nothing. The beginnings of panic took root. “Jade? Are you still there? I can’t see you, you’re not giving off any-”



  “Any aura?” Jade finished for him. “Yes, I know. I’m not real.”



  “S-so, then is that what aura is? Soul, or something like that?”



  “No- actually… No, no. It’s hard to explain, but… Think of it like…” Riley imagined the spirit fumbling for the right term, looking all around as he tried to find the words. “I guess, it is… it is an expression of ability? Yeah. Yeah, it is ability magnified by intent.”



  Riley tilted his head in confusion, and in the process learned that the sensors remained parallel to the ground. “It’s what?”



  “The aura you sense is an expression of strength and capacity. Not physical might, but their mastery of their techniques. For instance, that Greninja’s ability with his Substitutes to completely control them, like alternate versions of himself. His aura has to be quite strong in order to do that,” Jade clarified. “
  
    But
  
  , his lack of drive keeps it from broadcasting and becoming even more potentially powerful.”



  He screwed his eyes shut even harder as he tried to process. “I don’t… So it’s like ki? Or something?”



  “Err… I mean, kind of, but that’s 
  
    dramatically
  
   simplifying things, don’t you think?” The spirit paused for a moment to weigh his options. “Alright, how about this. There’s an aura about fifty feet to your left- a Snivy, coiled up under a mossy stone. Can you tell me what it feels like?”



  “Wh-” His concentration broke. The sensors dropped and his eyes shot open. “
  
    I can do that?!
  
  ” Riley exclaimed.



  “
  
    Eyes closed
  
  ,” snapped Jade. “And yes, I think you can.”



  Riley did as he was instructed. He closed his eyes again and activated his sensors, paying close attention to the muscle movements and finding nothing. In the blurred landscape painted in grays and blacks, he “saw” a smooth sky blue silhouette coiled up just where Jade said it would be.



  Under any other circumstance, Riley wouldn’t have given it a second look. The aura’s movements were barely noticeable, stirring with the temper of milk poured into coffee, whisking lazily around. But thinking there was something he didn’t see, he kept thinking about it. It was hard to notice anything out of the ordinary regarding something so already alien to Riley, but he tried his best to notice, well, anything. And one of the things he picked up on was how smooth the aura felt. He remembered that Monferno’s aura being a lot more wavy and hectic, but the Snivy’s was smooth like a polished stone.



  “It’s calm,” Riley surmised. “The aura feels relaxed, I think, but also… Something else. I can’t put it to words, but it’s a neutral feeling.”



  “Why do you say that?”



  “It’s moving, so it’s not asleep, but gently and within a smooth boundary. It’s not jumping or scribbling like the Nidoking’s did. It’s… It’s just calm. Maybe a bit melancholic.”



  Jade smiled, though Riley couldn’t see it. “That’s right. The Snivy is cold and tired, waiting for the warmth to come back again. They need sunlight to survive, and since they’re cold-blooded, this one is waiting out the rain,” the spirit explained. “If you know what to look for, aura can tell you a lot about somebody.”



  “Maybe,” Riley admitted, “but I still don’t really get it. Why are we the only ones that see this?”



  A pause, then a sigh followed. “I guess… I’m sorry, but I only learned it recently myself. I guess I’m not ready to be a teacher.”



  Guilt struck at Riley, and he felt himself wince back at the spirit’s words. He raised his paws apologetically and looked vaguely where Jade should have been. “It- it’s fine, really!” Riley insisted. “You’ve g-given me more than I ever thought. I’ve taken enough from you as it is, don’t you think? All I wanted was-”



  “Then I’ll hand you over to her.”



  The boy paused, again tilting his head. Maybe it was just him, but Jade sounded a bit closer now. “Who are you-”



  A 
  
    pop
  
   inside his skull tore the words from Riley’s mouth, and all of his thoughts went up in flames. Time stopped. His movements stopped. Riley could feel the rain hitting him lingering, keeping their form like they had frozen. An indescribably strange feeling rushed over the boy. He wanted to panic, but he wasn’t in control of his emotions. Or his thoughts. There was only the aimless desire to cry out for help, for at the edge of his hearing, he heard a familiar sound: swarming, writhing miniscule masses.



  …



  “There’s a good one,” she noted in her soft, dry voice as the Lucario carefully but inconspicuously studied the Pokémon on the street. “Over there. That Dratini, the one keeping up with the two Tyrunt. What can you tell me about him?”



  Her question was met with only the countless idle noises of the city. Innumerous voices drowning out each other’s meaning, wheels and carts being pulled along Wrytsberg’s main roads, and the deep, omnipresent 
  
    fwoom, fwoom, fwoom
  
   of the windmills on the city’s peaks.



  “Well?” she pressed, still tracking the Dratini as it now slithered farther and farther away. “What did you see?”



  When the Lucario still got no answer, she turned across the scuffed table to see Riley sitting there, staring down at a cup of lukewarm tea. His sensors weren’t even up. “Riolu,” she called sternly. The boy yelped. “Are you paying attention?”



  “Y-yeah,” Riley stammered.



  “Then start reading already.”



  Disguising a sigh as an exhale, Riley closed his eyes and cleared his mind. Automatically his only thoughts were of the Pokémon around him, of life and the natural ley lines. It was second-nature to Riley, barely trying as the muscles in his neck twitched and the sensors began to hover. Other patrons of the cafe gave him a quizzical, almost paranoid look.



  He only got to see a fleeting glimpse of the Dratini, but the aura was incredibly light, and it jumped around frantically like a flag in a strong wind. A moment after that much was gathered, his subject was too far away for Riley to see. The sensors dropped and his eyes opened again.



  “Uh… he’s nervous about something,” Riley uncertainly judged. “Kind of like he might’ve made new friends, but he’s not sure.”



  “That’s your read?” the Lucario asked. “If so, then what did you get from the two Tyrunt? You must’ve read theirs too, right?”



  “Wha- but you only said the Dratini!”



  “He wasn’t alone. And the company someone keeps reveals a lot about the individual.”



  Riley huffed and leaned back in his chair, which was taller and narrower than his mother’s, allowing him to sit normally. “Understood,” he mumbled, picking up the lukewarm tea and taking a careful drink.



  The Lucario leaned in, pushing her own empty cup to the side of the table and stared at her son. “Put that attitude away,” she demanded, the quiet of her soft voice making her words ring all the clearer. “You’re the one who asked me to teach you. Is this not good enough?”



  Guilt put a nearly physical weight on Riley as he realized he was disappointing his mother, realizing she thought he was acting selfish, realizing she was right. But could she blame him? He was thirteen cycles old, and he could barely use his aura for more than sensing. Kids half his age could beat him in a fight. The guilt slowed him down, but it would not drag him down.



  “Mom, when you were my age, Uncle P- Staraptor told me that you could use Force Palm. He said when you did, it could reach out like a second arm,” Riley told her. “And I can’t even manifest it yet.”



  The cafe had gotten noticeably quieter. Patrons had their eyes and ears turned in their direction, detecting drama in their quiet conversation. A lot of them knew who they were, either being friends and acquaintances or just aware of the Lucario’s local fame, which only seemed to make them more curious instead of respectful.



  “Th-that’s different. When I was your age, I 
  
    needed
  
   to be strong,” his mother replied. “And now the times have changed, Riolu. Things are peaceful now. Guildmaster Gallade has sought to that.”



  “So you want them to be strong for me?” Riley challenged.



  “
  
    Yes
  
  ,” she answered through her teeth. Almost immediately she noticed her fists were clenched, and she leaned back an inch and attempted to compose herself. “Please, Riolu, just trust me on this. Not everyone needs to be a soldier anymore. Having strength just makes you want to use it. I don’t want you to go down the same path I did.”



  The boy’s words caught in his throat. The weight of the guilt tripled, and he could no longer look her in the face. Thankfully, Riley was saved when the owner of the cafe cautiously approached them.



  “Is… is everything alright?” Ursaring asked, holding a steaming tea kettle in her giant paws. Both of the Fighting-types turned to her with relief. The bear was a friend and neighbor of theirs, frequently looking after Riley if his mother had to leave for whatever reason. It helped that they lived two floors above the cafe.



  “We’re fine,” the Lucario assured her. “Sorry for making a scene. We can go if we’re making everyone-”



  “Oh, no no! You’re fine,” Ursaring promised her. To prove this, she took a few steps closer and poured carefully into the tea cups. In seconds the mother and child had steam billowing up from their cups and towards their faces. And while she was there, Ursaring whispered, “I’d just be careful about advertising your disputes in public.”



  Riley shifted his gaze away from the crowd while his mother nodded apologetically. A few more pleasantries were exchanged, Ursaring laughed at something, and then the great bear walked back into the kitchen.



  “We… can talk about this later,” the Lucario allowed. “I’ll hear you out, but only if you keep this up. Your sensing is still one of your greatest assets. How does that sound?”



  The boy raised his head again, guilt not gone but certainly relieved. “Th-thank you, that sounds fine,” he said with a smile that showed more than he meant to.



  His mother mirrored the smile for a second, then closed her eyes as the four appendages on the back of her head began to rise and shiver. Riley found himself wondering, for what must have been the hundredth time, just what she could see like that. Sensing was proportionate to the strength of one’s own aura, so someone like her might be able to see all the way across the city! She would never give a real answer though, instead choosing to say “far enough” time and time again.



  After maybe five seconds, her sensors dropped, and her eyes slowly opened. Riley couldn’t help but notice that they were expressionless, staring absently at nothing for only a moment. “Okay…” she exhaled. “This one might be a bit tough, but there’s a traveler walking up the street. It’s… well, it’s an Absol.”



  Riley did a double take, placing both paws on the table as he leaned in. “A what?” Riley asked. Some of the patrons began listening in again, though it had nothing to do with the drama. “Are- are you sure? I thought they were mostly, uh… g-gone.”



  “Most of them are,” the Lucario answered uncomfortably, “but this one… shows up from time to time. For supplies, usually. He should be in your radius soon, so… Whenever you’re ready.”



  Riley hesitated. This was his first time hearing of a civilized Absol on all of Arushar, let alone being this close to one. What would his aura look like? Would it be strong? Jittery and nervous? That would make sense, considering what he was. Riley’s excitement was getting to him. If he didn’t start now, he would start speculating even further.



  The sensors hovered, his eyes shut, and he began detecting again, waiting for the Absol’s aura to arrive. And as he waited, he thought to compare it to his mother’s, because her aura was another mystery. In the gray outline of her body, while everyone else’s was filled with their aura, she only had a dense sphere in her chest the size of an Oran Berry. It was rigid and bright, and its radiance made Riley think of a star. But he could never figure out-



  An Absol’s gray shadow entered his radius, and the moment he did, Riley stopped breathing. The aura was like nothing he’d ever seen before, and it took him over a minute to begin to describe its eldritch shape. Countless long, thin tendrils protruded in all directions, waving up and down in stilted, twitching motions, individually eerie yet together strangely elegant. They were like puppets on string, dancing to a melody that nobody else could hear. It was a terrifying and confusing spectacle, but as it went on, Riley noticed something less obvious yet just as strange: the aura was stagnant. It danced a twisted waltz without flowing, behaving more like stone than water.



  “I…” Riley opened his eyes, and his sensors drooped once again. “It’s dark, and… I… I don’t know.” With a wild and distant look in his eyes, the boy leaned forward, placing both paws around the scalding cup. The heat felt nice. Pain brought clarity. “What 
  
    is
  
   that? Some kind of Move?”



  The Lucario reached across the table and placed her paw sympathetically over his. “He’s been showing up periodically for three cycles now, usually around the festivals. And in all that time, I’ve never figured out what makes his aura like that,” she explained.



  “You… you haven’t?”



  “There are legends, but no concrete facts. Aura is impossible to traditionally study. So otherworldly auras like that… They’re written off as omens.” Tenderly she stroked his wrist, easing her son and drawing his eyes back to her. “And we’re the only ones who can see that, Riolu.”



  After a pause, Riley worked up the courage to ask the question that had been plaguing him. “Is… is he dangerous?”



  She took a second to think, then with her gaze settled on the open doorway to the cafe, gave her answer. “Yes, if only because we don’t know.”



  The Absol in question walked by just then. Fluffy white fur was held down in places with belts and rope that held bags and pouches to his side, and around his neck was a hollowed-out ribbed horn that Riley recognized from a Gogoat. Nothing more than an unusual traveler. The Absol even noticed them looking his way and returned a charming smile and a wave of a forepaw, which Riley and his mother returned.



  “This is why sensing is your strongest ability,” she said once the Absol was out of sight again. “What you sense can’t lie. The strength of their aura is the fruits of their will, and I don’t know what kind of soil that grew out of. In this age of peace, reading people is invaluable.”



  Riley turned back to his mother, forgetting the Absol momentarily. “So that I can go scream for an Explorer to do-”



  “
  
    Later
  
  ,” the Lucario scolded. Riley huffed and slumped forward. At least this time she seemed more genuine about it than she usually did, so maybe they could actually talk about it. Though, Riley’s hopes were small. He was certain that it would turn into a polite lecture about why he was wrong, and why he should listen to her past experience, but… well, it was like she said. It was a different era now.



  “Take a minute if you need to,” she advised after a pause. “When you’re ready, you can try again on a different subject. And this one won’t be a trick question.”



  The Riolu picked up the hot cup and took another drink. The pain made him briefly forget about the Absol’s aura, or at least try and rationalize it away as just another anomaly. “Right then, who…”



  …



  Riley shrieked as the rain continued to fall. At once his thoughts and feelings were his own again. The panic he tried to feel before rushed over him, consuming him. He recoiled and fell back into the mud, shivering, his arms wrapping around his chest. He felt cold. He felt wrong.



  His mouth opened but formed no words. The thoughts in his head were chaotic, struggling to shuffle them into place, as the spirit watched him patiently. It took him three whole minutes of shivering and mewling to finally say something.



  “I was you,” he whimpered, holding himself tighter. “I felt what y-you thought… Heard what she 
  
    told
  
   you.” The boy’s voice cracked as he struggled to hold back his tears. He bit his lip until he tasted blood.



  “I would have warned you, but I don’t think there was anything I could have said to prepare you for it,” Jade consoled. “At least, I hope that memory showed you what I could never say. Mother… she was a good teacher. I should have listened to her.”



  “Mother,” Riley echoed. Just minutes ago he had thought of the Lucario the same way. He loved her, he resented her protectiveness, he wished for her to trust him enough to teach him how to use his aura. In a voice that was barely audible, he voiced one of Jade’s unspoken thoughts from that day: “Does she want her ways to die…?”



  Gravely the spirit shook his head. “I… don’t know. She ended up teaching me how to use Force Palm though, and… I guess-”



  “Wait.” The pain from his lip finally put a coherent thought in order, and it wasn’t one he liked. Riley jolted upright and stared at the other Riolu, mortified, for he knew the answer already. “This whole time I’ve been using Force Palm, and all those other Moves, and- and this sensing thing… Have I just been using your reflexes? Your muscle memory?”



  Jade shifted his gaze away. “I… I believe so. I know nothing about you humans, but aura isn’t intuitive. So that would make sense.”



  Silence fell, and the boy’s head sank. His eyes glazed over. Was it not enough that he’d taken someone’s body? Did he really need this on top of everything else?



  “I understand that you’re overwhelmed. You’ll need time to process it all. But please, Riley, remember that it’s not your fault.” But the boy barely stirred. Jade fidgeted, pressing and tapping the toes of his paws together, wondering if he had somehow broken Riley. He inhaled sharply and continued. “If it helps, I… I’m okay with it. It means that my efforts didn’t go to waste. And seeing where you’re heading now, Riley, I think I’m in good hands.”



  Light returned to Riley’s eyes as he looked back at the spirit. “You… you don’t really mean that…”



  “I do, actually.” Jade insisted. He was smiling now, but it wasn’t a happy one. “In fact, I’d… I’d been thinking about becoming an Explorer. I’d, uh… left home to travel for a while. Mother and I both thought it would give me some perspective. Nothing with me but a few coins and my ocarina, which I thought might help earn money.” Sheepishly he rubbed the back of his head. “And, uh… Astraean was going to be one of the first stops I made. But, I… I stopped after two days. Last thing I remember is the whispering grass, and then… then the torch was passed.”



  The tears came. Riley couldn’t fight the choking sobs anymore, and his face contorted into a mask of grief as he clutched at his own chest. It wasn’t fair! What had Jade ever done to deserve this?! Why did he have to put his faith in someone like himself?!



  The spirit wiped at his eyes with the bumps on the back of his wrists. “S-sorry, I… I’m getting a b-bit…” He trailed off, leaving a long pause, filled only by the now gentle rain and the agonized bawls of a boy who was learning just how much he carried. Eventually, they simmered down to snivels.



  “So now, for your favor,” Jade went on softly. His eyes were shut, but for the first time they seemed damp. “If you’re still offering, there’s just one thing. When you find my mother, do you think… you could tell her that I’m sorry? I’m sorry that I didn’t trust her as much as I should, and that I never appreciated how much she was looking out for me. And that I’m… th-thankful that she-e l-l-let me set out on my own, even if… even if I didn’t go anywhere.”



  Riley vigorously nodded his head, fighting off a second wave. “Word for word,” he pledged. “I’ll tell her that. I’ll tell Uncle Pel. I’ll even try and get back your ocarina. Whatever I can, I’ll do it. And after that…” A dirty paw smeared across his face as Riley scrubbed away the remaining tears. His red eyes were alight as he pushed past the grief. “I’ll come back here so you can see what she had to say.”



  “
  
    Y-you’ll what?
  
  ” Jade yelped.



  The boy grinned. “Did you really think I wouldn’t come back? Right now I have somewhere to be, and I need to get my stuff back. But there’s nothing stopping me from coming back to talk to you some other time. There’s still a lot I have to learn from you, and I think this is the least I can do for you.”



  Jade’s muzzle hung open in disbelief. When he eventually spoke, his voice was barely more than wind. “Do you mean that?”



  “You’d know if I’m lying,” he said. “And if I am, then… Then may I never see my friends again. Cross my heart.”



  “Riley…” The spirit mirrored his grin before bowing to him. “Thank you. Just… thank you.”



  The boy shook his head and shut his eyes. “No, thank you. I’d thought you would have been rightfully furious with me, but, you… And this forest, too. While I don’t like being at its whim, it allowed for us to talk. So…” A soft chuckle slipped. “I guess I’m talking to the trees now, but, thank you too. And if I find out that none of this is real, I’m burning this place to the ground. Heh.”



  When no answer came, Riley drew a sharp breath. “And while I’m here, forest, you and I aren’t done yet. You said something weird in that dream-before-the-dream thing. You told me ‘come find us.’ And I just want you to know… I think I’ve learned enough. I’m on a time limit. I don’t have time to go through layers and layers of this place, so once I find my stuff, I’m going to leave.”



  “Uh…”



  “
  
    However
  
  ,” Riley blurted, frightening the spirit, “I’ve been thinking about it. And I think I know who you are.”



  Though Riley couldn’t see it, he assumed Jade had his head tilted or eyes wide, or some other expression of confusion, due to a single slip: “Oh…?”



  “There are plenty of Pokémon that deal with memories and illusions, but unless this Mystery Dungeon is inhabited by a pack of Zorua and some mind readers, you’d have to be powerful in order to do this kind of thing. So of the Pokémon I know, that only leaves one option,” he explained. “And if I’m right, Uxie, then… then thank you too. And sorry for disappointing you.” The last sentence was said with a twinge of sarcasm.



  For a few long seconds, there was only the gentle pattering of rain slowly coming to a stop. It was only him, anxious and in anguish, yet braced to shoulder the burden. When the rain completely stopped, there was a short few seconds of complete and utter quiet, a rare moment of peace in the wild.



  And then, Jade laughed. Riley could feel the warmth of summer sunshine pierce through the clouds and spotlight him from behind. The first Taillow chirped somewhere in the treeline. And when Riley opened his eyes, he could only see the remnants of the spirit named Jade evaporating before his eyes, leaving one last message for the inheritor of his will.



  “I’ll see you soon.”


  



43. Reparations


    
    After long days of feasting and marching the Nidoking was nearing the depths of this forsaken place. All the pine trees and the underbrush annoyed the beast. They were endless and boundless. It had to carve its own paths and find its own food. Every passing minute had made it increasingly furious, and frequently it took it out by turning trunks into splinters or turning some poor feral’s bones to dust. But that was almost over now.

The rivers guided it. Any beast knows to follow the flow of water, and the Nidoking was no different. Every Mystery Dungeon had its pathways, and it knew deep down that this would lead to this dungeon’s throne. To its objective. To its targets. To its freedom. A lord can sense another lord, and the feeling that surged through the Nidoking was eerily close to arousal.

But the monster had shackles. The forest gave it two ghosts to follow it, watch it, judge it. A Charmeleon and a Roselia stayed a few paces behind it. Whenever they talked, the Nidoking couldn’t help but to gnash its fangs as the voices of young adventurers grated on it. Why did it have to drag along someone else’s ghosts? All they did was complain about the Nidoking, which only provoked it into kicking more trees over.

Yet it was close now. The river it followed was mellowing as other creeks and streams fed into it. All around the beast, mixed into the forest as naturally as the birdsong, were the whispering of the ghosts. The amorphous chattering of countless adventurers, countless warriors, countless victims from a past that was effectively erased. The forest was was trying to repel the beast without raising a finger, and that was the kind of attitude that made the Nidoking want to shred the lords between its teeth. Its hands twitched and tail writhed in anticipation.

“I know you can partially understand me,” the Roselia said, her voice low but clear. “And I know you won’t listen anyways, but I’m going to warn you anyways. You were not invited. Step foot on sacred grounds, and you’ll be purged.”

“A beast of instinct should understand threats,” added the Charmeleon. “Fear. It’s one of the few things you can still feel, isn’t it? Or is hunger all that’s left?”

It scowled as it pressed along the riverbank, tearing away bushes and stepping carefully into the shallows. The ghosts weren’t worth its attention. And besides, it was cute to hear them stop pretending, to see the forest’s desperation escalate. It was telling that the ghosts mentioned fear. They hadn’t thought that he would hunt them next.

The Charmeleon growled, baring his teeth and running ahead of the beast. His illusory flame was bigger than his head. “Do you even know why you’re here?!  What  you’re doing here?! Or do you-”

It turned over its shoulder and cut the ghost off with a loud, wet hiss. Putrid breath forced the Charmeleon to cover its nose with both claws as it staggered back. Just as the Roselia ran clumsily to ease him, the Nidoking hurried its pace to leave the two behind, a hint of a toothy sneer on its face. It had only bought a few seconds of peace, but it was still entertaining that they pretended they were real.

Yet an orange flash drew the Nidoking’s attention as the Charmeleon’s tail flared to life. It was bright enough to leave an impression in the beast’s eyes and stood taller than the lizard that owned it, though it still gave off no heat. Behind it, the Roselia recoiled and stumbled back. “I  know  you can hear me!” he roared, voice contorting beyond its normal limits. “Just keep walking! I  dare  you! See what happens!”

The beast tilted its head back and opened its grinning maw. A twisted parody of laughter bellowed, and nearby bird Pokemon squawked and fled from their roosts. Leaves rustled. It put a claw on its gut in a shockingly expressive gesture, and when it finally settled down, it spoke. “Empty… weak…”

“‘Weak?’ You’re calling us  weak?! ” The Charmeleon stepped forward aggressively, saved from charging only by the soft touch of the Roselia’s petals on his wrist. Collecting himself, the ghost went on. “If we wanted to, we could break your fragile mind. You’d be nothing but a chittering animal! Jumping at your own shadow!”

Its humor was short-lived. Rage was roused once again as the frail things continued to threaten it the only way they knew how. They pestered and tricked it while hiding behind ghosts, and they still thought them equal to the Nidoking? The arrogance of these so-called lords roused its inner rage, and its tail writhed as its imagination went to work.

“Ease off,” the Roselia urged as she pulled at the Charmeleon’s arm. “We can’t do that. The more we do, the less effective it will be.”

“So what? We wait until he’s on our doorstep?”

“We wait for the other visitor. We’ll need his help here,” the Roselia whispered. “Just hang on. We have done just about everything we can.”

The beast could feel its own wrath boiling. Each word of the adventurers’ ghosts stoked the flames. They were planning something. It couldn’t understand everything, but being here this long gave it fragments of the language it had forgotten. The lords of the forest were biding their time. Now that the beast was this close, they were going to pull every last stop to break the monster. And to fall here on the walkway to the throne… That just wouldn’t do.

A grunt rumbled out of its throat as the Nidoking burst into a sprint. Its footprints left smears in the soil. Bushes were trampled. Trees cracked as they were shoved out of the way. Its breath heaved as it put everything it had into every stride. If they wanted time, why should it give them any?!

The Charmeleon gasped and reached out towards the beast, and uttered a single word as if it was an incantation, so fast that he didn’t have time to think: “ Sadhana! ” And the moment he did, he realized his error.

As if struck from behind, the Nidoking staggered to a stop. Its pupils shrunk and its breath paused as it processed the name from another life. Flickers of thoughts flash into its head only to be violently, painfully snuffed out. It felt like a spike had been driven into its skull. A claw raised and gripped the side of its head, squeezing until it left grooves in its hide, as it whirled around to face the ghosts.

“ Idiot! ” The Roselia jumped up and smacked the Charmeleon on the back of the head. “It might not even work anymore!”

“L-look, I’m sorry. I panicked, alright? He was about-”

The Nidoking inhaled and held its breath. Both hands settled on the trunk of the nearest tree, and after a low grunt it uprooted the thing and held it like an impromptu javelin. It opened its mouth, strings of drool connecting its sharp fangs, and unleashed a roar like an explosion.

…

Two more days went by, and Riley still didn’t have his stuff. Following water would be his best bet at finding the lakes again, and from there he would only need to see that ridge. But after a collective four days of hiking through the woods Riley was seemingly no closer to where he started.

The illusions were gone. Rose and Pyro never showed up again. Neither did Gallade or Weavile, or Jade, or the Nidoking, or anybody else save for one. Periodically Bisharp would be perched in the trees, kicking his feet as he watched Riley ignore the Mad Jack. There was nothing to say to the illusion of the murderer, no amends to make. When he passed Bisharp, there was his telltale metallic  snap , and then the illusion was gone. A few times it occurred to Riley that he was supposed to talk to the illusions, but, not this one. Never this one.

With no one to talk to, the days passed uneventfully. He marched, he drank, and he starved. At regular intervals Riley would close his eyes and tense the muscles in his neck, activating his sensors and finding no trace of the Nidoking’s aura. For the first two days it had served as a compass, and now that it was gone the boy was left to aimlessly roam.

But he kept the oar with him. At first Riley was curious to see if it would prove to be another illusion, yet even as the boat he took it from was tens of miles behind him, the oar stayed to be his staff. The rays of summer sun dried it out and turned it into something reasonably sturdy. When he stopped to drink and rest his feet, Riley found himself twirling the oar around like it was a glaive. After a bit of practice, he thought he might’ve developed an amateurish level of skill with it, though if he could have watched himself practice he would have died of embarrassment.

Whenever he needed an actual rest, Riley crossed his legs and focused on his aura. He did a lot of reading, trying to replicate what he had done with that Snivy, but without anyone to test his answers with the exercise turned into merely guessing. So naturally, most of his efforts went into his only other aura-related ability: Force Palm. While he couldn’t completely stop the aura like Jade told him to, with practice he was able to slow it down drastically. At its slowest the blue flames seeped out of his paw, and he could see each tongue curl and fork as it blossomed out into its irregular shape.

Yet that was all that happened. There was one lucky day where Riley finally managed to find a bushel of blackberries, and he struggled with his paws to pick them at the cost of a dozen thorns he had to pick out with his teeth, but that was it. Riley refused to leave this place without what was his, and yet the Forest of Mirrors felt like it could keep them. It annoyed the boy to no end, for he was running out of time. Already it was upon him.

The seventh day.

Riley grumbled as a ray of pinkish sunlight pushed him out of dreamless slumber. It didn’t take long to reorient himself. The river was fifteen feet in front of him, the oar was balanced on his lap, the auras around him were quiet and restrained, and the sky immediately above was the soft baby blue of a beautiful morning. But he was in no mood to enjoy the scenery around him.

 I’m supposed to meet up with Markus tomorrow  , Riley thought, accompanied by a sigh.  He’s going to have to go on without me. Luckily he planned ahead and gave a chain of other rendezvous spots, but… Damn it, this shouldn’t have to happen! I know, I know- I shouldn’t have brought it, but why is that a rule in the first place?! I wouldn’t have brought it if it wasn’t important to me! 

And yet, he had to tuck those thoughts away. Time was running out. Every second he spent stewing at the base of a tree was a second wasted, a second Markus and Festuum would be forced to wait and wonder as they moved on without him. He grumbled and stood u-

Movement from his oar sent Riley into alert as his head darted towards the paddle, just in time to see something tan and vaguely spherical roll off the side and fall into the grass.

“What the…”

He moved over to inspect what was now obviously a berry, taking it into his paws. It had a pale yellow color and a bulbous, pear-like shape. And it was big, too, even bigger than his paws. It didn’t take long for Riley to assume it was a Sitrus Berry, but there was something else that was obviously wrong with it: the fruit was hot. It was bordering on uncomfortable, like it had been left in the sun for hours. But the sun had only risen minutes ago. Something else must have heated it. And obviously, something else had to bring it here, too.

“Th… thank you,” he murmured, but he didn’t know who heard him. A pulse of his aura radar didn’t show anything out of the ordinary either.

After another drink from the river, Riley continued his hike downstream. With the help of his oar he pushed through the overgrowth, keeping his other paw free to hold the gift from the forest. Business continued like usual. He regularly checked for the Nidoking’s aura, infrequently repeated the words that had been carved into his memory ( Oregon, Willamette, license plate, GRC M1A ), and on occasion tried his hand at his mother tongue.

“ What good is u hound with no hares to hoont? ” Riley whispered to himself. That and a thousand variations of the phrase helped pass the morning by. He felt like he was getting close, but with nobody else to hear him, he wouldn’t know for sure.

Relief came when Riley found another thorny bushel of blackberries along the banks. Food! Ordinary food that he could eat without wasting something borderline magical! With a gleeful smile the boy leapt into the shallows and trudged towards the berries. The oar and the now cooled Sitrus Berry in a patch of grass and immediately went to work gathering more cuts.

“-Ow,  God  …” He pulled a thorn out of his paw pad and licked at the wound. “This wouldn’t be such a pain if I wasn’t two feet tall. And had  hands .” Delicately he reached into the mess of thorn-covered vines and plucked off two more blackberries, only to get hooked more on the extraction. He yelped and jolted back, in the process crushing his fruit, and with a defeated sigh and an annoyed grumble he slurped up the remains and went back to work.

After some ten minutes of picking berries and gathering more thorns, Riley noticed that he had accidentally stripped one of the vines of all its points. And while he was picking them out of his fur and his skin, an idea popped into his head. They were vines. Flexible, bendable vines. Maybe not as much as rope, but certainly close enough. Maybe…

With his stomach now full, he went to work on his next project: a crude sort of cradle for the Sitrus Berry. It took time, and it wasn’t anything close to pretty, but he managed to chew off the vines and make a few loops that intersected around the bulb of the berry, which then hooked on to an even cruder belt.

“Since when did I know how to tie knots…?” he asked himself. “Was I a boy scout or something? Sure as hell didn’t look like one…” Lately, all his questions had no answers.

After a few more berries and a handful of cuts Riley washed his arms dry and set off once again. The belt was tight around his waist, just bordering on uncomfortable as he walked, but the knots held. And with two paws open, Riley could more easily push through the underbrush by using the oar like a shield. This discovery came as a relief, because the forest seemed more determined to impede his progress.

It only got worse. The river grew wider and steadier, the bushes were taller and bushier, and all around him the grass was taller than the Riolu. He didn’t notice at first when a thin fog rolled in, only there enough to keep the sky a pale blue color. Hell, it was only when he used the reach of his oar to push the grass aside when he noticed his path faded into the mist ahead.

And then, he noticed it was quiet. The bird Pokemon made no noise. The undergrowth didn’t stir in the slightest. No bug Pokemon hissed or whined, nor any other growls or yips. Nervously he tensed his neck and activated his sensors. The dim gray landscape behind his eyelids spanned out for roughly a hundred yards in all directions, though he could still detect stronger auras beyond that, and in that entire sphere there wasn’t a single wisp. Forest this overgrown should be teeming with Pokemon, or any fauna in general, and yet the only noise came from the river gurgling.

“Oh no.” Riley clutched the oar close as his sensors drooped again. He felt the beginnings of a shiver at the base of his spine. “Either this is the beginning of a scary story, or it’s…” But it was the latter. Even though Riley couldn’t put his vague feeling to words, he knew it was right.

Pretending to be brave, Riley set his oar down gently and went for the tallest pine tree he could find. With all his recent practice, he scaled from branch to branch in fluid jumps, barely settling on one before he made his way to the next. In no time at all the thin branches bent with his weight, and the top of the pine tree swayed with him.

“Right,” he muttered to himself, “now let’s see whe-”

His entire body froze. Unease turned to wonder as his breath caught in his throat. The river lead into a grove of alder trees obscured in the the fog, in the middle of which was a huge clearing like some sort of crater. The angle meant he could only see an absence in treetops, and the thing that had his gaze glued on was a stadium standing in the center. Dark brown oak covered with wet smears of moss formed a circular structure that stood higher than the tallest tree, looking like a primitive crown.

It must have been nearly a minute before Riley finally remembered to breathe. He gasped for air and shook his head, then looked back to make sure it hadn’t vanished. “That can’t be real. All the way out here…? Maybe the illusions came back?”

Whatever it was, Riley had to see it, if only to satisfy his curiosity. He descended the tree recklessly, losing his footing halfway down and landing with a  thump  in the grass unharmed. With the oar back in his paws, Riley broke into a run alongside the river, plowing through tall grass and leaping over bushes. The air around him grew steadily colder even though the fog remained faint. It felt to Riley like he was treading on sacred ground.

Yet he came to a screeching halt when the treeline gave way to a huge lake. Less than ten feet of short grass separated the woods from the shore, and Riley found himself tumbling over himself and stopping mere inches from the water. Almost immediately, even while he was processing the presence of this lake, Riley noticed the sheer drop immediately in front of him, like an underwater cliff. At the bottom he saw only murky darkness, hidden by the soft shimmer of the lake’s surface.

The boy shook his head and skittered away. “Too close.  Way  too close,” he shuddered. “As soon as you get out of here, you’re learning to swim. Pyro should be the one avoiding water, not you.”

When his breathing calmed, Riley raised his eyes from the lake’s depth to the lake’s surface, and the stadium resting in the center of this circular lake. Its appearance made Riley think of a coliseum, but the atmosphere and location screamed anything but. He wanted to get closer, but there were only four entrances he could see. Once upon a time, the wooden bridges must have been immaculately maintained, ten feet wide and hundreds of yards long, but now they were broken, rotting away, slick with moss and mildew, with gaps far too wide for him to jump.

Without conscious thought, Riley stood up and explored the perimeter of the lake, dragging the oar head behind him. He was still compiling information and drawing no satisfying conclusions. After a little while he came across another river that fed into this lake, which he jumped over with a Quick Attack. And then he found another. And another, and another, and another, and then finally he found the river he followed. Six rivers that all flowed into the lake, and nothing that went out.

More inquisitive now, Riley looked once again to the stadium in the middle, illuminated by soft light through the mist. “So this is it,” he proclaimed. “The inner sanctum of this dungeon. All the paths lead here…”

He laughed bitterly as he bared his teeth at the stadium. “You must’ve been trying not to crack up a few days back. Told you I wasn’t gonna try and find you, and turns out I ended up here by accident.” The look in his eyes hardened as he focused on the ticking clock. “Now where is my stuff?”

The Forest of Mirrors gave no answer. No spectre appeared as its vessel, no illusory script written in the mist. Nothing had changed around him.

“I’m  sick  of these games. Give me back my stuff!” he roared, stomping hard enough to leave an impression in the dirt. “Damn it, it’s all I have!”

He could hear the desperate echoes of his own voice. And hearing his own voice instead of any actual answer only infuriated him more. Could it not hear Riley? It had to! He was right on its doorstep!

“Uxie!” the boy cried out. “ Uxie!  Or whoever’s been toying with me for the last week! The scarf, the emblem, the bag- it’s all that they left me! And I’m not leaving it behind!”

The minutes passed, and seeing how useless it was to scream at a lake, Riley sat down and stared at the Stadium, allowing his emotions to boil and brew. Part of him tried to rationalize it. Maybe Uxie (or whoever) was being silent for a reason? Was he missing something? Was Uxie busy with something else? Maybe it was all a test of his resolve, to see if Riley was truly committed? Whatever it was, it wasted his own time. Riley was thinking of ways he might try and cross the fifty-yard gaps in the bridge when, in a way, he got an answer from the forest.

An explosion of sound alerted the boy, and with a twitch of the ears he darted his head towards the noise. He knew that noise well. The beast was somewhere beyond the treeline to his right, and not anywhere close. Relief came first, for the beast had his scarf, but was immediately followed by anxiety. The beast was… well,  the beast . The thing that hurled trees like javelins and turned bones to dust. Riley closed his eyes and activated his sensors. The scribbling, chaotic, ravenous aura was less than a mile away.

“Thanks,” he muttered, suppressing his fear as he tried to stand up. “I’ll be back in a bit for-”

Voices came to his ear in the Nidoking’s direction, incredibly faint but carried far by sheer desperation and panic. Riley knew the voices. It hurt him to hear them sound like that.

“Duck!” cried Pyro from a distance, followed almost immediately by a splintering  crack  and a loud, bassy  boom .

He grabbed the oar and choked up his grip like it were a spear, and an instant later he was running full speed towards the noise. Real or not, Riley refused to ignore the sounds of his friends’ cries. The need to save them, the need to see them again overtook his rational thoughts and drove him straight towards the monster’s jaws.

…

Frayed trees and gouged soil were left in the Nidoking’s wake. Alders were uprooted and lay in countless directions, snapped, splintered, split. Boulders were hurled like cannonballs and formed craters in the forest floor. The path of destruction veered left and right as the monster hunted the fleeing ghosts, roaring, screaming, frothing. They were pretending to be real. Maybe they might splatter if it actually hit them?

The ghosts were slippery. Rose sat on Pyro’s shoulders facing behind them, pulling them out of harm’s way with the thorned tendrils as her companion ran as fast as his body would take him. Their sudden change in direction would buy them precious seconds and precious distance as the monster had to skid to a halt, only to burst back into a sprint like a rocket taking off.

“Veer left! Veer left!” she shouted like a captain in the midst of a storm. Without question, Pyro obeyed, shifting his weight and altering course. Seconds later the earth bucked as a thick tree buried itself mere paces behind them. Dirt and branches flew in all directions, and the shape of the Nidoking rushed forward behind it.

A whip of its tail hit the trunk of the tree with enough force to shred it, turning several square feet of wood into an imperial fuckton of toothpicks that launched outwards like a frag grenade. Rose began to shriek, but the force of Pyro’s claws stunned her as he shoved her towards the ground. She could only see the gritted teeth and shut eyes as the shrapnel tore through the Charmeleon like he wasn’t even there. Wounds formed in his back. Blood started to ooze and trickle.

“… Pyro…!” Breathlessly she stared up at the Charmeleon’s grimace as it slowly, painfully contorted into a forced smile. “It… you…”

“J-just… keep running. I’ll be f-fine.” Pyro made a sluggish turn towards the Nidoking, scowling at the beast as it approached them. It wasn’t running anymore. The hunt was nearing its end. “K-keep distracting it. Whatever you can do to buy time… do it. When I count to three-”

A blue streak raced across the grass and swept into the Nidoking’s stout foot, catching it mid-stride. It jerked and staggered as it fought against its weight to stay upright, and the spot of blue skidded to a halt right in front of the two. The Riolu scrambled to stand and stare down the beast, chest pounding, blood pumping, and the oar clutched like a pike.

“I don’t get it,” the boy said quietly. The Nidoking raised its head in slow, mechanical jitters as it glared at the fresh meat. “Why you two were following it, and why it’s trying to kill you now. What are you trying to tell me?”

Riley couldn’t see the looks on his companions faces, and he didn’t dare turn around to check. He still remembered their words and expressions when Riley first came to this forest. Just thinking about them again made him feel weak and hopeless. ‘ You really shouldn’t have come here.  ‘ ‘  I wish you hadn’t. ‘

Something between a whimper and a sigh escaped the Roselia. “Riley… Ri-”

“But if there’s  one  thing you can count on me to do, it’s to take on fights  way  out of my league!” he roared, returning the Nidoking’s predatory glare. Here he could pretend to be brave. The fear of being mauled was an entirely different breed of fear than having your friends detest you. He honed in on the beast that so blasphemously wore his scarf.

His companions simultaneously objected, but they barely got a few words in before Riley cut them off. “Get away from here. I don’t care if you’re not real. You’re my friends, and I hate to see you get hurt. So, please…” The beast’s tail writhed in excitement. Riley pointed the head of the oar at it as he braced himself, suppressing a whine. “Please, just believe in me.”

It lurched for the Riolu with open palms, closing the gap in the blink of an eye. The boy jumped to the side, and the beast went barreling through the underbrush. The figures of his friends weren’t there anymore, but they hadn’t made a sound. Had they vanished? Were they bulldozed over? He had to assume the former.

It turned back towards Riley with a stone in his hand as big as his head. An instant later it was cocked back and hurled like a cannonball. He gasped and dove to the grass, narrowly avoiding it. Behind him an alder tree cracked and split. Riley looked back up as a shadow grew over him, only to see the Nidoking had leapt into the air with its fists joined together. He gasped again and sprang out of the way with a Quick Attack, just in time as the beast slammed into the earth hard enough that Riley could feel his bones rattle.

 What the hell was that? Earthquake? One direct hit like that and I’m dead. I’ll be dead and nobody will know .

With a grimace Riley dashed back in, raising the oar high and swinging it into the top of the Nidoking’s head. It winced in annoyance before swatting its tail in Riley’s direction. He jumped back and immediately pounced forward, dropping the oar as aura flowed around his clenched fist. Blue fire burst violently as a Force Palm shot at its knee, yet again the Nidoking barely noticed. And now Riley was right next to it.

He yelped and leapt back, but not quickly enough. Its hand gripped around the Riolu’s leg, sending blazing pain through him that was only surpassed by the grip of dread around his heart. That only lasted for an instant before its arm whipped around and hurled Riley the other way. He could barely process his body stretching and spinning before he bounced off the ground and smacked into the trunk of a tree.

Delirium rushed over him and flooded out as Riley staggered to his feet. He tested his leg. It hurt, but it moved. And that’s all he needed it to do right now. Across from him, maybe fifty feet away, the Nidoking had briefly turned its attention to the forest, picking a thick alder tree before snapping the trunk with its tail.

“Riley,” Rose called from behind him. He jolted yet remained determined not to look back. “Riley, listen to me. You need to leave.”

“This is my fight. I brought this thing here, and I just can’t leave it.” He took a step away from her and refocused on the Nidoking. It was breaking off branches with the sides of his hands, carpeting the forest floor in sticks and leaves as it made itself a twenty-foot long wooden lance.

“No, you don’t-”

“I’m sorry.” He bolted back into the fray just as it had finished, bringing the stripped tree back and sweeping it in the boy’s direction. He leapt over it, and as it swung back the other direction, Riley landed on the thin trunk and ran gracefully down the length. The Nidoking grinned and winnied before cocking his arm back and aiming the lance skyward, hurling it far, far above the treetops. The boy dove off of it, hit the ground, rolled over the branches until he found what he was looking for, and then stood back up with the oar in his hands.


   That throw was nothing but foreplay. It could have crushed me. Since I don’t have surprise, I’ll need the reach if I don’t want to get pounded into pulp. 


As the beast turned, Riley charged and aimed for the face, but the beast deflected it with its wrist. He moved with the flow and made another jab with the other end of the oar only to have it smacked away. Its tail twitched and lashed out towards the Riolu, missing by inches as he jumped back, pulverizing the carpet of branches beneath them. Nidoking charged after him, giving him no room to breathe and swinging its fists at the boy. They were fast, and he couldn’t dodge them all. Gritting his teeth, the boy swung his own fists adjacent to the punches, spacing it so that the metal bumps on his wrist pushed the fists out of the way. A fraction of the strength still shot through his arms, and after only four of these they felt incredibly sore. The Nidoking finished his barrage with a powerful kick using all of its weight. Riley threw himself prone and rolled to the beast’s flank.


   Noted. Parrying its punches works, but I can’t keep it up. Now… 


Riley choked up his grip as blue flames enwreathed his arms, pouncing as the beast pivoted in his direction. Over and over again the head of the oar bashed into its face, jabbing at its eyes, chopping at its skull, refusing to let up. It screwed its eyes shut as it moved to cover its face, and Riley dropped back down for a series of jabs and kicks straight into the gut. His fangs were bared. Blue sparks flew and faded into the mist. Slowly but surely the beast’s thick hide began to give, and the beast groaned in discomfort as it was forced into a stagger.

But the victory was brief. Riley could only see the shadow swoop over him, and before he knew it, the beast had slammed its open hand on the back of Riley’s neck and shoved him into the ground. His face was half-buried in dirt. He couldn’t see or breathe, let alone move. Not that it mattered, because the Nidoking moved for him. It dragged the boy along and grinded him against the soil, scraping him against stones as it choked him. Cuts and bruises marked him. His neck felt like it was about to be crushed. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes.

With a proud battlecry it whipped its arm and chucked Riley with every ounce of primal strength it had. He clipped off a tree trunk and yawed off to the side, skidding off the ground before grinding to a halt in some thick underbrush. He tried immediately to stand back up, but his body felt sluggish. Scarcely more than an agonized drawl resulted from his efforts. Everything hurt. The oar was missing. The Sitrus Berry was nowhere to be found.

“This isn’t a joke, Riley,” Pyro insisted. The boy could only open his eyes to see the shadow of his friend looming over him. “You have to get out of here. You can’t fight this thing.”

The Riolu forced his limbs to work, ignoring their protest, knowing the pain would come again later. He couldn’t stop himself from wheezing. “You’re right. I can’t,” he admitted. “But I won’t just-  duck! ” Reflexively he tackled the Charmeleon, but he passed right through and fell prone.

Fragments of wood exploded in all directions as the Nidoking plowed through the forest at breakneck speeds. Before he knew it the beast was passing right overhead, seemingly unable to stop itself as it carved a line of destruction.

 Alright, alright. Just remember why you’re here,  Riley told himself.  Get your stuff back, and don’t let this thing hurt your friends. 

His neck twitched and his aura sensors went up. Behind him a fair distance the Nidoking’s chaotic, scribble-like aura (it had a different, top-heavy feel to it, but why?) came to a screeching halt in the landscape painted in grays and blacks. He paid close attention to this landscape, feeling around desperately for- there!

The Nidoking sucked in air before letting out another explosive cry, and Riley was already on the move, weaving through the alder grove as fast as his body would carry him. His eyes remained shut as he focused on the gray outlines, his saving grace and his last resort. Thunderous, quaking footsteps pursued him. Riley dipped down to grasp first the oar and then the berry twenty yards away, and he kept running. Even after struggling with the vine cradle to hook back onto the belt, stopping wasn’t an option. At least not yet. He needed a moment to think.

It infuriated him. Riolu were built to be fast and hit hard, and this thing had the sheer bulk and power to shrug off anything he did. He hadn’t even taken a direct hit yet and part of him just wanted to lay down and die! There wasn’t any way he could win, was there?! Even if he were to blind it again, how could he actually hurt it? There wasn’t anything to light a fire, and any attempts to poison it were doomed to fail. Even if Riley could manage to find and fell a giant tree, would it even faze the monster?

Was it even worth thinking about? There was only one thing he was good for anyways. And there was even a chance he could pull it off, too. Every monster had the same weak point, didn’t it?

A white smear trailed behind him as Riley jumped into the air, planting both feet on the bark and springing even higher. Beneath him the beast came to a screeching halt as the boy soared over him. Its tail writhed in excitement, and its fangs dripped saliva onto the red scarf it didn’t own.

“You don’t have the right to wear that!” the boy cried out. He flipped the oar around as he fell, and with all of his strength he jammed the end of it past the Nidoking’s fangs and into its mouth. Its eyes went wide as it gagged and staggered away, but Riley wouldn’t relent. The end slid past the back of its throat as he put his weight into it. “Give it  back! ” He leaned on the paddle and pushed it like a lever, sliding down the Nidoking’s throat even further and forcing the beast back. It roared and protested, but it all happened too quickly, and the beast collapsed on its back, squirming and coughing.

Acting quickly, the boy lurched forward and undid the knot, yanking it free. It felt searing hot, almost enough to reasonably hurt, but it only brought comfort to Riley. All that time at the Guild, he had that sunbaked warmth around his neck, and now it was back. He moaned with relief, nearly forgetting to jump back to avoid the Nidoking’s thrashing. There were a few stains that Riley didn’t want to question, but those could be washed-

 Crinklachk .

Fangs snapped down on the oar and took over a foot and a half of the wood with it. The outraged Nidoking flipped over and thumped down on all fours, snarling, frothing, nearly eye-to-eye with a terrified Riley.

“Wh- but I  tookbackthe- “

It expelled putrid breath as it screamed and flailed its arms savagely. He couldn’t dodge in time. Fists were raised and redirecting its swings, but even the fraction of force that went through felt like he was being struck by a hammer. With each blow it let out a beastly battlecry, screaming gibberish in Riley’s face. He was boxed in. Riley backpedaled just as fast as it advanced. In those moments, he was certain that he was about to die.

So Riley didn’t think when he saw his opening. Instead of another punch, the beast writhed its tail and lashed it like a whip. The same tail that had killed those Pokemon with a single strike. Desperately, thankfully, Riley kicked off the ground with a Quick Attack and jumped away.

He didn’t know that it could feint.

The tail stopped short as the Nidoking lurched forward with its arm cocked back. Dread consumed Riley as its shadow engulfed him. He couldn’t dodge or deflect midair, and he wasn’t thinking fast enough to block. The only thing Riley registered, aside from the terror looming over him, was the attack. He knew the attack. The way it put all of its weight into a single leaping punch… It couldn’t be… There was no way it-

Its fist crashed into Riley’s face like it had been launched from a catapult. Teeth were knocked loose. His jaw cracked. His vision blurred as the Riolu bounced off the forest floor, trailing blood from his now crooked muzzle. An instant later the Nidoking followed it up with a dropkick straight into Riley’s back, launching the boy like a missile. His consciousness faded just before the pain could make itself known.

Memories came back to him during his first days in this world, when it was all still a game to Riley. All the fights he picked just for the fun of it. His duel with Kirlia, his confrontations with Weavile, the Monferno in Devil’s Labyrinth… His fights with the three fast-forwarded through his head, only to periodically freeze on two different attacks Riley would throw out in the heat of the moment: throwing his body forward in a haymaker punch, and dropkicking with both feet. Over and over again those attacks played in his head, and when the memories froze, Riley looked into the reflection of their eyes and saw himself, teeth bared in a beastly snarl.

He was awake again. The searing pain and the blood in his mouth told him that. It felt like someone had jammed a white-hot spike down the length of his muzzle. His body felt so stiff that it may as well be petrified, but after fighting against himself, he managed a spasm in his arms. His eyes were pried open to see more of the same alder trees and underbrush. The only thing that stuck out to him was the stripped tree that it had thrown like a spear.

The now shorter oar somehow landed within eyesight, the searing-hot scarf somehow wrapped around his ankle, and he could feel the Sitrus Berry underneath his broken back. He needed the latter right now, even if it was a mystery to him. With his good arm he fumbled for the fruit and brought it to his mouth, made even more difficult when he found loose teeth sloshing around with the blood in his mouth. But after he spat them out and swallowed a bite, relief immediately flooded over him, and his limbs started obeying. Another bite, and the pain in his jaw went away. Riley set his muzzle in place, and the spike of pain that came with it was subdued by yet a third bite of the blessed Sitrus Berry. It would do. He would need a doctor, but it kept him in order.

And all that was left was fury. As he stood up, Riley’s glare settled on the lumbering beast. It was winding up its arm, stretching, reveling in the hit it landed. Its excitement was obvious even from over a hundred yards away. And in that moment, Riley understood it. He understood it and hated it all the more for it.

“Well?! What are you waiting for?!” roared Riley. “I’m right here! I can’t leave until you do!”

Rose and Pyro appeared behind him again. Riley could feel them staring at the back of his head, judging him silently. He felt them and ignored them, even when they called his name.

The Nidoking whinnied. It dropped into a crouch before launching itself forward, its feet gouging grass from the dirt, heading straight towards the boy. Riley did not falter. He leapt for the Nidoking’s makeshift javelin and wrapped both arms around it, prying it from the soil and bracing it like a proper pike. He anchored his feet, bent his knees, gritted his remaining teeth, and whatever else he could think of. And just as soon as the point was raised, the Nidoking closed the gap.

Riley matched its snarl with a grimace of terror and fury, bellowing at the top of his lungs, “ I’m not like you! “

It pierced the pale white hide on the thing’s gut, and like a charging boar the beast kept running into it. It didn’t know it had been wounded until it came out the other end, coated in blood and bile and traces of venom. Its momentum as it came to a screeching halt pushed the Riolu back. The lance snapped in half. It fell back, a rising whine turning into a confused shriek as the pain set in.

His paws balled into fists as he found his strength again. “I’m not the same kid anymore! I’m not that idiot who took his friends for granted and forced my deathwish on them! And…!” The Riolu wiped at his eyes and glared at the hideously warped reflection of himself. “And I can’t… I can’t overcome you alone. I’ll  need- “

“ Riley ,” his exasperated companions called to him. The boy’s ears twitched, and Rose went on urgently. “Listen to me. That’s the real thing.”

His heart skipped. “Wh-what?”

“He’s the real one. We can’t help you.”

“But… b-b-but…” Riley shook his head as a shiver ran up his spine. It couldn’t be. It  couldn’t . Pleadingly Riley whirled around to face the two, turning his back on the screaming beast to finally look them in the eye. They looked dejected and defeated. “I-it was attacking you! Pyro, it tore up your back-”

“Illusions,” the Charmeleon answered bluntly. “We were keeping him stimulated. Distracting him. Buying time.”

“You weren’t supposed to charge in head-first,” Rose sighed. “Why had we expected any different?”

“It  can’t! ” Riley insisted. “Look where we are! It can’t be real! What would that thing even be doing here?! Y-y-you expect me to believe th… that it’s just here by coinci-”

“Riley?” the Roselia cut in. “He attacked our own ecosystem. He attacked  you . You even sensed his aura it gave off. The illusions of this forest can’t do any of that. Watch.” Thorned tendrils shot out of her flowers and passed straight through the petrified Riolu, who merely watched as they were withdrawn back into her form.

Absently he shook his head, already feeling his last ounce of bravery withering. “But, the reflection… It’s just like me- how I used to be. I was going to confront-”

“It’s still real,” Pyro stressed. “I’m glad you’ve made some sort of progress, but he won’t go away just because you prove something. He wants your blood.”

The scream had turned into a groan, which then lowered to a growl as the Nidoking ripped the makeshift lance out of its chest. The gaping hole it left only made it angrier. Riley’s ears sagged and his tail fell as he started to whimper.

“Run,” they told him.

He did. He scooped up the oar and bolted away. Behind him the beast inhaled, unleashed an explosive roar that shook the leaves on the trees, and started barreling after its prey. What else was Riley supposed to do? If it was fake, there had to be some way to banish it, but it wasn’t. He couldn’t beat this thing! He might be able to outrun it, but for how long would he run? Where would he go? Wherever it was, the enraptured screes and the gnashing fangs behind him only pushed Riley to get there faster.

When he came across one of the rivers, Riley hatched a small fragment of a plan as he remembered where his only hope might reside. He leapt to the opposite shore, pivoted, then sprinted downstream as fast as he could manage. The ground bucked as the Nidoking did the same. Tears formed in Riley’s eyes.


   I can’t do this on my own. If this doesn’t work, then I’ll die alone out here. I’ll die a disappointment. Rose and Pyro… Luke… Jade… If I make it out of this, I promise, I’ll be better. For your sake. So please, let me find the strength to survive this. Please… please… 


The Riolu broke from the underbrush into the grassy beach before the lake. The stadium shrouded in mist stood before him, bridges still broken. Perfect. The nearest one went out maybe twenty feet from the shoreline in the beginnings of an arch before falling apart. Between that and where the bridge continued was a long, dark stretch of deep water. If this didn’t work, it would be time to learn to swim.

Before he could doubt himself, Riley ran and climbed up to the edge of the railing, backed up until his heel was over open water. The Nidoking skidded to a stop at the other end, its tail swaying and twitching and writhing. It wasn’t about to let its prey out of this corner.

“Are y-you even trying?!” Riley taunted, beating his chest with his free hand. “I’m right here! You’re the same guy that threw Cain like he was a baseball! Can’t you handle one little brat?!”

Maybe it was just a coincidence, since Wildies couldn’t understand speech, but the Nidoking snarled right as the remark finished. It leapt forward with arms raised high, closing the distance and crashing them down. Riley dove and slid along the railing just as the wood started to crack. His plan had been for the beast to break the railing with enough force to catapult it across the gap, which while childish, could potentially work. But it worked too well.

The entire right side of the bridge splintered and snapped off, half falling into the lake while the other half tipped skyward. Riley shrieked as he was flung into the air, just as the Nidoking gasped as it saw the dark water underneath it. It flailed, splashed, nearly sank, then grabbed onto the now bobbing piece of wood for dear life.

 Wait. Wait, it can’t swim either?  Riley mentally groaned as it gracelessly kicked to shore, heaving and huffing like a dog.  Damn it, I wish I’d known that sooner! If I’d played my cards right, I could’ve-… Wait, I’m still falling- 

Just before he could turn, Riley smacked into the damp, mossy wood on the bridge, bouncing and skidding to a stop. His first breath was a sigh of relief. He was safe, for now. Not for good, for he remembered a gap that had to be less than fifty yards across, and with the way the Nidoking had rocketed itself in the grove it could clear that with little difficulty, but he had bought himself time.

Back on the shore, the Nidoking grumbled as it pulled itself back on the grass. It glared through the mist at Riley’s form, and its maw formed into an excited, ravenous grin.  You’re only making this worse for yourself,  it seemed to say. Or maybe that was Riley’s own fear talking. Either way, he turned to face the archway at the end of the bridge, and hurried to whatever awaited beyond it inside the petrified wood.

…

A tunnel lead into a set of stairs that were slick with mildew and mushrooms, and at the top of those, Riley made another turn into the soft light and emerged into the stadium. Rows upon rows of stands wrapped around the central platform, occupied only by tufts of grass and sparse plant life. Patches of moss, mostly green but with some orange here and there, broke up the dark brown color that surrounded him.

In the center was a raised smooth stone circle, gray like storm clouds. Carvings had been eroded away. And in the center of that stood a pillar five times his height whose details Riley couldn’t make out, but it was made of the same petrified wood as the stadium, yet not a single tuft of moss touched it.

“H-hello? Whoever lives here, I need your help!” Riley shouted, his voice echoing off the opposite side of the stadium. It was  huge , easily fit for over a hundred thousand. Or maybe he was just small.

When silence greeted him again, Riley opened his mouth to plead and yell at the uncaring forest, but a sudden thought interrupted him. A thought that wasn’t his own.

 You’ve made it,  the unwelcome thought told him.  Not many do. It’s been twenty-two cycles since someone has entered our respite  .  And another one who smells of lightning! 

“… Wh… What are you… telepathy?”

 Correct , another thought answered. Though they didn’t have voices, Riley somehow knew this was a different entity.

“Then where are you? Please, something’s trying to get in here, and I can’t stop it on my own,” he begged.

 Oh, him? We know  , a third thought told him.  He’s infamous amongst all the lords. The only one who isn’t bound. The crownless king. The vagrant usurper. 

Riley darted his head as he whirled around. “Answer me. Who are you? And  where -” He stopped himself when he remembered his newfound ability. With a twitch of the neck his aura sensors hovered, and the world turned to grays and blacks again. And the only aura he could sense was the ravenous Nidoking prowling outside.


   You were correct earlier, but you didn’t go far enough. I reside here with my sisters. You should know who we are by now, I hope. 


“Uxie… No, all three of you?” He descended the stands with his eyes still closed. “Aren’t you supposed to live in separate lakes? And- and how do I know who’s who here?”


   Do you really have time for a history lesson? 


“… Point taken.”


   I would like to briefly commend you. Most who visit our forest turn back after the first few days. We may have pulled some punches due to the circumstances, but you still did well, human. 



   Yes. Not terrible, corpse-walker. 



   It takes courage to acknowledge your weakness, voyager. 


Riley swallowed nervously. “Th… thank you for your kind words, but, that thing- the vagrant usurper or whatever, it’s trying to get in here. And it’ll wreck this place. You’ve seen what it can do. Unless you can stop-”

‘ You?’  all three echoed at once.

“Y-yes, you! I took one direct hit and  almost died! “


   He doesn’t get it. 



   Nobody has told him yet, so of course not. 



   Riley, do me a favor and step towards the center of the stage, will you? Then you might get it. 


Annoyed but curious, Riley obliged, hopping over the bottom of the stands. If his eyes were open, he would see the eerily beautiful spectacle of an empty stadium, of a place designed solely for people to gather being completely vacant. But they weren’t, and the world was only a relatively short radius of grays and blacks. And after a few steps, he noticed it. When the pillar entered this monochrome world, he could see three small lights like stars against the blackness of space. They had the density of stone, but so did sand for that matter.

Riley’s heart skipped a beat. “Is… is that-”


   Yep. You’ve found us. Welcome to our grave. 


“But  how -”


   Ancient history. We were attacked, nearly killed, but we remain alive here at our shrine. We thought we might recover here, but over a thousand cycles have gone by, and we still can’t even move. 



   We might as well be dead. 



   The only parts still awake are our minds. The essences. The gifts we were given, and the gifts we have returned. 



   What allows us to read your mind. 



   What allows us to project your perceptions. 


When his eyes opened again, they seemed to have sank into his face as dread gripped him. “You… you can’t do… b-but the Nidoking! It’s right outside! If you don’t do something-”


   Then we die? So be it. Once we pass on, the world will give birth to our successors. Life will continue. 


“B…” A shiver ran down Riley’s back as he stared with disbelief at the intricately carved pillar, cold, unfeeling, timeless. “But, what about me?”


   What about you? 



   It’s unfortunate, but we can’t help you. 



   Sorry. 


He planted the jagged end of the oar on the hard stone as he tried to keep himself from screaming. “You’re just going to let it kill all of us?! Don’t you want to live?!”


   Of course. We’ve stayed alive this long, and we have a purpose here. Even those that don’t make it to the depths of the forest can still overcome their grief or come face to face with their sins. 



   But if we die, then our successors wouldn’t be cursed as we are. If the vagrant usurper knocks as he does now, why not accept it? 


“ You-  ” Riley bit his tongue, tightened his grip, and drew in a deep breath. “Fine. There’s five minutes left to figure this out. That’s  plenty ,” he bitterly muttered, taking slow and methodical steps towards the pillar. When he got close, Riley jumped up to the top and sat down on smooth, glassy wood, then crossed his legs in meditation. “Consider it payment for everything you’ve shown me this past week. I’ll fend this thing off or die trying.”


   Are you sure? It would be exhausting, but you may be able to outrun it. It’s a better chance than challenging it. 


“No,” Riley insisted. He unwrapped the red scarf and bundled it around his neck, still scalding hot, still comforting nonetheless. “I made it personal. If I run from this, I’ll be running from myself.”

But his list of options was short. His attacks barely phased it. There wasn’t any dirt or sand around here to try and disorientate it. All he could think was to somehow lure it into the water, but he couldn’t reliably bait it with anything he had. It was more than likely to swipe him into the lake anyways.

If there was any secret to winning, it had to be aura. If he could just figure out how it worked, how to make it stop, perhaps the path to victory would reveal itself? Luckier things had happened before.

Sparks of blue fire flared around his elbow. With his sensors up, he could see his own aura emerging and flowing gradually as Riley struggled to control its pace, slowing it so that it flowed like syrup. And it wasn’t nearly slow enough.

A gentle whisper slithered into his ear from right over his shoulder, barely louder than the beating of his own heart. “C’mon kid. You’re in control here, now act like it,” it told him.

“Remember, aura feeds off of emotions. It’s all about knowing what to feed it,” a second chimed. He knew these voices. Festuum? Markus? Wasn’t it a bit late for the illusions to be showing up?

Blue flames suddenly spritzed from his paw pad like a broken faucet, and the boy swore quietly before trying again. Jade told him to try and freeze the aura when it released, but with only vague instructions, it wasn’t easy. His efforts were giving him exponentially less results.

“Remember to relax,” another offered. Even in a whisper, Rose’s voice was unmistakable, and just hearing it took some of the weight off his shoulders. “I know it’s not that easy, but your stress is only making things more difficult.”

Completing the pair, Pyro spoke up next. “It’s all about focus. Clear your head, take deep breaths, and envision what you want to happen. Repeat it over and over again, and when the flow is just where it should be…”

The whispers kept coming, one right after the other. He couldn’t dwell on them enough to identify them, but he knew most of them. Pokemon he met at the Guild, in the desert, in passing, in battle.

“Look straight ahead, and don’t give an inch. You’re a boulder. Be the hammer, not the nail.”

“If you can prove that you can get through this, there’s  nothing  that you can’t overcome. The bad news is, you’ll have to prove it to yourself.”

“Back straight. Elbows up. Eyes forward. This is life or death, now act like it.”

“You haven’t ran. You believe you can win this. Show it! Show it like the whole world is watching! Give everybody something to believe in!”

A smile crept onto his face as Riley followed the voices’ advice. He saw through the whole charade. It wasn’t hard to figure out the “lords” of the forest were probing his mind and projecting his thoughts back at him, repeating what he’d learned from Markus’s journal and Jade’s advice, plus his own trial and error, but even still, it was comforting to pretend he had his friends backing him up.

But words were not enough, and the aura kept pushing out. No matter how hard Riley tried he couldn’t get it to freeze up.

After a short silence from the whispers, yet one more spoke to him. “Can I ask you something?” it asked gently. Riley still didn’t answer, but after a second he inhaled sharply. He didn’t know this voice. It  felt  familiar, but at the same time Riley had never heard it before. Who was this? Someone he knew as a human? Someone Jade knew?

“What do you fight for?” the strange voice went on. “It’s a tough question- or, at least it should be. For sport? For the pride of a nation? For your own honor? For a duty you’ve sworn to uphold? Really think about this one. The broader the purpose, the easier you act on it, and the easier you cast it aside.”

The aura flickered as Riley’s concentration faded. What  did  he fight for? The first answer that came to mind seemed good enough: his friends. But, it wasn’t right. Or at least not the whole picture. Fighting was fun to him. Maybe not when it was terrifying, but he liked the competition. Was his purpose selfish? It certainly used to be.

“If you make a stand, know what you stand for. What drives you is what separates you from the beasts of the world. Find it and hold onto it, no matter how terrified you become. Remember: he who knows no fear knows no courage.”

Riley turned back as if to peer over his shoulder, nearly opening his eyes to see what face awaited him. “Just who are you?”

“A friend,” the stranger answered. “Now find your answer. Visualize it until it stands beside you. Ask yourself, for now and forever, what do you fight for?”

When nothing else followed, Riley took a deep breath and focused again on the aura that ebbed around his paws. It moved in tune with his body, the beating of his heart and the pulses of breath, but it was raw and unrefined. It was just as confused as he was. The stranger’s question echoed over and over in his head.

 For sport  , part of Riley insisted, remembering everything Weavile told him about. The chaos in the desert war, his first fight with Weavile before she evolved, the thrill of his duel with Kirlia, the frenzy he felt when chasing down Joker.  For duty , another countered, bringing another series of brief memories and feelings. The fight to protect his Guild, snapping Kirlia back to his senses, his promise to himself to hunt down Bisharp, just ten minutes ago when he signed his own death warrant to save his friends that weren’t even in danger…

But each one bled into the other. Every duty he undertook brought the promise of a fight, and every fight he accepted and sought had a duty to fulfill. Everything kept bringing him back to his fight with Kirlia, and how purpose and pleasure combined until he couldn’t pull one away from the other. Riley couldn’t deny it anymore, could he? Even though he desperately wanted to…

No. No! Just because it used to be true doesn’t mean it still had to be! He was better than this, wasn’t he?

“I fight for both,” he proclaimed to the empty stadium. The aura flickered, danced, rippled in response. “But each has a time and a place. And I need to separate that. And right now, I’ll fight so I can escape. My friends need me. So  please , let me find the strength!”

With a twitch of the muscles, his palm shot out a blast of aura, bring another astral flower into the world, which then stopped mid-bloom. It kept its shape. The seconds ticked by, and Riley couldn’t believe it. It was completely still! He did it! After remembering to breathe, he raised his paws (and the astral flower along with it) and let out a victorious whooping cry.

“It worked! I actually did it!” He was almost giggling from the euphoria, opening his eyes to inspect the fruits of his work. A clear mind and a focused path, or something like that, was going to save his life. For now that he had this, he could… Uhhhh…

The grin started to fade. “What am I supposed to do with this?” he asked. No whispers came. No voices spoke in his head.

He started to swing it around in inquisitive annoyance. It seemed to be physically there, as it clinked off the pillar he sat on, but was that all this was? Extra reach? Maybe it was sturdy enough to be a shie-

A silent gasp escaped the boy as he pushed on one of the irregular petals. At the touch of his paw pad, the aura shifted and condensed, sculpting like soft butter, becoming a lighter and brighter icy blue color. Riley touched another part, and the same thing happened. Excitement came over him, and he used his paw to condense it all into one lump. There wasn’t much here. Maybe two apple’s worth of the stuff?

“You’ll make it work,” Riley told himself. “It’s probably not unbreakable, and it’s no super weapon either, so… maybe I could… No, no. Even if I did that, it wouldn’t be enough to win. What if…” His eyes darted all around the empty stadium. There wasn’t anything new here. Just the scarf, the broken oar, the vine-belt he had taken off, the pillar he sat on, and plants. He had scraps of an idea with the oar, but, he would need an opening to even think about winning.

And then a light bulb flashed above Riley’s head as he remembered what Gallade’s ghost had told him: “ Just remember, Riley: you may be out here by yourself, but you’re never alone. For better or worse there’s always somebody around .” His eyes narrowed as a grim smile spread across his face.

“Uxie, Azelf, Mesprit… You three might not care, but I think I know how to save us. I just need your help.”

…

The Nidoking bent its knees and catapulted forward, breaking the wood with the sheer strength of its jump, windmilling its arms as it cleared the gap in the bridge. There was only the one, and it couldn’t have been more than seventy yards. It was mostly intact, so there couldn’t be any spirit shenanigans to mess with the beast. Just one long stretch before it would leave the forest without a lord. And the only thing that could stand in its way was…

A blue glow proceeded Riley as he emerged from the dark tunnel, the scarf bundled around his neck, and the oar clasped in both hands. The aura was sculpted around the paddle in a thin, sharp coating that turned the broken oar into a spade. Or maybe calling it a halberd would be more accurate. With the way he gripped it, the way he glared at the Nidoking, the way he marched down the center of the bridge as if he owned it, to Riley it wasn’t just a stick anymore.

“I don’t know what the hell is going on,” Riley proclaimed. “I don’t know what your deal is, or what they meant when they’re talking about ‘lords,’ or how you even ended up here.”

The beast snorted, returning the boy’s glare, before lumbering forward. Each step made the bridge quake.

“But I know what I heard and saw. And if everyone views me as anything  close  to you…” His march turned to a dash as Riley charged forward, turning his words into a battle cry. “Then I can’t die here while they still resent me!”

It let slip an excited whinny before imitating the boy, closing the distance with footsteps as loud as thunder, and in mere seconds they were upon each other. The Nidoking slammed both arms down, but Riley used a smear of mildew to his advantage and slid past him and towards the beast’s flank. It whirled around and kicked at where he should have been, but Riley used the end of the halberd to vault over the beast. It only noticed him when it saw the phosphorescent glaive swooping in at its face.

It raised an arm to deflect the attack, and seeing this, Riley gritted his teeth and put everything he had into it. The aura blade sank through the beast’s thick hide over an inch. Watching its dark eyes stretch and bug out of its head was absolutely priceless, and with a hint of a smirk, Riley slid the blade out and landed against the railings. Blood started to ooze from the cut.


   I can hurt it! I can actually- 


A blood-curdling screech echoed like an artillery shell as rage consumed the monster. Riley flinched away as he covered his ears. Hurting it might actually be a mistake. It gripped the railing and tore a significant part of the rotting bridge away, raising it above its head and dropping it like a hammer. Riley dodged backwards as it broke apart into a dozen pieces, breaking a hole where the Riolu had been a moment before.

Using his range, Riley swiped low with the aura glaive, forcing the Nidoking back as he sliced at its shins. The first two made shallow cuts, but the three after that merely grazed its thick hide. When the sixth came, it lurched into the attack and swung a fist. Riley jumped back with his arms raised to guard him. The punch connected cleanly. For a brief second Riley got to feel what it would be like to stop a train with his bare hands.

Yet the agony faded. As he skidded along the bridge, he couldn’t help but notice that his arms were still in tact. Usable. And even stranger, his crimson scarf was heated again. And he could feel it. For the first time Riley could remember, its warmth was anything but comforting.

 I should be out for the count  . Riley flexed both fists to test them, and they felt fine. Hurt but fine. But his neck didn’t. The heat felt blistering, like it was trying to toast him.  Did this thing do it? Gallade said it did… something, but I never noticed anything until now. Add that to the growing lists of mysteries to uncover. 

He jumped to his feet and closed the gap with a series of Quick Attacks, leading with a flurry of jabs with the aura glaive. Its thick hide was perfect for shrugging off light attacks, but the wound in its gut was a different story. After the first two evoked a shriek of pain from the beast, it flailed and stumbled back as it covered the wound with one arm. Its tail writhed and whipped around, and Riley ducked just in time to avoid it as it crashed into the bridge. Splinters rained down into the depths below as a portion of the bridge was erased.

“ Jesus- “

He didn’t get to finish. The Nidoking slammed its free arm down at Riley, who again dodged out of the way. And into another. It took its hand off its bleeding wound and grabbed the Riolu by the neck. A choked gasp was cut off as the beast pinned Riley to the bridge, indenting and splintering the wood around him. Its shadow loomed over him. Drool dripped off its fangs and landed on and around Riley’s face. If it could feel the heat of Riley’s scarf, it didn’t show it. The Nidoking only raised its other fist high above its head as a sneer spread across its face.

Riley thought quickly. He focused aura in his offhand and shot a plume into the Nidoking’s face. It squeezed its eyes shut too late, and wisps of aura lashed at its face. It grunted in annoyance. Its hold on Riley’s neck slackened, and the boy used all of his strength to push against the hand and kick away using a Quick Attack. He could feel the wind and vibration of the fist as it missed his legs by inches.

But the vibrations didn’t stop. The entire bridge in front of the Nidoking rattled and wavered. Boards creaked and snapped. Rotting sections fell away, and the rest of the bridge followed its lead. And Riley along with it. He looked beneath him, and past all the planks awaited the dark depths of the lake.

 Drowning?  Even his thoughts couldn’t believe it.  I know I’ve been avoiding deep water for the past week, but is that how I’m gonna go out? Man… I hate being right .

He glanced up to the Nidoking, but the beast didn’t care anymore. Its attention was on the other side of the gap it created. Twenty yards or so. Easily cleared. And beyond that was just a leisurely stroll up to the trio that guarded these woods. Riley furrowed his brow, and an idea formed in his head as he looked around at the falling debris.


   No… No! This is perfect! This is what I was hoping for! 


He shifted around and placed his feet against one of the planks of wood, springing off of it with a Quick Attack. The board was spiked onto the lake’s surface as the Riolu climbed up, going from one to the other. He was just starting to run out, and the Nidoking squatted down and cocked both arms back. Yet it never got to make the jump. Its eyes dilated as Riley ascended from the depths with the aura glaive pointed straight at the Nidoking’s head. And all it could do was duck.

It shifted its weight to avoid a full blow, but the glaive still hit the side of its face, carving a huge gash in the side of its mouth that went straight along to the back of its head. Blood spurted and gushed out, cascading down the right side of its body. It traced a finger over the wound, shivering at the pain, staring at the blood.  Its  pain.  Its blood.

Riley didn’t relent. He landed just behind the seething Nidoking as it pivoted to face him. It lurched away from the edge and threw all of its weight into a single punch, too fast for Riley to dodge. He braced the spear and hoped for the best. The beast’s own weight pushed the blade through its attacking shoulder, and as it let out a quiet groan, the fist grew slack and instead slammed into Riley. The boy lost his footing and collapsed with a hoarse yelp. The Nidoking staggered back, the spear sliding out of the wound and dropping between them.

And there it was. The Nidoking had its back to the ledge, less than ten feet between its heels and the fall. There wouldn’t be a better time than this. And now, he had to trust in the forest.

He drew a hissing breath and screamed at the top of his lungs, “ Now! ” His own desperate cry echoed throughout the alder grove as Riley waited for whatever would happen now.

From the rotting, mildew-covered wood appeared two gray feet with long, fanned-out toes, from which arose a tall, plump Salazzle with chipped scales around her neck. And she stared at the monster intently. Riley couldn’t see her face, but the Nidoking’s eyes shrank until they were mostly white. It must’ve swallowed over a cup of blood from a nervous gulp.

“S… Sadha… na…” It had a voice. It was rough, stretched, rusted, but those were clearly different from the shrieks and warcries. And it was afraid.

“Ven,” the illusory Salazzle cooed. “You can hear me, can’t you?” She took a slow step forward.

“Nnooo! No,  away! ” It flailed one arm like a torch at a wolf while the other clasped the side of its head. Its fingers left marks in its own hide.

The Salazzle showed only sympathy as she carefully, gently approached. “Oh, Ven… What did they do to you? How did you end up like this?”

It shrieked in response and backpedaled three huge steps away from the illusion. Its breaths were rapid and shallow. The marks on the side of its head were bleeding.

For his part, Riley could scarcely breathe. What happened? What happened to this unstoppable demigod of destruction? This was supposed to be the same one that was throwing trees? The same one that took on an entire army?

His plan had been simple: scare it with an illusion from its memories and use the opening to drive it back, but when he’d thought that up, Riley was thinking of the Alakazam that kept it captured. Or maybe Blaziken since she was the one who downed it. Or Bisharp, even. Not this. It was supposed to be a monster, so why…?

Riley stood up gingerly as he stared past the Salazzle at the gibbering beast. He felt something, but he couldn’t identify it through all the confusion. A question arose, and he wasted little time in asking it. “Who are you?” And neither acknowledged it.

A forlorn sigh proceeded the Salazzle. “Do you know how long it’s been? Since you were broken?”

“ Stooohp! ” Its voice was contorted from disuse. It would have been comical if it wasn’t so pitiful. “Stay ahway! Ghost! No!”

“So much time faded away into dust, memories into ashes, and your mind… Is it still in there? You at least remember me. What about yourself?” Another step forward, another step back. “Your name? Do you know your name, Ven? Can-”

The Nidoking unleashed a shrill, fierce cry as it whipped its bulky tail straight through the spirit. There was a rip and a crunch, and in the blink of an eye the Salazzle was limp on the ground. Her head was missing. Months crawled by in the span of seconds as her body rapidly grayed and withered, leaving a smooth skeleton wrapped in wrinkled, scaly skin. She could torment the beast no longer, but the damage was done. It hyperventilated. It clawed harder at its own face to distract itself with pain.

Riley could barely contain himself. He was starting to feel sympathy, and he was furious that he would feel that way. Yet he couldn’t help himself. Even if this thing had an ocean of blood on its hands, Riley couldn’t unsee what he’d seen not ten minutes before. It was a warning. It was what Riley used to be- what he was trying  not  to be. At the top of his lungs he screamed, he demanded, “What are you?!”

And then came the whispers. Echoes of the past spoke into the Nidoking’s ears as Riley realized he wouldn’t get his answer. With each one the beast screwed its eyes shut harder, clawed deeper, whined and groaned louder.


   My, I never really noticed, but you’re getting so big! Sure don’t get that from me, eh? 



   I know I don’t say it often, but… I’m proud of you. And I always will be. 



   Neither of us imagined it would happen so soon… Congratulations, sir Vengarl. This is an honor you shouldn’t have to carry. 



   I love your smile. Why don’t I see it more often, Ven? 



   Look at him, Ven. He looks just like you. 



   I don’t get it. What was there to be proud of? I’ve trampled over everything you built up. When I see you again… will you still say the same? 



   My… You’re even bigger than they said you were! Er- sorry. It’s, uh, it’s an honor to meet you both. 



   It’s becoming an issue for you, is it? … You know, I might be able to help you with that. 



   Ven? Ven, what’s going on? You’re scaring us! Please s-stop…! S-s-stay- 



   It worked! It actually worked! Do you know what this means?! The entire game has- … What are you doing? C-cease. I order you, stand- 


The whines turned to wails, the groans into roars. It thrashed and stamped. The entire bridge rattled and creaked. The voices were driving it to insanity. What would happen if this behemoth were to snap?

Gritting his teeth, Riley swore and dove for the aura glaive. The Nidoking’s breaths grew deeper and deeper until pinkish froth formed around its mouth. And as the boy darted forward, its chest puffed as it prepared another explosive cry. Its jaw dropped, and Riley jumped straight for them. The phosphorescent blade cut two teeth and plunged straight into the back of its mouth. In complete shock, the beast staggered back. Its warcry caught in its throat. The tip of the glaive poked out of the back of its head. And with a mad, crazed look in its eyes, it glared back at the Riolu.

A garbled growl seeped out of its throat as the Nidoking pushed its weight forward onto the blade. Even off-balance, its strength was overwhelming. Riley could barely keep his ground. Aura swelled and sparked around his legs as he braced against it. He ignored the aches and the injuries and pushed back with all of his might.

The red scarf suddenly became scalding hot around his neck as if it combusted. Riley winced from the pain, grinding his teeth, holding his ground. Because from the pain came a surge of strength that overflowed from his muscles. With great effort, Riley pressed forward a single step, pushing the Nidoking’s head back a few inches. And then he stole another, and another, driving the Nidoking back a single step. Its heels were over the edge of the bridge.

 Crack .

The Nidoking clamped its jaws shut, biting through the pole. The glaive was just a stick. The blade was stuck. Riley stumbled forward only to be met with the thing’s foot. It connected cleanly with his chest, breaking ribs and knocking the wind from his lungs as he crashed into the railings. A combination of luck and reflexes kept him from breaking through to the lake below.

Through dazed eyes, Riley pushed himself up ( Oh God, everything hurts, it feels like I’m breathing in fire ) and glared at the beast. It hadn’t moved. It was clumsily trying and failing to grab at the phosphorescent blade that had lodged itself in the back of its head, undoing Riley’s only chance at victory. Before he had a plan, he was already sprinting forward as fast as his legs would allow.

His tail transmuted into glistening metal as he pounced back into action. A bulky purple tail swiped at him, but Riley sprang over it with a Quick Attack. He was face to face with the Nidoking, and though it didn’t fully register at the time, its eyes were quivering with hatred and fear.

“Eat  this! “

The Iron Tail crashed into the wall of fangs, breaking and pushing them out of the way as blood spurted from its gums. Its jaws opened in a groan of pain, revealing the phosphorescent blade in the back of its mouth. Riley brought both legs back and drop kicked the end of the paddle. A cry of pain trailed off as the severed glaive shot up and out the back of its head, forcing the beast one final step back. Its foot found only open air, and its arms flailed in vain for balance. The Nidoking thrashed and roared as it fell, but gravity was not a beatable opponent, and it plunged into the dark waters of the lake. And while the surface shook and bubbled from the Nidoking’s furious movements, it only dragged its prisoner further and further down.

Fatigue hit Riley all at once as he landed on his back, gasping for air. Everything hurt. Nothing was listening. He didn’t even have the strength to remove the scarf that burned at his neck.

“I won…?” he murmured. His sensors were raised, and the Nidoking’s aura was getting fainter and farther. And it was far more focused than it had been. It seemed to form a circular, spiked shape around its head. The sensors dropped again. Riley didn’t want to watch.

A minute of panting passed before faint clapping prompted the Riolu to raise his head. Rising from the lake was a figure, a gray infant-like body with two gray tails adorned with a red gem, and a squash-yellow helm with the same gem on her forehead. Uxie, wearing a faint but earnest smile.

“Well done, human. You don’t know the magnitude of the feat you just pulled,” she commended. It was hard to describe her voice, but it was exactly what Riley would have expected. “Were it not for you, we would’ve only had a gamble. Make the bridges appear to be complete and hope that it fell. But instead-”

“Save it,” Riley interrupted hoarsely. “I almost died ‘cause I thought it was all some trial. And I feel like I still might.”

“But it was, wasn’t it? Or at least you made it into a trial for yourself. And did you pass it?” the lake guardian asked.

The boy paused. “I… I don’t know,” he sighed. “What even was that? The illusion, those voices… What happened to that Nidoking? I thought it was a Wild, but…” Riley trailed off to fight the quiver in his voice. “P-please. I don’t want to be anything like that…  thing  anymore.”

“It’s… hard to say.” Uxie hummed thoughtfully, bobbing up and down in the air as her illusion stared through closed eyes at where the Nidoking had plunged. “The memories in its head are all scattered and ruined. The stunt we pulled took some effort to try and piece things together, but it remembers… very little. In total, there’s less than two minutes of its previous life stored in its head. But. You don’t need to worry about becoming a Wild by bloodlust alone. Whatever turned it into a lord was… artificial.”

“‘Artificial?’” Riley propped himself up and stared up at Uxie, ignoring the protests of his sore muscles. “A-and what do you mean a ‘lord’?”

“A Dungeon Lord. They who rule the Mystery Dungeons, they whose attitude and drive affect the dwellers. We three are lords that share a throne. And the Nidoking? He broke his and wandered off with a disgust for lordship,” Uxie explained. “I do not know what caused him to become one though, but it doesn’t seem natural. I can’t explain it.”

“B-b-but- isn’t knowledge your thing? Shouldn’t you know?”

“I retain knowledge. I can take knowledge. I can unearth knowledge that you’ve buried. I cannot create knowledge out of thin air.”

He tightened his paws into fists. Everything about that Nidoking now made him nervous, and not knowing what caused it to become like this wasn’t helping.

“So then, I just killed somebody?” he whispered.

“If anything, you freed him. Vengarl died long ago,” Uxie said evenly. “Hold onto that, will you? I understand your concern, but that’s not your purpose for being here. Your memories… That’s why you were sent here.”

At the mere mention, Luke’s face and the lake flashed back into his mind.  Willamette. Oregon. GRC M1A . She was right. The Nidoking wasn’t to be forgotten, but he had obligations to fulfill and friends to meet.

“If you want them, it will take time. Memories are something you have to be eased into. If you get them back all at once, they will overwhelm you. The process would take days, and from what you were shouting earlier-” Riley reflexively darted his eyes away “-I don’t think you have that time to spare. Correct?”

Reluctantly, with his paws balled into fists as he bit his lip, he nodded. “Yes. I’m supposed to tell my friends what I know tomorrow, and I… I can’t stay here any longer. They’ll be waiting for me.”

“I see.” Slowly Uxie rotated until she was looking straight at the boy. “Then you don’t have the time for much. Leaving this place will take most of a day. But I cannot let you leave empty-handed. You saved us, even knowing that there wasn’t much left to save. Human, you may ask any question you so wish. Even if you were to ask about ‘ GRC M1A ,’ there would be no risk of overwhelming you.”

The boy’s heart skipped a beat. His jaw dropped slack. After Uxie laughed softly, he managed a single word: “ Anything? “

“Anything.”

His mind was overwhelmed with the possibilities. There was no telling what Uxie could tell him. More than just the license plate, there was what Luke was leaving for. There was what happened to him to bring Riley here. There was his mom and his dad. There were all of Jade’s memories that Riley could confirm with Uxie, here and now. And who knew what else Uxie knew? Markus and Festuum knew a lot about this place, so maybe they had been here? And what about Rose? Gallade?

As the possibilities spiraled outward away from Riley, another possibility struck him. This was an opportunity he couldn’t let slide. It hurt to push everything else aside, but…

“Uxie,” Riley said, gathering his resolve as he stared up at the lake guardian. “What happened to me, to Rose, to Joker… Whatever brought us here— how do I stop it?”

For the first time, the illusion showed a bit of expression. Her brow raised and her tiny mouth opened for a silent gasp. “Are you sure? You don’t want-”

“You were listening when I was talking to Jade, weren’t you? I’m coming back here eventually. I can get the rest of my memories then,” Riley explained. “But this comes first. What or who did this, and how do I stop it?”

Gradually, a tiny smile formed on her tiny face. Even with her infant-like body, Uxie’s image carried a very grandmotherly air to it. “An ambitious question, and one that I am happy to hear… But unfortunately, that knowledge is scarce, and I possess very little-”

“I’ll take it,” Riley proclaimed.

She laughed softly. “Very well then. There’s little to find out about it all anymore. Everyone from the beginning except for lord Arceus has died and reincarnated, so it’s all jumbled. All I reliably know is that there is a gate somewhere. A slumbering portal out there in the world, forgotten to history. To cover up mistakes, or maybe to prevent them.”

A gate? Was it really something as simple as a gate that caused all this? There had to be more to this. Riley cleared his throat before tossing his question out. “And, uh, where is it? Do you know?”

“What I told you was legend passed down through dozens of myths like myself to get here. That’s all the details that survived.  However .” Riley’s ears perked at the emphasis. “A traveler came here a while back. Twenty-two cycles ago. And from his earliest memories, I heard things and saw things. Out in the farthest reaches of the deserts, within ruins of an inhospitable city… that’s where the keys to it all once resided. There should be your best hope.”

“R-ruins?!” Riley furiously began taking mental notes. His tail wagged. If he wasn’t on solid wood he would’ve started writing in the dirt. “Where are they?! What’re they called?! How far-”

“Relax,” she instructed. “Just remember ‘Nubihas’- the city of dust. It’s a long journey, but you should make it.”

“New-bee-hahs,” he slowly repeated, stretching out every syllable. “New-bee-hahs… Nubihas. Nubihas Nubihas Nubihas. Got it.” Curtly he nodded his head. “City of dust?”

“Sandstorms, among other things.” Uxie shrugged. “The traveler’s memories of the place weren’t complete at the time, so I don’t know.”

Riley shook his head as a grin formed on his face. “That’s fine. You’ve given me more than I could ask for! Thank you so much. I’m glad I accidentally found you,” he beamed. “‘Nubihas.’ Man, I can’t wait to tell them about this! They’re gonna  flip  when they hear it.” In his cheering Riley jumped and whirled around, again ignoring his body’s protests, but abruptly stopped when his vision blurred over something.

In the shadows of the tunnel on the far side of the bridge, something stood out against the blackness. Tan and blue and the glimmer of metal. It was too dark to say for sure what it was, but after locking eyes with it, it receded around the corner and up the stairs. The few steps Riley witnessed showed it was bipedal. Was it a Lucario? It could be, but something was… missing.

“Oh. Him,” she said before Riley could say anything. “Don’t fret about him. He’s a friend you’ll meet soon enough.”

The boy blinked. “My… my future? You can see my future?”

“He…” For once Uxie seemed to put thought and care into her next words. “He is a special case. I cannot see your future, but he is in it.”

“Someone to do with Jade?”

“In a way.”

He paused, pursing his lips for a second before shaking his head and snorting with laughter. Of  course  it had to end on another cryptic line. “Thanks again, but I should get going. Markus will be waiting for me,” Riley said, reaching for the broken oar and using it as a walking stick.

“Until next time,” said she.

But after a moment, Riley stopped. He looked from one end of the broken bridge to the other, and then at the gaps between them, and the deep water below. “Uh… quick question?” Riley raised a hand like a nervous student. “How do I leave?”

…

Night fell after a long day of walking alongside one of the rivers. It was hard to tell since dark clouds had rolled in, and when he heard the cracks of thunder, Riley wasted no time in finding shelter. To his luck, he found an open and empty den with plenty of room to rest in. Even if it was cold, there was a nice flat rock to stretch out on.

The rain fell in sheets soon after, and with a sigh, Riley laid back on one of the rocks, setting his stuff behind him. During his hike he stumbled upon the bag he’d bought and the Guild’s emblem, either by luck or interference by the forest’s ‘lords,’ but Riley was grateful nonetheless. And having them back soothed him, like cuddling a teddy bear. It brought him back to stormy nights when the power was out, and he fought off childish fears as he tried to drift off to sleep.


   And in the morning, I’ll be free of this place. 


But that didn’t come. Another flash of light filled the den, but no thunder accompanied it. Cautiously Riley raised his head. It was incredibly dark with only split seconds of light, but these eyes had just enough night vision to make out shapes. And there was one that hadn’t been there before across the den, in a shape he knew almost immediately.

“Kirlia.”

A flash of lightning illuminated the cave, revealing a wet and muddy Kirlia staring back at him. Thunder followed a few seconds later.

Riley sat up slowly. All the pains in his body had faded into aches, and something still felt wrong in his chest. But they weren’t important. Kirlia was finally here. The last of the illusions, probably. “I’m surprised it took you this long. I thought I would’ve seen you right off the bat, yet-”

“Shut up,” Kirlia spat, clenching a fist so hard that Riley could physically hear it.

“What? I thought we left on good terms, didn’t we?” Aside from the whole incident about Riley being framed, their last interaction had been after the duel. “Actually… Yeah, I don’t know if I have anything else to say to you. You apologized to your friends and made up with them, so… Actually, speaking of, where are they? Shouldn’t you be here togeth-”

“Shut. Up.” The words were sharp and venomous like a cobra’s fangs. “You’re the  last  one I want to hear lecturing me,  corpse-walker .”

Riley’s ears drooped and his tail sagged. “O… okay, sorry. I just thought we were… I dunno, friends?” It was probably stupid to think that, since almost every word out of Kirlia’s mouth towards him had been impatient or offensive, but he’d always felt like there was more to it than that. “Did I, uh, do anything to you? Or… is there something else?”

“ Listen here- ” Kirlia stopped himself, biting his tongue and taking a deep, hissing breath. “Just… be quiet. I’m sick of you apparitions already. And I swear to Arceus, if you keep talking, I’ll leave. I’d rather face the rain than listen to all of you prattle on.”

Riley cocked his head. Apparitions? His weary mind couldn’t make sense of that. An illusion that pretended Riley was the illusion? What kind of strange meta trick was the forest trying?

“Alright, alright. I guess we don’t  need  to have a heart to heart or anything,” Riley allowed. He could feel Kirlia’s glare from across the den. “Just let me say, even if you apparently hate me, and even if you’re a bit… well, a bit of a prick if I’m being honest, I… I dunno. I guess I miss you a bit. Maybe that’s just nostalgia talking, but-”

“Astraean is crumbling,” Kirlia stated evenly. “And I don’t have enough credibility or respect for anybody to follow me. If I want a  chance … I need to bring Riley in. ‘You.’ To begin healing and so I can start moving things in the right direction. So, if it isn’t clear by now, I don’t want to talk to you. Respect that.”

A shiver ran up Riley’s spine. The cold and factual tone of Kirlia’s voice combined with the looming threat sent a spike of anxiety through his mind. And the anxiety was promptly followed by bitterness. It was such a  Kirlia  thing to do. Duty, pride, threats and the need for superiority… and he had the nerve to ask to be respected? His sense of fear had been numbed from the raging beast, leaving only unease and contempt. Contempt because he knew Kirlia had it in him to be better.

“Maybe you should start giving some respect before you demand it,” Riley murmured.

“Quiet.” Kirlia flicked his wrist and caught a loose stone in his telekinetic grasp, chucking it towards Riley, who smacked it away with his wrist bump. It bounced off the wall and clattered on the floor. “I’m this close t-… to…”

A loose stone. A real, physical stone, thrown by one and deflected by the other. The two stared at each other from across the dark den. A flash of lightning illuminated their shocked, panicked faces as their red eyes dilated.

In unison they made their dreadful realization. “You’re real.” Thunder roared.

  



44. Reunions


    
    With the snowline behind them, Kirlia and Abby finally parted ways, leaving with only a few longing words behind. It would be a week before the hunter could follow him thanks to his sprained ankle, but he gave his word that the moment he could walk, he would follow as fast as he could to meet up again. Kirlia only nodded in solemn agreement.

“I don’t know where I’ll be going after I find the village. Once I’m orientated, I’ll-”

“I know how to track, Kirlia,” Abby interrupted. “Even if you travel by wagon I could follow you. Though, maybe don’t test that if you want me back quicker. Tell somebody where you’re going.”

They said little else, and after an awkward pause, Kirlia left and didn’t look back. There was no need to. He’d been pointed in the direction of the nearest settlement, and so he marched down the mountain and into the flat plains beyond it. The journey took the rest of the day and part of the next morning.

Just before noon he came across the most pathetic excuse for a town Kirlia had seen in a long, long time. Nine buildings, only two of which were over one story, made of wood and straw was all the town had to its name. The dirt road Kirlia stumbled upon (he was already sick of the tall grass) was more impressive than the town it lead to. At least that showed signs that someone regularly trimmed and kept up the path.

The villagers cautiously peeked their heads out of windows and stood on their porches as a stranger approached. Kirlia could smell their fear (a scent like peppermint, for whatever reason) as they passed whispers back and forth. Eventually he got close enough that he could see their faces, and they could see his. Their whispers got louder.

“A Kirlia…? Do you think it’s him?”

“It looks just like him.”

“Gallade’s kid…! I think I recognize him from the papers!”

“Isn’t he supposed to have two others though?”

He bristled, twitching a single eye as he remembered the traitors. But the thought was banished before it went anywhere. Kirlia shook his head and continued into the village. More murmurs erupted out of the sparse guard as the distance closed to fifty yards.

“‘Ey.” A stout, muscled Tauros stepped off the porch of a general store and trotted in Kirlia’s direction. “Yer Gallade’s kid, right? What brings you out ‘ere?”

“This town. What’s it called?” The flap on his bag opened as a map hovered out and into Kirlia’s hands.

Tauros paused. “You don’t… Er, yer in Yellowseed. Welcome, I guess. What brings you…”

He stopped listening, letting his gaze sweep over the map until he found the name written in tiny lettering. Aside from the tall Shiversnaps behind him, there was nothing of note to or around the pitiful village of Yellowseed. It sat between some of the exits to the infamous Tunneling Treetops, but other than that? Only wheat and grass.

“… if yer out here, right?” Tauros looked expectantly down at the boy whose face was still buried in the map.

“I’m busy,” Kirlia stated, ignoring whatever the question might’ve been. “This is urgent. I need every newspaper you have from the last ten days. And a refill on my canteen, if you’d please. How much will it cost me?”

After a bit of talk and deferring to the owner of the store, Kirlia got what he needed. Or at least most of it. Yellowseed was so far out of the loop that the papers delivered were three days behind.

But as he read through, maybe that wasn’t as bad as he’d thought. With each passing day the details of the hunt, the details about Riley grew more and more sparse. They were repeating themselves and adding places that had been thoroughly searched. The crumbling status of Astraean eventually caught his interest more than the hunt itself.


  Everyone’s scared. They’re acting defensive without the Guild’s protection. If I don’t return soon…


Then he switched to another paper, and the front page caught his eye. Under Blossoms of Fire: Corpse-Walker and Carnival Join Forces, Terrorize Summer Festival. Beneath the length title was an illustration of a Riolu and a Greninja above the city and amongst the fireworks, running from something just out of frame.

His hands clenched tight around the paper. “Festuum…”

Behind him the shopkeeper, an Umbreon with dim yellow rings, cleared her throat. “Is… is everything-”

“I’m fine,” he insisted, eyes racing down the page, getting more and more infuriated as he read. Festuum “The Carnival” had teamed up with Riley? For what reason?! What did that thief have to do with a human?! Hunting down just Riley wouldn’t be too hard, but with a master escape artist by his side? Over the course of a single article, Riley had turned into one of the most elusive targets on the continent of Arushar. It wasn’t fine. It wouldn’t be anything close to fine.

Festuum was infamous for his unmatched mastery of the Substitute technique. Kirlia knew that first-hand after attempting to capture the outlaw, only to find that he’d been chasing a duplicate for three and a half weeks. He still remembered the snickering fading away into a puff of smoke as Kirlia and his team thought they finally tied him down. And now Riley had it working for him.

Grumbling, Kirlia started sifting through the remaining articles, but there wasn’t much else to find. They escaped to the west, a team gave chase, and there was a distinct lack of updates. The excuses they made to keep Riley on the front page became sadder and sadder, and on the final paper, they finally gave it to somebody else. Though it only made Kirlia annoyed to see who it was.

The Dunes Have Shifted. Implentur Civil War Reaches its End. The title was accompanied by a black-and-white illustration of Scizor, kneeling on the steps of an important-looking building (an imperial office of some kind?) with a Slowking fallen before him. There was a vague wound on his face, and Scizor wasn’t looking too pretty either. Fuming, Kirlia hastily skimmed through the lengthy story.


  The campaign comes to an end… With the capture of the religious center of Hemna putting Scizor’s forces less than a day away from the capital… How a kingdom once so great… Scizor celebrates early by finally retaking what was stolen from him. “He’s been talking about his name in private forever, so I’m surprised it took him this long to take it back,” said one of his advisors… The dawn of Guildmaster Brador is upon us.


“‘Guildmaster Brador…!’” A whisper so quiet shouldn’t have been able to hold that much fury. The bastard was coming just in time to clean everything up! To fill in the power vacuum! If Scizor- or, Brador now, an interesting move- recovered quicker than Kirlia and Astraean could, then everything Kirlia aimed to do would be overshadowed by the newcomer.

He took the pages and folded them away into his bag. In the coming days he’d need the motivation. The Scizor that looked to be his ally had just become another enemy.

However, there was one last gift in these papers: an update from the team that had chased after Festuum and Riley. After running for an absurd distance, they escaped into the Tunneling Treetops without a trace.

A random, whimsical teleport within a patch of land over a hundred miles across? Risky. Desperate. Aimless. Did they even have a destination in mind? What sort of illegal hideaway could there be? Rural communities? Out in nature? Surely not the cities. And wherever it was, it had to be west. Heading anywhere close to Astraean and its subsidiaries would be suicide.

Kirlia turned his attention back to the map. A few towns of note popped up. Rayleigh to the southwest was a port city (a drastic understatement) and could provide escape overseas, but sneaking through such a densely populated city would prove difficult even for a master thief. West then? Towards the more underdeveloped towns and routes, hoping to escape amongst the wilds? It surely couldn’t be north, for someone like Festuum wouldn’t last long out there. They couldn’t make-

He seized the thought at once and leaned closer to the map, tracing a finger from the plains to the Implentur boarder, across the golden dunes, and trailed off before it found its destination. “It’s suicide to go there. They’ll be tortured if they’re caught, and the sun would bake the Carnival alive. So… So nobody would expect them to go this way.” He uttered a swear and shot up to his feet.

“Go which way?” The shopkeeper’s ears perked as her only customer stuffed the most recent paper into his bag.

“I need a cask of water. Do you have a pump?” Kirlia demanded.

“Wh- uh, right now? Aren’t you gonna rest and wait for your team?”

The boy’s eye twitched.

“If anyone asks, I’m heading north. Now. I can’t let the bastards get a single step farther ahead of me,” he scowled.

Five minutes later, Yellowseed was behind him with only a pile of coins left to mark that he was ever there. A barrel of water just taller than Kirlia floated above his head in his telekinetic grasp. ‘Training,’ he called it. Holding it there grew tiring, and when the day ended, he was thoroughly exhausted with a splitting headache. But he needed the water. The plains had such little water, and the sun was so hot that he would’ve died of thirst before he saw the end of this place.

Days passed. Kirlia slept under the cold night sky as his compass guided him forward. No time for fires. Not worth the risk. Looking at his father’s bracelets that miraculously stayed on his wrists was enough to ease him into sleep. Wilds were easily thrown and frightened away. Those that weren’t were dealt with quickly.

Near the end of the second day, Kirlia traced a finger over his presumed route, and to his horror it crossed straight through a Funhouse Dungeon. A giant time-waster. And it was a huge one, too, easily adding five days if he decided to walk around it. But crossing through would be a gamble; one that he would have to take now that he was stressed for time. Even though it filled him with dread, Kirlia would have to take the plunge into the Forest of Mirrors.

At least he knew about the place’s secret. Gallade told him a few times about the sentient forest that drew in troubled visitors it deemed to need its guidance. It tended to be wrong. He warned Kirlia that if he wasn’t ready for what he was seeing, he only had to find a river and follow it upstream to leave.

Grumbling, he drifted off to sleep, and in the morning he pressed on. Another silent day passed with only himself to talk to, and then another. By now even the Wilds were leaving him alone. Around him swirled a gale that kept everyone away like a miasma.

And then he was there. After five days Kirlia stood in front of a thick, overgrown forest with a wall of underbrush in front of him. The winds that blew through the leaves sounded like the voices of the dead, spirits’ whispering wails, indiscernible judgements. Dark, turbulent clouds rolled in from over the mountains, bringing to mind the blizzards he faced getting here, the blizzards that hammered the wedge between him and his ex-compatriots.

With a scowl Kirlia glared into the mystical forest. “Just keep your trap shut,” he muttered, taking his steps into the underbrush and ignoring the voices in the wind. His only goal was forward.

It didn’t even take fifteen seconds for his request to be denied. “You’re here,” Buizel said in an accusatory voice. “I thought you’d be frozen there on the mountains. At least then you’d match your heart.”

Kirlia didn’t look back, unphased by the illusion’s words. “I’m not arguing. Save your prattle for somebody who cares,” he growled through gritted teeth.

“Y-you…! You know, I’m glad we got away from a blind fool like you!”

That makes two, Kirlia thought as he marched forward.

It was quiet for a while. Wilds were timid, weather was fair and hot, and there was plenty of shade to rest in. And the forest kept heat a lot better than the plains did, so nights were cool and humid. The illusions only bothered him again when Kirlia found the river.

They were on the opposite bank going the opposite way. One by one they appeared in the distance, strolling, marching, lumbering. They didn’t say a word, and neither did Kirlia. Out of his peripherals he could see them glancing over at him, staring pitifully, shaking their heads, grumbling something, and not saying a word. Dusknoir floating by, Blaziken out for a walk, Rose and Pyro on a search, his own father Gallade giving him a pleading, desperate look… Over the course of hours he saw everyone in the opposing traffic. Everyone save for the two targets.

Another night fell, and the rain finally and fiercely let itself be known. Gone were the stars and the whispering winds, for now there were bright flashes of light and bellowing roars of thunder. In a minute he was drenched in cold rain. He’d get sick soon if he stayed out in this, and getting sick in the middle of nowhere with nobody around for a hundred miles or more was asking for trouble.

Thankfully, a flash of lightning revealed to him a den carved into a stone bluff. Shelter, and a sturdy one at that. He placed his hands together and teleported into it, unaware that it was occupied.

…

Kirlia shot up to his feet, reaching into his bag and pointing the sheathed dagger straight at Riley’s muzzle. “The thief. Festuum. Where is he?” he demanded.

Cautiously Riley raised his paws over his head, trying his best to keep his expression neutral. His heart was pounding, and he was sure Kirlia’s was too. “Put that down. It’s just me out here,” he admitted, knowing he was digging his own grave. “We split up. Th- he went east to check up on something.”

Kirlia snorted. His eyes flicked to the mouth of the den, scanning the shadows as carefully as he could. The rain would obscure movement. “A likely story,” Kirlia scowled. “I’ll say this only once: surrender yourself and I’ll make this quick. I won’t hesitate.”

“Surrender?” Riley scoffed. “What, you still think I had anything to do with Bisharp? He framed me. I would never-”

“That’s to be determined back in Astraean. And even if you’re innocent, you’re still a human. You admitted it yourself.” Another flash of lightning lit up the den, and for an instant they could see the tension on the other’s face. Kirlia struggled to hold himself back while Riley fought to talk. “Unless you’re going to deny that too? Were the newspapers lying when they said you ran from the mother, corpse-walker?”

The Riolu bit his tongue. His paws balled into fists. “I’m a human, yeah. I only figured out what… what that means about ten days ago, and I have a hunch that this is only the tip of the iceberg. Sorry that I had to lie to you and everyone else, but… Well, you see how it is?”

Steel gleamed as Kirlia removed his dagger’s sheath. “You readmitted your guilt. What’s your choice? This is your last chance to take it,” Kirlia said through his teeth.

Riley gulped. His hands were starting to shake. “H-hold on. You’re d-doing this for Astraean, yeah? That’s what you said?” In the pause that followed, he put both paws together and attempted to steady himself. It didn’t work. He only got more nervous and afraid as Riley repeated what he was about to say in his head. Yet he had to say it. If this didn’t work, nothing would.

With a deep breath, Riley stared through the darkness at his former friend pleadingly. “Then help me. I think I can start to fix this.”

Seconds crawled by before Kirlia gave his permission in a single frigid word: “Explain.”

Riley’s heart skipped a beat. He hadn’t expected to be given a chance here. Even though it probably wouldn’t work, it was something. Now he just had to keep improvising.

“So… This might sound a bit strange, but I found Uxie in the middle of these woods. She’s the one that makes the illusions. I, uh… learned some things. And I should’ve died a few times. But for my troubles-” There wasn’t any point in bringing up the Nidoking, was there? “-she gave me a question. I asked her how I could stop humans from coming here, and she… uh, she pointed me towards where I might find answers.” That was close. He almost went ahead and told him where he was going.

An even longer pause passed by. A bolt of lightning struck a nearby tree, and the splintering explosion and the sound of thunder rang in Riley’s sensitive ears. Kirlia’s expression, however, had not changed. “You’re asking me to ignore everyone back home and leave them to their own devices while bandits and barbarians rise to take advantage of them? You’re asking me to abandon over a hundred thousand Pokemon for your little quest?”

Riley winced. “I-I’m asking you to help stop all this. No Pokemon being replaced anymore. Forever, maybe. Don’t you want that?”

“Of course.” It wasn’t an issue anyone had to think long on, especially for Kirlia. “That’s why you’re gonna tell me everything you know. So I can fix it after you’re taken care of.”

His heart stopped. The sound of the rain faded away as Riley’s eyes shrank. Across the den and shrouded in shadows stood a figure that somehow wanted him dead more than the Nidoking. Maybe more than anyone. Was there any hope of getting out of here without conflict? Even a shred?

“I smell your fear. What’s wrong? Don’t you want to stop this? Forever, maybe,” Kirlia spat.

“I…” Riley clamped his eyes shut, mentally screaming at himself to stay composed. “I can’t do that. I… I-”

“You what?” Kirlia stole another few steps. A few more and he’d be within range. “Say it already. Why can’t you? What’s more important to you than fixing all this?! What else do you need to fuck up before you’ve had enough?!”

“K-Kirlia-”

“Don’t pretend to be our noble savior! You’re just some selfish, arrogant kid that nobody asked for help! You’d be better off-”

“Jade needs me,” Riley growled back. He could feel tears welling up in his eyes, part fear, part grief, yet through those he glared at Kirlia with a fire ignited within him. “I promised him I would fix this, that he hadn’t died for nothing. And I can’t hand that promise off to someone like you.”

“I’m not asking-”

“You’re alone, Kirlia,” Riley stated accusingly. A flash of lightning showed the fury and discomfort on Kirlia’s face as he returned the glare. “Your team is gone. And nobody back home wants you either, right? Even I can see why. You’re running off nothing but spite and contempt.”

Kirlia shook with anticipation, held back by mere threads. And he could feel them snapping.

“You’ve gone backwards. You’re back at that training post all by yourself. Even if you say you’re doing this for Astraean, nobody’s behind you. Can’t you feel what you’ve done to yourself? I can. Fury and desolation- they’re radiating off of you.” Pleadingly Riley stared up at his friend’s face, trying his best to read the expression masked in shadows, praying that he could get through. “You’re more than that. Kirlia, please just forget this. You still have me. All you need to do is realize it.”

But they weren’t friends anymore. Gone were the days of the reckless adventurer and the dutiful son, of the eager newcomer and the acclaimed Explorer. Gone were the days where they could just be rivals. They were dead and replaced by traitorous abomination and wayward prince.

“If you’re done,” Kirlia growled through clenched teeth, “then stand up. Now. Riley, human of origins foul and unknown, I challenge you to a duel.”

The Riolu’s face scrunched in shock and disgust, which quickly combined into tamed anger. “No,” he answered back. “I’m not giving you an excuse here. You want to fight me? It’s gonna be your decision alone.”

Another bolt of lightning struck nearby, and the blue-white flare illuminated them again. A desperate, bitter, scared Riolu stared up at a Kirlia who only showed… what was that? Pity? Disgust? Like looking at a fly that still buzzed and flailed after daring to survive the swatter.

“Then there are no rules,” Kirlia observed coldly. “So be it.”

Instincts pushed Riley to dive away just as Kirlia’s silhouette lurched forward, sticking close to Riley’s heels. Blindly he bobbed and rolled away from a series of slashes, gaining as much distance as he could only for it to immediately close again. The dagger got too close. It brushed against his fur and got in a shallow cut along Riley’s chest, so swift and precise that he couldn’t feel the resistance.

A furious bolt of lightning flared into the den, illuminating the both of them and forcing their eyes shut. It threw them both off, but Riley recovered faster, lurching in and smacking his paw pad into Kirlia’s face. Aura burst out like flames from a cannon barrel, launching Kirlia back and against the hard wall. He only had seconds to spare now.

Praying in his head, he replayed the advice from earlier in the day, concentrating his aura and slowing it down. When it shot out of his palm he held a jet of frozen flame, which after an internal whooping cheer, Riley clapped both paws together, flattening the aura into a fan shape. A few hasty strokes of the paw later, and Riley brandished a pointed diamond shape that hovered an inch from his pink paw pad. Its blue light revealed the Riolu completely.

Kirlia rubbed at the back of his head as he stood to his feet, glaring at the phosphorescent light. “You’ve learned a new trick? Funny. I thought that would’ve been beyond you.”

“Just tell me when you’re finally done,” Riley advised.

“A shame. When I’m done with you, you won’t hear me anymore.”

Kirlia lunged forward with the point only to be deflected by a swipe from the blazing blade. He pressed again, and a thin streak of blue smacked the dagger away and slashed at Kirlia’s chest. Suppressing a gasp, he clapped both hands together and vanished in a soft golden glow, only to blink into existence behind Riley, their backs to each other. They both whirled around and slashed, catching each other’s blade, rattling as they pressed against each other.

In the blue light they were mere inches apart, staring into each other as they measured their resolves. Both were unwavering, both burning bright, both fueled by a vastly different cause. In less than a second they had perfectly read the other and caught a glimpse of what used to be. Kirlia saw that Riley was naive enough to be serious about his offer, and Riley saw that he wouldn’t take it.

For someone so lithe Kirlia put up a fight, but Riley naturally had greater muscle. The dagger was pressed back into Kirlia’s face. A few seconds more and it would have his own blood on it. Abandoning the clash, Kirlia scraped the blade away and leapt back, but not soon enough to avoid a cut along the back of his hand, just deep enough to do more than sting. For something so crude, the aura blade was as sharp as a razor.

And so the dance went. They made their way around the den over and over, chasing each other with swift swipes and careful maneuvers. Frantic dodges and parries meant that they scarcely scratched each other. And as the seconds passed their movements only got faster as they tested each other’s range and technique, finding openings and exploiting them, seeing how quickly the other adapted. Here Kirlia had the advantage by a mile. His experience and grace allowed him to waltz around the Riolu.

The turning point came in another clash. Riley intercepted a thrust straight for his chest with the flat of the blade, and Kirlia was using his momentum and height to push Riley back. It was working. In these sorts of clashes, once you started losing, it was nearly impossible to stop with brute force alone. Thinking quickly, Riley pushed back and kicked up high into Kirlia’s chin, so hard that he left the ground. Immediately he jumped in and kicked Kirlia’s chest with both heels and all of his weight. He only let out a hoarse gasp before he went soaring out of the mouth of the den.

Even with the canopy of leaves above, Kirlia skidded to a stop in a mud puddle several inches deep. The storm was only getting worse, it seemed. And the wrathful lightning proclaimed it was right on top of them. Snarling, Kirlia stood up and telekinetically scraped all the mud to fall at his feet.

Riley emerged from the den a moment later, now adorned with all of his stuff. The bag hung from his shoulders, the scarf was bundled around his neck, and the staff was in his hands. Only now, the flat blade was attached to the end of it like a partizan.

“Your secret technique?” Kirlia had to out-shout the storm, and his reward was nothing but silence as Riley calmly approached. Gritting his teeth, he flicked his wrist and conjured forth dozens of purple lights, flickering into existence like malevolent fireflies. They grew brighter and bigger, shifting to blue to pink to purple again, and suddenly they all shot towards Riley like stones from slings. The Riolu dashed behind a tree for cover only to hear the wood splinter and crack as the things burrowed through and passed just over his head. With a Quick Attack he kept moving, panting heavily as each one punched into the mud just behind his heels, like being chased by a line of bullets.

When the last one fizzled out, Riley turned his head to where Kirlia had been, drawn by a glowing lavender line that protruded from the hilt of the dagger. The short blade had been drawn out into a slender and elegant rapier, its point as narrow and sharp as a needle. Around Kirlia the purple spheres flickered into existence, one after the other like magic stones.

“You can see it now, can’t you?” he bellowed, turning to glare at Riley. Another bolt struck nearby, close enough for Riley to catch the electric scent of ozone. “My gimmicks. I’m not holding back this time. We’re not ending this in another draw!”

“Is that what this is about?!” Riley shouted back.

Kirlia flung his wrist in Riley’s direction, and the Psyshocks darted towards him one by one. The Riolu gritted his teeth and dashed to meet them. The first one was slashed in two by the aura blade, causing it to evaporate in front of his face. The next came immediately after, which he ducked and rolled just in time to avoid the third. He zipped and zigged hither and thither, pushing off trees and leaping through mud puddles. Before Riley knew it, a soft glow flashed in front of him, and he scarcely had time to process it before the lavender rapier was thrust towards his face. He ducked in time for it to only graze along the top of his skull.

And so the dance commenced again with Kirlia taking the lead. Riley didn’t have the room to breathe. Every attack he made just allowed Kirlia to get in closer, and every time he tried to defend, Kirlia immediately found and exploited the gap. The rapier would thrust and retreat in the blink of an eye, closing the opening before the cuts could start to bleed.

Riley leapt back with a Quick Attack, but the moment his feet left the muddy ground, Kirlia clapped his hands together and disappeared in a soft glow. He blinked back into existence right on top of the Riolu, rapier raised and pointed at the jackal’s head. The flat of the spear shot up to intercept it, shoving the slender weapon away before countering with a slash. Kirlia caught inches from his flesh, and another clash began as the weapons rattled against one another.

But it didn’t last long. A handful of the purple Psyshocks darted in like a swarm of hornets, and Riley, still yet to land, was powerless to avoid them. They crashed into his chest and his back like tiny, freezing meteors, and Riley couldn’t stifle his cry of pain as they dissipated inside of him. It was a miracle he could even keep one eye squinted open, for he could see Kirlia seizing the moment and shoving the aura blade aside. Riley thought quickly and aimed the other palm, firing a plume of aura into Kirlia’s gut and pushing him away.

When his paws touched mud again, Riley took the lead. He lunged forward with his grip choked up, aiming nowhere vital with a rapid flurry of jabs. Each one was expertly deflected or dodged, but the movements were too light and precise for something more blunt. The slender blade did nothing to stop Riley’s elbow from crashing into Kirlia’s forehead, nor the follow-up punch to the chest. Kirlia stumbled back in a momentary daze, and Riley stopped himself from pursuing.

An ill feeling crept over the Riolu as his hairs stood on end. The scent of copper filled his nostrils until it was overwhelming. What kind of omen…

White light trailed behind his legs as a Quick Attack sprung him forward. “Duck!” he exclaimed, wrapping both arms around his dazed opponent and lifting him up.

At once they saw it, they heard it, and they felt it. Blinding white light lit up the surrounding forest like a solar flare as a wrathful roar rattled their bones, putting even that all-powerful Nidoking to shame. And the force of the lightning split a great pine tree in half, stripping the bark and tossing it in all directions. Riley and Kirlia were hurled in a blistering shockwave and went skidding into the mud.

Both halves of the tree were immediately ablaze, and one of them creaked and groaned as it crashed into the underbrush. Fires were quick to start even in the heavy rains, hissing and steaming as they slowly spread.

Riley gritted his teeth as he brushed the bark off his back and arms, counting his luck that he didn’t have any splinters. He could still hear the rain despite a high-pitched ringing in his ears. A second later he turned to Kirlia, who was furiously shaking his head with his eyes screwed shut.

“You okay?” Riley asked gingerly.

Kirlia’s answer came slow and bitter a moment later. “How the hell did you see that coming?”

“I guess… I dunno, I just felt it. Smelled it a bit.” He rubbed the back of his head, unable to really explain why.

“Wh… You… You smelled lightning?” Kirlia scoffed. “That’s not how lightning works! It doesn’t give a warning before-” He bit his lip and stood up, briefly examining himself and finding nothing out of order. “Just get up already.”

The flames on the tree were spreading. The water on the ground and the leaves boiled into steam as the underbrush caught fire, and the rain that fell joined the shroud of haze before it could hit the forest floor. Flickering orange light bathed over the two.

Solemnly Riley looked up at the other boy. “You’re still not done?”

“Saving me once won’t invalidate everything I said. This isn’t about you or me, Riley.” The glowing rapier shifted over to his left hand as Kirlia stepped back, giving his opponent a respectful amount of space. “We’re doing this. Get up and fight me.”

Riley didn’t budge, didn’t look away. “It’s still your choice. I’m not making it with you.”

For an instant Kirlia hesitated. They both remained still as the fire fed and spread, as the rain whipped into them and winds violently shook the trees. And in this place of reflection, the prince and the traitor faced one another. Yet it was only for an instant. The doubt was snuffed out at the first sign of sparks.

“Very well. For the safety of Astraean, I cannot return home without you!”

Both hands swung towards Riley, and the purple orbs spun towards the boy at alarming speeds. The Riolu scrambled up and leapt out of the way as they burrowed into the mud and tree trunks. He bobbed and weaved, slashing some of them with the spear when he was cornered, but Kirlia outclassed him. Simultaneously one crashed into his chest and his back, riddling him with resonant agony. Spittle sprayed from his mouth as he cried out, falling limply to the ground as the spear dropped from his hands.

But he didn’t land. Invisible forces gripped Riley by the neck and the arms and hoisted him into the air as he gasped for breath. Kirlia’s right palm was aimed right at him, quivering faintly as he focused, then with a violent flail he hurled the Riolu into the trunk of a pine tree hard enough to break the wood and make a jackal-shaped hole. And then Kirlia did it again with another tree. And another. And another and another and another. The splintering and cracking sounds of the bark breaking grew more and more frequent until it was just one constant sound, and Riley merely a blur in the light of the fire.

It only stopped when Kirlia felt blood gushing out of his nose, and the Riolu was forcefully dropped back into the wet grass. His head was aching, throbbing, and yet Riley had it even worse. Kirlia wiped his nose and watched as Riley struggled to move and gasp for air. The fight was still on, apparently.

“Rrright,” Kirlia groaned, pointing both palms at the base of a thick, old pine tree. The mud churned and shifted as his telekinetic grasp pulled the tree up inch by inch, snapping the network of roots until it was finally free, leaving a wet and disgusting crater where it once was. Slowly, painfully, the tree drifted directly over the Riolu as Kirlia clenched his teeth. His skull felt like it wanted to split open, but the pain would be worth it. Riley didn’t even seem to notice his impending burial. “It’s time to end this.”

The tree dropped. Mud squelched, earth shook, leaves shivered, and Riley let out a windless squeak as he was pounded into the soaked dirt. The tree raised, granting the Riolu a single breath, and then dropped again. And again, and again, and again, each one hammering a crater deeper and deeper, burying the Riolu in the muddy earth.

After the sixth strike, Kirlia lacked the strength to lift it, and so finally gave up, leaving the tree to tilt over and crash into the blaze. He stumbled to a nearby birch and leaned against it, gasping as he pressed his forehead into the pale bark. The pressure strangely relieved the migraine, though only a little. The limits of his psychic powers had been shoved farther than ever before.

“Arceus…!” Kirlia hissed. “Can barely… think!” He slammed his forehead again, distracting himself with physical pain. The pain brought clarity, hit by hit.

“Are you satisfied?”

Kirlia froze at the voice. It was his own, yet it came from behind him. He turned cautiously around, knowing what he would see before it was even there. Kirlia’s exact copy stood with his back to the spreading fires, carrying the dagger in one hand and Riley’s head in the other. Or an illusion of it, anyways.

“I said ‘are you satisfied,’” the copy repeated.

“And I told you to leave me alone,” Kirlia spat. “I’m not here for your pretentious prattle.”

The copy presented the head of a Riolu, though with the fire behind him it was difficult to make out any detail. “This is what you wanted. You’ve won. Are you satisfied yet?”

He gave no answer.

“You’re not. You can’t be. Your own nature keeps digging your grave deeper and deeper, until you’ve buried everyone around you into a sinkhole. Maybe it’s a good thing that you’re alone.”

“Piss off,” Kirlia spat, turning away from the-

“Face what you are!” the copy roared, so loud that a startled Kirlia whirled back around. Lightning flashed as another bolt struck another tree, and in that brief flicker, the copy had changed for only an instant. The visage was burned into Kirlia’s eyes, and every second it remained there he felt his fury grow. Bisharp had stood there clasping Gallade’s head by the hair.

His eyes dilated and his hands balled into fists. The rapier’s glow turned bright and harsh. “You’re comparing me to him? Him?! That psychopath?!” Kirlia snarled, wishing he could strangle his double. “As if it’s even comparable?! As if bringing back order is remotely the same as smashing it to pieces?! Get your head out of your ass!”

The duplicate shook his head, sighing mournfully before meeting his glare again. “Ask yourself: would father support you if he saw you now? Or the citizens of Astraean? Especially after that violent display.”

Kirlia hesitated. “It had to be done. They would understand.”

Annoyed, the duplicate growled and marched towards Kirlia, letting go of the illusory head which evaporated away into nothing. It left a trail through the wet grass. “You’re a disgrace to yourself, and all those you do this for.”

Kirlia never gave an answer. The duplicate cocked its fist back and swung it into Kirlia’s jaw, sending the bewildered boy sprawling into the mud. A physical fist from an illusory being. It fell upon him, pressing its hefty weight into Kirlia’s thin chest and wrapping both hands around his neck. Telekinesis acted like gravity to further pin him.

“What the…?!” he choked, reaching frantically for the glowing rapier just out of reach.

Thirty feet away, a dazed, half-conscious Riolu climbed out of the muck, bruised and bleeding and burning around his neck. The scarf felt molten. If he was thinking clearly he might’ve taken it off, but in that moment he could barely remember anything.

This might be as bad… as that Nidoking’s kicks. His thoughts were as sluggish as his body felt. A berry. I need just about anything right now, so that I can… I can… what was I doing again?

Aimlessly he reached towards the end of the crater, paws sinking into mud and pulling himself up foot by foot. Gradually his senses loaded back in. He saw the harsh light of the inferno, heard it crackling, heard the thunder, heard muffled shouting. He could see and smell the blood that matted his face and his arms, feel the sharp pains all over his body being provoked by the harsh rains.


  Why…? I’m just going to get myself hurt even more, so why am I climbing up? What’s pushing me?


Wheezing, he pulled himself over the rim and half-sank into the cold mud. But before he could let it numb his pain, he saw Kirlia just up ahead, fighting against Kirlia. Punches were exchanged. Psychic orbs soared back and forth. The lavender rapier danced on its own, swooping and slashing in sync with the more battered of the two.

Two of them? How hard did I get hit… Slowly he shook his head. No. No, that’s right. I forgot where I was for a minute. Which… which means-

Suddenly alarmed, Riley twitched the muscles in the back of his neck, and the sensors hummed as they raised back up. The colorless landscape with a pale, misty sky was back. And what he saw perplexed him. Around the two there were pale green strange streaks and currents like an aurora, moving swiftly around each other or around objects. One of them coiled around a hefty branch and hurled it towards one of the Kirlia, only to be cut in half by the rapier, whose hilt was similarly shrouded in the pale green.

And through the lights he sensed two auras. One was jagged, dense and whirling around like a damaged diamond saw, while the other was remarkably smooth and perfectly spherical.

“H… hey!” Tapping into a hidden reservoir, Riley forced himself to his feet and ran forward. “Leave him alone! He’s not here for you!”

Neither of the Kirlias acknowledged him.

With a deep breath, Riley lunged between them, kicking the one with the smoother aura in the chest, then stood protectively in front of the other with his arms held out. The duplicate stifled a groan as it slid backwards into the mud.

“Uxie, Azelf, Mesprit…Whoever this is, leave us alone,” he said hoarsely. “Kirlia isn’t here to face your trials. Let us settle this.”

Behind him Kirlia growled, “I don’t need your-”

“Trust me. You can’t handle these. Especially now that I know the forest can do this, too,” Riley advised before turning back to the impassive face of the duplicate. “Please… If you keep this up, you might break him. You showed me mercy. Does he not deserve any?”

A long, tense silence fell, during which Riley felt both the duplicate’s inquisitive stare and Kirlia attempting to burn a hole in the back of his head with his eyes. Not even the pain could distract Riley from how scared he felt in those moments.

“Very well then, Voyager. You’re on your own.” The illusion melted away to reveal a white Meowstic matted with dirt, who teleported away before they could see anything else.

And it was just the two again, now half-surrounded by raging fires.

“How… Damn it, how are you even still standing?” Kirlia hissed through gritted teeth.

Riley shrugged, pulling at the scarf around his neck. The heat had become more bearable now, but not exactly pleasant. “Because… Well, because I have to,” he admitted, turning around to face his former friend. “Sure, it hurts, but you needed my help. The forest doesn’t like to play fair.”

Kirlia blinked. “Wh… what? You could’ve ran away. Gotten out safe.”

“And left you to break in these woods. To be taunted by everyone you know until you just can’t handle it anymore.” Riley shook his head and weakly smiled back at him. “I’ve had a taste of it. And it didn’t look like they were gonna pull any punches with you.”

It was plain on his face that his heart almost stopped. The orange light of the fire almost hid the flush on his pale face. For a moment, he’d nearly forgotten what he was here to do.

But of course he couldn’t forget his duty.

The rapier snapped into the hands of the prince of Astraean, pointed straight at the unflinching Riolu. “You threw away your only chance at victory. Wipe that smile off your-”

“Wrong.”

“… If you think you can talk me out of this, you’re mistaken. Did you not hear me earlier? You think you can win after all that?”

Riley nodded. Rain washed away the mask of blood and birthed anew. No fury, only tenacity. “I can because I have to. They’re all counting on me to make it back to them. And you can’t stop me. Who do you have to draw from? You don’t even believe in yourself.”

“Listen here you corny piece-”

“Everytime I see my reflection- his reflection- I’ll remember why I need to do this. I’ll hear the silent voices in my corner cheering me on, and I’ll feel them lifting me back to my feet. Can you imagine the strength that gives me?”

Kirlia’s chest heaved as his breath quickened. He ground his teeth and quivered, as if about to explode. As a forked bolt struck three more trees down to feed the inferno, Kirlia pushed both hands out to Riley.

A wave of force picked him up and flung him away like a doll. He caught himself on his wrists and flipped to his feet, only for the loose mud around him to stir and shift, rapidly climbing to complete Riley’s coffin. He leapt up into the air with a Quick Attack, only to suddenly freeze in place with an invisible force coiled around his neck. Kirlia bellowed a fearsome battle cry before Riley was flung yet again towards the inferno, pinned to the baked mud. The force around his neck constricted and choked him, rigid as stone as Riley flailed and kicked in vain.

“Stand up then!” Kirlia screamed, voice cracking, as he marched towards his opponent. “If you’re so special, then stand the hell up!”

“P… Ro…” It was no use. He was only wasting air. Every second counted, and he wouldn’t let himself burn any needlessly.

The sensors hummed as the colorless world of auras returned to him. Nothing else was around. The storm and the fire scared away all of the Wilds, and the only aura Riley could sense was steadily drawing nearer. And around his neck, just as he expected, was a pale green light like an aurora. A psychic collar, crushing his throat.

He acted before he knew what he was doing. A jet of aura shot from Riley’s paw, which his other one shaped and condensed into something akin to a fishing hook. With a breathless cry Riley cocked the paw back and clawed into the collar. The barb pierced the aurora (it had no texture aside from sheer pressure, like compressed air) and sank in. Immediately he gripped his own wrist and pulled with all of his strength.

It gave an inch, and Riley gasped for fresh (and heated) air. It gave a few more and the collar started to thin. With a high, spirited growl, one end of the collar snapped, and he flung it along with the hook behind him. As if magnetized, the aurora boomeranged back, but Riley was alert. He rolled out of the way and sprang to his feet.

Kirlia’s aura flared, and another aurora launched off of him. It swept at Riley’s feet while the other went for his chest. The Riolu dove between them, the gap so narrow that he could feel the air they stirred blast into him.

For an instant, Kirlia’s aura froze. Never before had somebody dodged his telekinesis, yet this untrained child… It was as if he could see them. Nothing like that was in any biological text, and yet…

With a second of reprieve, Riley gathered aura into his paw and shaped it into an apple-sized glob, then hastily flattened it and drew it out into one long strip.

He was only about halfway done when the auroras came lashing back at him, one high and one low. He dove underneath one, then caught himself with his hands and vaulted over the other. But once again there was little room to breathe. Every dodge he made put him further back to the inferno. Any further and he’d catch fire, burning away along with everything he hoped for.

And then, another aura burst into reality in front of him.

… No. No, that wasn’t right. It had that pale green shimmer around it, but the aura it encased whirred like a saw just the same. It was just like Kirlia’s aura. It was Kirlia’s aura.

Riley pulled the aura strip like it was a roll of tape and lunged forward, tackling Kirlia just as he blinked into existence. The strip looped around Kirlia’s waist and one of his arms, then immediately pulled tight as Riley tied and fused the two ends together. A punch to the chest knocked Kirlia off his feet, only for his new tether to pull taut and keep him only a few feet away.

“Did you just leash me?!” Kirlia bellowed, bitter and bewildered. With his free hand he made a slash for the phosphorescent strip only for it to bounce off.

Without a word the Riolu’s eyes opened, communicating more than words ever did with a single sorrowful glance. He pulled on the chord and brought Kirlia in range of a kick to the chin, evoking a cry of pain and releasing his grip on the rapier. The counter came reflexively afterwards when invisible force lifted the Riolu off the ground and into the air, dragging Kirlia along for the ride.

“I won’t let you throw me away!” Riley proclaimed.

Kirlia shook his head, reaching both hands together to teleport, only for another yank of the chord to disrupt him. Riley lurched forward and wrapped both arms around his opponent, and in the blink of an eye sprang forward and upwards with a Quick Attack. Searing, rising winds rushed past them as together they soared over the inferno. Kirlia, of course, squirmed and struggled to not burn alive.

“Are you crazy?! You’ll kill us both!” he screamed.

Despite all the aches and bruises, all the fear and peril, Riley could only bring himself to shrug. “Call it a test of faith,” he mumbled under his breath.

Without his sensors up, Riley couldn’t see how he did it, and from what he saw in the bright flames, he wished he could. The soil itself churned and shifted, turning over and burying the burning underbrush, clearing the flames in a small twenty foot circle. They tumbled over each other as they landed on the hot earth.

The air was agonizing to breathe, riddled with smoke and steam, as heat overwhelmed them like an oven. More thunder roared. Rain evaporated before it even touched their skin. Charred, blazing trees groaned and creaked as they fell over with a plume of embers. Sparks danced around the two in the scalding winds.

“You’re… you’re insane,” Kirlia wheezed, pushing himself up to his feet with his only free arm.

Riley punched his fists together before cracking his knuckles. “One way or another, I’m ending this now.”

The song was ending, and the final part of their dance commenced. Riley closed the short gap and threw all his weight into a punch, but Kirlia dodged to the side and landed a strong, precise jab to the back of Riley’s neck. A shock of pain shot through him as he staggered. Defensively he swept a kick at Kirlia, who was held from dodging back by the phosphorescent tether and took the hit to the side.

The rapier whizzed through the flames and snapped into Kirlia’s free hand, immediately thrusting forward and catching the Riolu by surprise. A glancing blow to the side of his neck gushed blood, and a follow-up slash to the chest oozed. Riley gritted his teeth to power through, pulling the chord and throwing a punch into Kirlia’s face.

Something invisible grabbed Riley by the foot and hoisted him upside down into the air. More of those glowing psychic darted in and assaulted him, pain dissolving into his body. He bit his lip to hold back a cry, enduring it the best he could. Teeth gritted, he yanked the phosphorescent chord and forced Kirlia up and into his face, then smashed an Iron Tail into his chest, spiking Kirlia into the dirt. Concentration broken, the force around Riley’s leg faded.

When he dropped back, even through the pain Riley didn’t relent. Every time Kirlia fought for space, he closed it in an instant, throwing fists and kicks recklessly. Step by step he forced Kirlia towards the flames, pushing through the unbearable heat, and he was close to helpless to stop him.

His back collided with a blazing tree, shaking loose a cloud of ash and sparks. A terrified Kirlia pointed the rapier at Riley to ward him away, but Riley saw only victory. He lunged forward. The psychic rapier sank into the Riolu’s gut and jutted out the other side. The pain was slow and strange like being pierced by a needle, but even as Riley ran further into it, it barely got worse. He gritted his teeth and bashed Kirlia’s head into the back of the tree.

And then he did it again. Again and again and again, punch after weighty punch, cry after spirited battle cry, a storm of fists crashed into his face and chest. Riley couldn’t stop. The moment consumed him. Tears streamed down his face. His body screamed for him to relent, to give it much-needed rest, but he couldn’t.

One final hit cracked the tree behind Kirlia, tipping over and falling into the inferno. The lavender light of the rapier fizzled out, and the dagger fell weakly to Riley’s feet. Kirlia wasn’t moving.

Adrenaline and endorphins flowed out. Pain returned. His shoulders sank and his eyes felt heavy. If the air wasn’t burning hot he would’ve been panting like the dog he was. Carefully, agonizingly, he knelt down to Kirlia’s unconscious form and wrapped his arms around him.

“Alright buddy,” he said through gritted teeth, wincing as he draped Kirlia over his shoulder. “Let’s… let’s get out of here. Even if I couldn’t get us to talk this out, you’re not dying here. Got it?”

He turned back to where he had jumped in from, and to his dismay saw a forty foot stretch of flames between him and the damp grass. Over triple what it had been not thirty seconds earlier. If Riley had been healthy there was little doubt he could make it, but with these injuries and the extra weight…

Damn it Riley, what were you thinking? he internally swore. Sure, it put Kirlia in a tight spot, but what about now? You can’t punch the fire away. Talk about out of the frying pan…

Riley shook his head and took a deep breath of the blistering, smokey air. He held Kirlia tight and tucked his head down.


  But I can’t just abandon him here, even if he’ll curse me for it.


Closing his eyes, the Riolu sprinted forward…

…

Some time later, one by one Kirlia’s senses returned to him. His smell is what initially roused him: smoke and sweetness, fruit roasting over an open flame, which was an oddly nostalgic smell for Kirlia. Its cousin, taste, came next, puzzling Kirlia to find remnants of a Rawst berry’s sweet yet tart juice. He had eaten? Who forced him to eat?

Touch came third, and Kirlia wished it hadn’t. His back felt like the fire had laid coals in his muscles, and his face and chest ached with countless wounds and bruises. Yet the pain was a fraction of what it had been earlier. Even his splitting headache was a mere aftershock. He could think clearly. And he remembered…

Sight and hearing came last. The flickering light of a crackling campfire greeted Kirlia as he stirred awake. He was laid against a scorched slope overlooking the sight of the inferno, acres reduced to blackened trees and ashy bogs. The fire had been stopped eventually, it seemed, but not before a scar had been left on the forsaken dungeon. Kirlia couldn’t evoke sorrow for the sight, given that…

“They work quickly, don’t they?” asked Bisharp, briefly glancing at Kirlia before tending to the fire with a stick. In the other hand, a thin twig held three Oran Berries cooking slowly and methodically. “The Water-types of the forest. It was a close battle for them, but they won. Damn impressive, no?”

An illusion. The forest just wouldn’t leave him alone. This was why nobody came into these woods, and why nobody would miss them if each and every tree was reduced to charcoal.

“Sorry. Just thinking to myself. How are you feeling?” Bisharp asked.

Kirlia averted his eyes, but their intensity betrayed him.

“You can thank Riley for your recovery, incomplete as it is. He spent over an hour looking for berries for the two of you. His pleas with the trees were just… delightful. He found some, of course, but I expect that it was just the dungeon going easy on you both.” Bisharp turned the Oran Berries over, and with a decisive nod he carefully placed them on the scorched grass. “He even left these behind for you.”

Brow furrowed, Kirlia’s gaze swept around him. A soot-smeared Explorer’s bag sat next to him, the emblem’s shine dulled with charcoal dust. A rudimentary rifling showed the essentials were all still there (berries, a length of rope, two orbs, a pouch of seeds, and the dagger strapped near the opening), and of course, his father’s bracelets were still on his wrists.

“You’re still mad at him?” Bisharp mused, quizzical expression morphing bit by bit into an amused, relieved smirk. “Good, good! I was worried he got to you. After all that corny-”

“I’m not mad,” Kirlia said evenly. “I’m done being mad. It weighed me down, and I lost because of it. I’m not dragging this anchor. My anger works for me. When I find him again, he’ll see only my ambition.”

The smirk remained, but the green eyes behind it glimmered. “Look at you, growing up before my eyes. I’d like to think that Gwyn and Gallie would be proud of you.”

Kirlia glared back, pushing himself shakily to his feet. “I won’t say it again. Your words are as empty as you are, wretched apparition,” he scowled, suppressing a groan as he forced his body to comply. The hunt was still on, after all, and his prey was still close.

Bisharp snickered, plucking a roasted berry off the stick and tossing it towards the boy. It bounced off his sore chest and fell into the soot-covered grass. A real, physical berry causing a real, physical reminder of his wounds, landing in real, physical grass. The terror that crept up Kirlia’s spine, too, was a physical chill like his soul was being ripped out. His face somehow went even paler as all of his tempered fury froze on the spot.

He found his words after a deep, shuddering breath. “Why are you here?”

Bisharp hummed musingly, weighing the decision over and deciding that there was little harm in sharing. “For Riley. He was starting to stagnate, so I had to make sure he’d keep moving. And to my surprise, he did. He even got rid of something for me, which was… unexpected.”

It took everything Kirlia had to maintain his composure. His hands quivered. “You’re working together?”

“No, no. I think he still wants to kill me, but I’m not his top priority. Which is fine. There’s still time left,” he shrugged, almost casual if not for the intensity of his stare. “But then you showed up. Lucky me. Now I don’t have to track you down anymore.”

The dagger snapped into Kirlia’s hand and was aimed between Bisharp’s eyes. “Took the words right out of my mouth,” he growled. One wrong movement, one rueful snicker, or any kind of provocation from Bisharp, and Kirlia would start a fight anew.

But Bisharp only stared back. The amusement wilted away bit by bit, peeling back to reveal… What was that? Those green eyes radiated refusal and sorrow, but what were they lamenting? Did he even want to know what the Mad Jack was thinking?

“You… You hate me, don’t you?” Bisharp asked. His dry, raspy voice only seemed more desolate. “It should be expected, but, you only hate me. Nothing else?”

A slight twist of Kirlia’s dagger confirmed this. A gleam of sunlight swept from the point to the hilt. “Only what a murderer deserves.”

Quizzically Bisharp tilted his head. “Do… You don’t know who I am, do you?” he asked. Kirlia remained still with bated breath. “I know you’ve read about me. You haven’t figured it out?”

‘Read.’ There was only one Bisharp that he’d ever read about, and it was one Kirlia had grown up admiring, just like the first Guildmaster, and like all the other heroes of the Guild’s early days. His uncle, and his father’s adventuring partner. A creeping cold crawled over the burn on Kirlia’s back.

“The only Bisharp I’ve read about is buried back in Astraean.” Even to himself the words felt defensive, and they only evoked a smile from Bisharp.

“An empty grave. Dig it up if you so wish. Twas nothing but a coverup,” he answered. “Sorry I couldn’t be around. I had to remain in exile for the longest while.”

“No,” he dictated, as if reality could change to his whims. It was only confusion that struck him. Not fury, not grief, not joy- sheer bafflement that only blurred his purpose. “I’m supposed to believe you’re my uncle? Just like that?”

“Something like that.” Bisharp’s rusted joints squealed as he got to his feet, kicking dirt and ash over the fire in an attempt to put it out. “I can prove it, if you want. Did Gallade ever tell you your name?”

Kirlia’s visible shock made the answer clear.

“Yes, your name. Gwynevere wanted to give you one, but your father… There was a human epidemic going on. He didn’t want it coming back to you, so he…” More squeaks as Bisharp clenched his sharp, unnatural fingers into fists. “He took it from you. Took away her only gifts. It was a sweet name for a sweet child: Mergo.”

Kirlia blinked. “‘Mergo,’” he repeated. A strange name. He’d never heard it before.

“Mergo,” Bisharp forlornly sighed. “You can ask the staff back home about it. Audino would probably know, as would Dusknoir. Since after all- Ngh!” Suddenly Bisharp staggered backwards, clasping the side of his helm as he screwed his eyes shut. Alarmed, Kirlia checked his peripherals for the source, yet kept the dagger homed in on Bisharp’s face. The Mad Jack was breathing heavily, shaking despite no physical wounds. “Al… alright, I’ll hurry up. Give me two minutes.”

Fear gripped Kirlia, and his eyes darted around behind him. He couldn’t sense anybody else. “Who the hell are you talking to?!” he barked.

“I needed to find you, Kirlia, because of that.” A sharp metallic finger pointed to the intricate blue bracelets around Kirlia’s wrists. “I need one. And I’ve waited long enough. If they weren’t attuned to you I would’ve stolen one, but-”

“But nothing. They’re all I have left,” Kirlia scowled.

“… but since you have to take them off yourself, I thought I’d ask.” Another sigh. “I don’t suppose I could get you to reconsider. ‘Cause while I can’t take it off your wrist, the other end only has a pesky shoulder in the way.”

Another shiver. All at once Bisharp’s voice was its usual sweetly terrible quality, brimming with thinly-veiled threats behind every word and every smile. But there was no smile. Kirlia could scarcely bring himself to breathe, let alone speak.

“Do me a favor and reach into your bag, will you? Your dad left you a gift, and I went ahead and put it there for safekeeping,” Bisharp requested.

As reluctant as Kirlia was, his shaking hand reached into the bag of its own will. He couldn’t disobey. Why was he listening to him? Why couldn’t he just run? Or fight? Or do anything besides submit like a coward? He pondered these questions, mentally cursing at himself as he sifted through the items without looking, waiting for the one that felt unfamiliar. Berries, seeds, rope, two orbs, a canteen… Wait, two orbs? He only ever carried around a single Petrifiy Orb. Where had the second one come from?

Something was wrong from the moment Kirlia touched it. It wasn’t the same perfect sphere despite the glassy texture, and he could feel power radiating off of it, traveling up his fingers and dissipating into his arm. And as he picked it up, out of his peripherals he saw a faint, comforting glow from the stone, fading from a pale, translucent daybreak blue-green outside to a pure white star in the middle.

A dawn stone. The same one Gallade had withheld for the day Kirlia had finally proven himself. The object he had fought to earn for so long…

Kirlia yelped and dropped the stone, backpedaling away from it in complete panic.

“Funny thing about evolution,” Bisharp continued dryly. “As long as you have the flesh around you, evolving will completely cure you. It’s a biological failsafe so that abnormalities don’t form, so as long as it’s not a birth defect, you’ll be regenerated. Popped eyes, great gashes, and even severed limbs.” Kirlia’s heart beat like a drum. The dagger shook. In that moment he had never felt so weak nor so young. “I won’t say it again,” he warned.

A shriek escaped Kirlia as a psychic blast slammed the ground around them. Earth was overturned, flinging soot and soil and shrouding them in a thick dust cloud. In the next instant, Kirlia placed his hands together and disappeared. And the moment be blinked into existence amongst the ash, he disappeared again. And again. He had to flee. As shameful as it was, fighting would be suicide. Astraean needed him. He had to prove it to them. How was he supposed to-

It happened so quickly that Kirlia didn’t know what happened. His Teleport stopped working. His left hand relaxed and fell limp, and then the entire arm fell. But it couldn’t be. There hadn’t been any pain. He scarcely felt more than a brush across his shoulder, yet now it was consumed with a fierce icy burn. And there it was, captured in Bisharp’s waiting hand. Shame. Fear. Agony.

“All you Psychics do the same damn things,” he observed coldly, sliding the bracelet down the arm and off the severed end.

“N-no!” Kirlia pivoted and whirled around, but the dagger was barely clenched in his hands before Bisharp booted him in the chest. He went soaring, rolling over and over, carving a shallow groove in the ground as he skidded to a stop. With his teeth bared, Kirlia pressed against the wound in a futile attempt to stop the bleeding.

It was gone. It was fucking gone.

“Here.” Bisharp carelessly tossed the thin arm a ways to Kirlia’s left. The boy winced as he watched it, his eyes wet with bitter tears. “Make up your mind soon. Once the arm is completely dead, it could lead to… complications,” he advised, calm and dry, looking over the newly acquired bracelet with subdued fascination.

“Y-you’ll reg-gret this,” Kirlia growled, dragging himself forward. He felt the ember of fury smoldering inside his chest, but it wasn’t ablaze. There was no smoke obscuring his vision anymore. The anger that should have been there was hollow. “Mark my words. If you don’t kill me now… I’ll destroy you. I’ll repay you a hundredfold for what you’ve done, no matter who you might’ve been.”

The look Bisharp gave him, with cold blue eyes like the empty skies above Shiversnap, was filled with pity, as if Kirlia was just a mangled Wildie. Something lesser. Something pathetic. It only lasted a moment before Bisharp shook his head and walked away. “You need help, Mergo. Go home. Being alone right now isn’t good for your well-being.”

Kirlia gave no answer, hardening his glare as he pulled himself forward. He knew what he had to do, even if he hadn’t accepted it yet.

“I mean it.” Bits of charcoal crunched under his heavy steps as he left the boy. “Find someone who trusts you as much as you trust them. Find friends like that. They’re out there, Mergo. Nobody is born in this world to be alone.”

Kirlia slowed. Through the bitter tears he looked back towards Bisharp as he disappeared over the crest of a hill. Even though the bracelet went with him, the words echoed in Kirlia’s mind. Nobody is born in this world to be alone.

If that was true, then why…

He fell over the cold, paling arm, laying on it hesitantly. But he had to get it back. If he didn’t, then what would Kirlia be? Who would respect him? It couldn’t end here. It wouldn’t. He reached his shaking hand into his bag, holding tight onto the dawn stone. Power tingled up to his elbow.


  I’m sorry, dad. I’m really sorry. I promise, one day I’ll earn this. Even if… if I can’t hear your approval, I’ll do you proud.


The star in the middle of the stone twinkled. Light crept through the green mantle and broke through, enveloping Kirlia in a pure white shimmer. All the pain of his injuries melted away. Overwhelming power rushed into him, as one by one his limits snapped.


  So then there’ll be no doubt…


…

The hunter had followed Kirlia’s tracks to an interesting sight. Knowing the forest, he’d half-expected it to be an illusion, but the soot was clinging to his plush white fur. And the smell of smoke hung thick in the air. This fire, however contained, had been fierce. But it was the single Pokemon amongst the ashes that really grabbed his attention.

Charred tree trunks hovered in the air, drifting in invisible currents above the head of a soot-smeared Gallade. The Absol counted seventeen, and an eighteenth was making its way into the circle. Though the Gallade had his back to Abby, he could just see one of Kirlia’s bracelets on his right wrist, now nearly a perfect fit.

“You’re here early,” observed the Gallade. Even with a voice so deep, Abby knew it almost instantly. The brittle, noble, icy quality to it wasn’t easy to replicate.

“Yes, my liege. I had a bad feeling so I departed early. And it would seem that I missed something big,” Abby replied evenly.

The Gallade turned slowly around to face his retainer, charred trees whirling faster and faster. “Yeah, you definitely missed it. I found Riley. The forest caught on fire. Lost to him. And when I woke up, guess who else was there?” He paused just long enough for Abby to form a guess, but not long enough to vocalize it. “That damn Bisharp. And after a lot of stupid shit, he took off my father’s bracelet. Stole it. Had to cut off my arm to get it.”

“But you got better,” Abby pointed out, advancing towards his liege through the ashy bog.

The Gallade grimly nodded. “It was either that or give up.” Testily he drummed his fingers on his calloused arms. His expression sank, and his eyes, now strangely almost a purplish red, aimed down to his feet. With a deep sigh, he went on. “It was supposed to be a special occasion, you know. I don’t know what he had planned, but dad… He wanted me to evolve only after I mastered a special technique. ‘Blunt-Point.’ Supposedly it makes it so a razor doesn’t cut. He… Gallade wanted me to prove that I could handle it. And I only proved that I can’t.”

Abby shook his head as he crossed underneath the whirling trees. His impassive expression was impossible to read. “You’ve lost your team, lost your respect, lost your fight, and you’ve lost your heirloom. And even your rite of passage was taken from you. And yet…” He glanced up above their heads. “Yet what’re you doing now? Practicing?”

Somberly, the Gallade nodded. “I haven’t gotten tired since I started,” he said with subdued pride.

The hunter smiled warmly. “Then you’ve got a lot to prove. And you’re already working on it.”

He almost smiled along with him, but he caught himself just as the corners of his lips turned. And suddenly he was nervous. Carefully the logs slowed before dropping softly into the bog, forming a ring around the two. The Gallade swallowed, taking a sharp but shallow breath before asking his question. “Tell me, Abby, why do you follow me?”

“Pardon? Where did that come from?”

“J-just answer the question.”

The Absol paused, staring straight into the Gallade. Politely he sat down on his rear, uncaring of the mess it added to his coat. “Because I think you can bring the change we need. You said it yourself. You want to make the Guild into something more than glorified mercenaries. You don’t want peace at the cost of progress. As long as you stand by your vision of Astraean becoming a proper sovereign nation, then I’ll stand by you. And only for that long.”

The words were honest. He could tell based on the smell in the air. That was an ability that hadn’t changed, even though everything else had. And because they were honest, even though they were blunt, he was happy to hear them. Someone finally believed in what he did.

Nobody is born in this world to be alone.

“Satisfactory?” Abby asked.

The Gallade nodded his head, wiping at his face to mask the hint of relief. “Yes. Thank you,” he answered. The two exchanged bows, and then the Gallade turned towards the rest of the forest, untouched by the fire. “Are you feeling well again? I’ll need you to track for me.”

Abby puffed his chest. “I caught up to you, didn’t I?”

“Good. I know Bisharp walked that way, but… We can’t handle him. Evolving isn’t anywhere near enough.” It was easier than he expected to admit it aloud. “But Riley should be easy pickings. And he can’t be too far from here now. Last I checked, he was bleeding a lot. His scent should be around here somewhere.”

“And so is the smoke,” Abby countered, standing up and scanning the surrounding area. “And with the storm last night, and all the falling trees in what I presume is your battlefield, it might be difficult to find. But, in conditions like this, there’s definitely a trail somewhere. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Good. Then get to it.”

“Yes, Kirli- err…” The Absol chuckled a bit. “I guess you’re Gallade now, aren’t you?”

He subconsciously shifted his eyes from one side to another, drumming his fingers on his forearms. ‘Gallade.’ Was he ready to be the Gallade? To be another nameless ‘mon? To forever be in his father’s shadow?

“… A-actually…” He trailed off. Only when Abby glanced back over his shoulder curiously did he find it in him to continue. “You… You can call me Mergo from now on.”

  



45. Ashen Flower: Part 1


    
    The Charmeleon tumbled and rolled as he was shoved off the wagon. Specks of mud rained down as the wheels raced and rocked over the bumpy path. Pyro scrambled back up to his feet, fuming, but the snickers and sneers of the Exploud and Magmar only grew further, further away.

 

“NOW JUST LAY THERE AND ROT!!” the Exploud roared, disgusted yet still grinning, then slammed the rear door shut. The caravan continued speeding away, and no matter how fast the Charmeleon ran, he couldn’t even keep pace.

 

“Forget them,” Rose called after him.

 

Pyro slowed down just long enough to glance back over his shoulder. Fire billowed from the corners of his maw. Was she really about to take this without a fight? She was barely even walking! There was annoyance on her face, but it was aimed only at him.

 

“I said to forget them!” she ordered.

 

He wanted to catch back up to them. He wanted so badly to rip that door open and tear into that Exploud, and everyone else that threw them out. He wanted to take out the stress and frustrations that had been piling up day after day, to demand some level of respect out of everyone again. He wanted, and yet he slowed to a stop. The flames flickered and died.

 

The Roselia walked up the path as Pyro regained his breath. “They’re just a bunch of bastards,” she grumbled. “Don’t stoop to their level. It’ll only prove them right in their mind.”

 

“We can’t keep letting them get away with this,” he growled. “They charged us extra to catch a ride, and they had the  nerve  to throw us off? How are you not sick of being treated like dirt?!”

 

The look on her face as she stared back caught him off guard. She was tired. She was beaten. She looked countless cycles older, and not a single one had been kind to her. “I am. That’s why we have to get to the bottom of this mess instead of making everything worse,” Rose admitted. “Just keep moving. We managed to hold onto our bags, so we won’t have to forage for a few more days. Now let’s hurry and find somewhere to camp. There isn’t much sunlight left.”

 

Pyro hung his head and clenched his claws into fists. “Right,” he relented. What had happened to her? What happened to them both?

 

For ten days now, this had happened again and again. The remnants of Team Hellraisers were forced to travel on foot. Express Pokemon were busy tending to their own families or helping Pokemon relocate, and the few that were left didn’t want to help out the corpse walker’s friends. A few times they were lucky to catch a ride on a caravan, but they were inevitably recognized. The things that were said, the looks in their eyes, placing the burden on them…

 

 They  were the ones that accepted him, weren’t they?  They  had befriended the parasite.  They  let it close to the Guildmaster to let that vile fiend strike, so what were  they  going to do about it? Why hadn’t they left sooner? They were just going to let the human escape, weren’t they? Or were they just going to meet up with it?

 

Hostility, desperation, projection. The two of them were the closest cause they could point to. A few times it had gotten physical, and they were forced to flee to avoid making things worse.

 

And as stressful as it got, they could see why everywhere. Homes outside of towns were abandoned and pillaged. The word was that everyone was moving into the cities, where the Guild members were forming into militias to protect from the rapid increase in bandits. And while they said they answer to Rhyperior, how long would that last? There was a power vacuum forming in the west of Arushar. The Pokemon had a right to be afraid, and Rose and Pyro made for convenient outlets.

 

And where was their strawman to burn? Out in the sand doing Arceus knew what while the world was falling apart.

 

Ten days of bitter thoughts, ten days of marching and steadily advancing northeast, yet Pyro was getting nowhere. The scenery changed, and the Sawtooth Mountains were behind them with nothing but high desert ahead. Short dry grass, sagebrush, shrubs, a few cacti, and the occasional tree if they were lucky. At least they could see Pokemon coming from miles around, and with the flame on the end of Pyro’s tail, they could see him too.

 

They got lucky as the sun was setting over the Sawtooth Mountains. A bushy paloverde tree stood on the slope of a heath surrounded by wild, unkempt sagebrush. Shade from the merciless sun, cover to obscure his flame, and no Wildies that they could see claiming this as their territory.

 

As Pyro ripped the sagebrush from the ground and tucked it under one arm, Rose’s thorned vines wormed into the ground and toiled away, churning it into loose earth. After a few minutes, Pyro came over and pushed most of the dirt out, and the two were left with a crude firepit. He dropped in brush. She carefully produced two apples from her bag and found a long enough stick to hold them both. Pyro spat a small flame into the pit, and as soon as their campfire started, Rose sat down on the mound of dirt and began to roast.

 

He swept his gaze along the western horizon, where the mountains looked ablaze as the last of the twilight sky faded away. All around them, the high desert was blanketed in shadows. Loose shapes darted around. Wildies returning home before it was too late? Predators giving chase to those unfortunate souls? Pyro recognized a few for sure. The arms of a swaying Cacnea turning away from them, and a Gligar drifting silently down onto some poor unsuspecting prey poorly obscured in some sparse brush.

 

“Nothing but Wilds for miles,” he observed cautiously. “Do you think we’ll run into bandits all the way out here?”

 

Rose weighed the question over longer than she probably should have. “It  is  empty, but that’s just it. If there’s anyone unsavory out here and we let our guard down, we won’t get any help.” She tore her gaze away from the apples momentarily to perform the same sweep that her partner had. “Not many places to hide, but they’ll be able to see smoke from just about anywhere.”

 

“R… right.” His shoulders sank. He couldn’t help it, but he was always a detriment in these cases. His fire announced to the whole world where he was. “Should I take the first watch then?”

 

Rose looked up at him. “Are you feeling up to it?”

 

“Yeah, I’m fine!” He forced a smile. “Go ahead and take the first rest after the apples are done. I know walking’s hard on you, so-”

 

“I can  handle  walking,” she huffed in mock-offense. Or at least, he  hoped  it was only in jest. “But if you insist on being a gentlemon, who am I to take that from you? Thank you.”

 

“No problem.”

 

Not long after, the apples were baked enough to eat, and she pointed the stick at the Charmeleon. He pulled his off and sat down next to her while she removed her own with some effort and strange undulations of her petals.

 

“I wish we had some spices with us. A sprinkle of cinnamon would go great, yeah?” he suggested.

 

Rose nodded. “It’d need sugar, too. Salt for some contrast.” She shrugged her shoulders and ate it anyways. It was sweet enough, and this was the closest thing to a hot meal they could manage.

 

He was a little more hesitant, however, as he began looking his over. “Remember… Remember that Drilbur from a couple weeks back? He carried spices with him, didn’t he?”

 

“He was some sort of noble,” she said between bites. “Probably never ate unseasoned food in his life before this.”

 

Pyro fidgeted. “W-when we stock up next, what do you say we get a more diverse inventory? We’ve been eating apples for a week straight now.”

 

She shook her head. “They’re cheap, and we need to save our coin. I’m hoping to buy a ride in the next town. I’ll drag myself through the desert if I have to, but I’ll do everything I can to avoid it.” It was so blunt that Pyro winced.

 

Things went on like that for a few more minutes. They talked of the path ahead of them, of the food and the fire in front of them, but they were dancing around the obvious question. It kept echoing in Pyro’s head, louder and louder every time, yet he was too afraid to ask. The potential answers petrified him.

 

‘What are we going to do after he’s found?’

 

Maybe they’d join with Scizor’s Guild while they were there, or maybe Leavanny’s. Maybe everything would stay the same. Maybe it would be like none of this ever happened. It would only be a painful memory, and after this was all sorted out, the two or three of them could go back to being Explorers again.

 

Or maybe Riley’s humanity had driven a wedge between them. Even after all this time, they’d barely talked to each other about it all. Amidst the grief, the betrayal, the stubborn will, they hadn’t found the time to honestly talk to each other, friend to friend. The thought of growing apart from Rose made him shiver. At least like this he could be with her. At least like this they were still together. She was all that he had, and that was even more true now.

 

Rose finished her apple before Pyro had taken a single bite, and she stretched her arms above her head as she fought off a yawn. “Wake me up whenever you’re ready, okay?”

 

He nodded. “Okay.”

 

Leaning back into the pile of loose dirt, comfortably warm on the edge of the campfire’s radius, she rested her head on her flowers and closed her eyes. “Goodnight.”

 

“Goodnight,” he wished back.

 

For a minute, the Charmeleon sat there, listening to his partner’s breathing steadily become deeper, lighter, rhythmic. He kept asking himself how she could fall asleep so easily these days. Was she just that tired? Exhaustion wasn’t doing him any favors. Most of the time he took first watch in hopes that he’d get tired enough to fall asleep faster, and that was a gamble.

 

With a silent sigh, the Charmeleon gingerly stood up and walked through the sagebrush, his tail draped over his shoulder. It was a short climb to the top of their hill, but from the crest he could see for miles and miles. This dreaded heath was on the verge of night as the mountains’ shadows stretched across the land. Curious eyes gleamed as they reflected the firelight, some distant and some close. He could see the path ahead of them winding over more and more gradual slopes, the high desert looking soul-crushingly endless, even though the next village wasn’t too far.

 

And behind them, where the sun still shone for just a little while longer, was Astraean. He instinctively turned towards his home, shoulders sagging, apple slipping from his claws. Ten days? It really had been ten days? All that time passed by, and yet what had they done since they left Astraean?

 

He could just barely see it from here. A white shape atop a singular mountain in the Sawtooth chain, slithering down the slope like a silver serpent. The place he loosely recalled as his home. The place where he first met Rose.

 

What happened to them?

 

Riley happened to them. Humanity happened to them.

 

… No, that wasn’t fair, was it? As far as anyone knew, Riley didn’t ask for any of this. He had to have found out the truth by now, hadn’t he? Pyro could only imagine how it would rattle him. A big part of him still thought of Riley as a friend, and it wanted to find and help Riley out.

 

But that was ignoring everything else. Riley had been dropped into their lives without warning, and the team had never been the same since. Initially the two of them had to acclimate him to the world and the Guild, more caretakers than friends, and while that first week was…  rough , had things not calmed down? After they came back from that quest in the desert, Riley had been a bit more civil. Just a bit. Rose in response seemed willing to accept him, so Pyro too made an effort. For her sake. And it was just that sudden that Riley became their focal point.

 

What did she see in him? Sure, Riley was starting to change before everything fell apart, but to go through all this? How could Rose be so sure? It made Pyro feel like a terrible friend. He was still so uncertain about everything, and for the life of him he couldn’t figure out what he’d do if he found Riley again. Part of him wanted to leave it to somebody else. And yet Rose was willing to push on for Riley. She was enduring all of this for a human. No feelings of betrayal, no residual bitterness, only unfaltering kinship.

 

A shiver ran up his spine at the thought of that word. That damnable word. ‘Kinship.’ It brought back thoughts he’d denied for so long, and they wouldn’t go away. ‘Kinship’ with a human. The more it persisted, the more things made sense. She was pushing forward as if Riley was still family, as if his human essence didn’t bother her.

 

“Could she…?”

 

Pyro sat down, hugging his knees to his chest as he stared at the serpentine shape on the distant mountain. His claws sank into his shoulders as he tried to focus.

 

“No… No, she can’t be,” the Charmeleon insisted.

 

But she could. The idea was invasive, growing like an infection. He had to know. And though those first memories were hazy, thinking about them now… they bothered him. Something wasn’t right. Rose wasn’t right.

 

Pyro  had to know.

 

As he stared at the great serpent on the mountain, he could feel the cycles turning back. He sifted through murky memories of the mountaintop, of his Inferno and the grave of the great serpent. Direct thoughts broke down into pictures and emotions, ideas and gestures. It felt like he was swimming deeper and deeper, fighting against his own buoyancy in order to see what was at the bottom. And the pain, too. Something ached in the back of his skull. He shouldn’t be doing this. Everything was telling him to stop.

 

Yet he could see it. With his eyes screwed shut, ignoring the pain and his screaming instincts, he could just see the outline.

 

…

 

Light snow melted on Charmander’s scales, seeping little thorn pricks of cold into his weary body. The unfamiliar sting stirred him from fitful slumber, and things were just as he’d left them. He was still hungry, still bruised, still sore, and still cold.

 

It was the cold that got to him the most. Since when had he ever felt cold like this? His tail flame was barely more than a flickering wisp. It was unnatural.

 

Claws twitched to break the frost. Blue eyes opened and scanned the surrounding forest. It was eerily, ghostly quiet as the first snowflakes powdered the foothills, and not a soul moved. Slowly, silently, Charmander pushed himself upright. A sharp pain in his back protested, and in his weakened state, he was tempted to listen to its demands.

 

Charmander needed food. And in the winter, prey was almost impossible to find. Even his family would have trouble finding anything, let alone him. What was he supposed to eat? Twigs? Bark? He’d have to find something soon, lest his fire flicker out.

 

So he set off, pressing through the morning mist, with scarcely a clue of where he was going. Away. That much was definite, but where would ‘away’ take him? What was beyond this hill? And the one after that? And the one after that? What awaited him beyond these foothills? Would he be able to rest there? Eat there?

 

The morning crawled by, and all Charmander had accomplished was putting a few more hills behind him. And in all that time, the only other Pokemon of the forest he saw were two brown-coated Deerling following close behind a Sawsbuck with a plume of soft white fur around her neck. They stared him down just as he did them. Yet after a minute of silence, Charmander sighed and moved on. Even if it was his only chance, he still had no chance.

 

He sat atop a tall hill, shivering at the base of yet another tree, pressing his tail against his chest to return the heat back into him. He’d caved in. The winter cold drained his fire, and he needed fuel to stay alive. Begrudgingly, Charmander sat chewing on a handful of twigs and pine needles, fighting back the urge to wretch.

 

None of this was right. He wasn’t right.

 

Longingly he peered back over his shoulder at the mountains he fled. A long, snow-capped chain of splintered stone, the weathered result of splintered wounds. A place for only the strong. And amongst the fangs of stone, he saw it: a white line of boulders slithering up the slope and to the highest summit. The tail of the serpent. The den of his inferno, where-

 

 Can’t!  He twisted away and screwed his eyes shut. It made him feel weird. Complicated. Think about returning.  Can not back look. Must do the going forward. 

 

He swallowed. It tasted awful, but the effects were almost immediate. The flame on his tail surged to life, and warmth returned to his small body. He was still hungry, still confused, still scared, but at least he wasn’t cold anymore. He could keep going for one more hill, and a little bit more. He would see-

 

“ G-get away from me! Help! ” shrieked something frail.

 

Charmander stopped and darted his head. Mouth noises. The strange purposeful gibberish that he somehow understood, just like the noises in his head. Someone else could make the same noises too?

 

And they needed help! Charmander scrambled to his feet and dashed down the hill towards the voice. Amongst the cries, he heard grunts and slashes and quickened steps. A fight. Charmander’s eyes started to blaze.

 

A pale-looking Budew did her best to clear the roots and the stones in her blind path, but she was clumsy. It didn’t help that the predator, Poochyena, wasn’t too far behind. Frozen, frightful tears stuck to Budew’s face.

 

“Not supposed to be like this! Not supposed to be like this!” she exclaimed to an uncaring world.

 

Poochyena leapt for his prey, but was caught midair by a glob of flames straight into his chest. His cry of shock and anguish drowned out anything Budew had made. The prey in question whirled around just in time to see an orange streak tackle the predator to the ground, and the two rolled over and over each other as they descended the hill.

 

They only stopped when they hit a pine tree, and Poochyena came out on top. Snarling he reared up and dropped his claws in a vicious slash. Charmander intercepted one, but the other cut through the scales along his arm and marked red lines down his underbelly. Powering through, Charmander grabbed one of Poochyena’s forelegs and yanked him forward, bashing his skull into the predator’s. Poochyena reared back and swung his ringing head from side to side.

 

“Wh-what’s… going on?” Budew asked anxiously. Various trees and shrubs obscured her view.

 

Charmander didn’t relent. He sprang at Poochyena and pinned him to the ground, spitting another glob of fire straight at the predator’s face. In a blind panic Poochyena furiously bit at him, leaving shallow cuts across his arm and chest. Charmander cried out in pain, but he had to push through. In one fluid and forceful motion, his fangs were around Poochyena neck. And in the next moment, the struggle started to fade.

 

Cautiously, she approached a few steps now that things were quieting down. “I guess… You can’t understand me either, can you?”

 

Charmander’s head shot up as he stared back at her, puzzled. Blood covered his maw and chin.

 

Shaking, she backpedaled as fast as her small body would allow. “Th-this isn’t… I’m… J-just leave m-me-“

 

“ Wait! ” he called after her. The strange gibberish. She spoke it too? She must have, since she stopped right there. Fear gradually turned into befuddlement. “Do you… you know? Place that you were birthed?”

 

She stopped, though she was clearly still in shock. Maybe the blood was putting her off? The sight scared a lot of things off. Considerately he wiped at his maw and chin, smearing it all with his scales until it was a sunset red. At least it eased her concerns a  little , as she approached a step further.

 

“Uh… not from here,” she answered, fighting off a shiver. “Do you know where ‘here’ is, by the way? I’m… lost.”

 

Charmander exhaled, twin tendrils of steam hanging in the air. ‘Lost’ indeed. Budew were supposed to be hibernating this time of year with all the other Grasses. “‘Serpent’s Forest’ is here. You shouldn’t be. Freeze you.”

 

Budew mumbled something under her breath, shook her head, struggled to keep her balance, and then kept approaching. “I assume you’re friendly?”

 

‘Friendly?’ What did that… “Hurting? No no no no.” Vigorously he shook his head. “Wanting to talk. Can yes?”

 

“Y…” She gulped. “You’re the friendliest I’ve found so far, so… Yes. N-not to mention…” Her gaze intensified on the tail flame, and her pace quickened remarkably. “I-I’d freeze out here by myself, so… Th-th-thank you. I’m lucky.”

 

Budew was a strange one. If the hibernation issue wasn’t enough, she was seemingly fluent in this nonsense. What kind of curse was it? What gave it to him? He had to know. “Who you are?” he asked.

 

“I’m…” A deep sigh, followed by a long, sorrowful pause. “I can’t remember my name. It’s all hazy-”

 

“‘Name,’” he echoed, butchering the word as he tried to decipher it. Even though it was new to him, he felt like he understood the concept. Like a personal title, right? But why was that her first thought when it came to ‘who’ she was? Maybe this Budew was somebody important.

 

Budew stopped at the edges of his flame’s heat, analyzing his confusion. “Names. You know, like… Don’t you have one? Or are you just Charmander?”

 

“Charmander,” he yipped back instinctively. Though it was the first time hearing it aloud, he knew that word well.  He  was one. His siblings either were or used to be. What did she mean by that? Was she not ‘just Budew?’ For some strange reason, she seemed disappointed by his response.

 

“Al…right, Charmander.” She shuffled a few steps closer to the flame on his tail, and her shivering stopped. “You live around here, don’t you? C-cause if I could get out of this cold-”

 

“Leaving,” he blurted sourly. For an instant he glared back at the mountain with the white chain of slithering stone, then ripped his gaze away. “Sorry. No shelter.”

 

She hesitated a moment. “E-even better! If I could get out of here and find… somewhere, then maybe I’ll remember where I am. Where are you going?”

 

“Away.” All this reminded Charmander that he needed to keep moving. It was still winter. His warmth was being stolen by the minute. He needed food, and so did this Budew. “Need walk starting. Hungry Budew?” he asked, backing up towards the still Poochyena.

 

She frowned and wrinkled her face. “I think I’m good, thanks.” Charmander shrugged, and while she muttered something under her breath, he started to eat. There was no point in letting the meat go to waste, was there? And if that Poochyena had tried to eat her, then there was nothing wrong with it. She seemed to be a bit squeamish though. Grasses usually didn’t eat meat, but this was a bit much.

 

Even still, as he was wiping more blood off his maw, Budew stumbled closer again to enter the glow of an already growing flame. “I’ll go with you,” she said with shaky confidence. “Wherever ‘away’ is, it’s better than staying here. A-and, well, you’re the only one that can understand me, so… lead the way,  Charmander .”

 

“Can leading,” he agreed, and did just that. As he pressed up the hill, he had to make sure to go slow. Rose was a third of his height and could barely run, but the fire on his tail motivated her to try and keep pace. Still though, she must have been starving. He couldn’t strain her too much this fast. ‘Away’ was still quite far.

 

“Budew,” he said a minute later. The word came instinctively. “Mouth noises. They are what?” His mouth noises weren’t as intricate as hers, and she must’ve needed a minute to understand what he was asking.

 

She inhaled somewhat impatiently. “Alright. First of all, I can’t do that. I’m  not  just a Budew. Call me… I don’t know, something easy. Rose? Rose is a name; it’ll do for now.”

 

Charmander whispered it quietly in the strange new speech. “Rose…?”

 

“And, uh, these ‘mouth noises?’ You mean talking? What, did you only just learn how? It sure sounds like it.”

 

“‘Talking.’” Curiously he tilted his head to the side. Was that what this was called?

 

Rose blinked. “O… O-oh. I didn’t…  Did  you just learn?”

 

After a short pause, Charmander nodded consideringly. As he feared, this wasn’t normal. Of course it wouldn’t have been, but it was worse than that. If she didn’t know what this ‘talking’ was, then where had she learned it? Was she hatched knowing how to talk? Whatever the normal way was, it hadn’t happened to him.

 

“Think so,” he answered quietly. “Happened four sleeps ago. Strange dream visited me, then voice I had. Talking in head like.”

 

Rose swallowed. “A dream? L-like what?”

 

It was hard to remember the dream, or at least most of it. It was a blur of sights he’d never seen before, colors he’d never imagined could coexist that filled him with a strange sense of wonder. Vistas of blue and gold, of red and violet. He heard cries of anguish and cheerful laughter, Pokemon he’d never seen before, and then… a voice. It was the first time he’d heard that sensible nonsense, and it spoke so softly. But… for the life of him, no matter how hard Charmander tried, he couldn’t remember what it tried to tell him. All he remembered was the rush, and the feeling in his chest.

 

“Not know,” he said at last. “Wanted to go, but waking up. Then talking in head. Couldn’t stay.”

 

For a long while, neither said a word to each other as they walked, but the silence was comforting now. By far more comforting than walking on his own. It was worrying that she didn’t say anything else about the dream, but being able to tell someone else even that little about it was a relief. In general, having someone to talk to made Charmander feel all sorts of fuzzy inside. Even if she didn’t say anything, that only meant she was talking in her head about it, right?

 

They reached the top of another hill and started to descend carefully. It was a longer but gentler slope that seemed to dip into a valley dusted with fresh snow powder. There, carefully following him down and barely keeping her balance, Rose spoke at last.

 

“You know, you’re not exactly a conventional partner,” she mused.

 

Charmander peered back over his shoulder. “‘Partner?’”

 

“Yeah, partner. You’re the one who…” She trailed off. For an instant she looked off guard and embarrassed, but that was soon replaced by a warm but wry smile. “You saved my life. We’re leaving this place together. We’re partners at least for the time being, right?”

 

Quieter, savoring the word, he repeated it again. “Partner…”

 

“What, is… is that not okay?” Rose asked a little sheepishly. “M-maybe I’m making a bigger deal out of this than I should be. It’s just until ‘away,’ so… I guess-”

 

“Name.” Charmander stopped abruptly and spun around to face her. His tail swayed from side to side and the corners of his mouth curved into a smile. “Wanting name too. Partner share?” he asked excitedly.

 

Rose stood completely still as she looked up at him. “You, uh… You really want one?” she asked quietly.

 

“You do talking too. Fate- have be. Both talk, then both having name. Please?” It had to be some kind of will. Maybe it was the ancient serpent’s, or maybe one of the nomadic deities’, but it couldn’t have been luck. Another Pokemon capable of talk shows up right when he got talk? And she called him partner? It was a sign. It couldn’t not be.

 

After a moment’s thought, Rose looked questioningly at Charmander. “You remember I named myself  Rose  just a minute ago, and you want  me to give you a name?” He nodded, and she gave an exasperated sigh. “Alright, uh, I’ll try and… and not make it terrible.”

 

Beaming, the soon-to-be-more-than-a-Charmander started back down the slope through the mist, and a confused yet amused Rose followed. ‘Away’ was looking a little brighter. There was only countless stretches of foliage to obscure it.

 

When they reached the bottom of the hill, the valley wasn’t empty. The winter killed off most of the grass and vegetation. What should have towered over Charmander was now buried under a blanket of snow. A few other Pokemon were roaming around and leaving tracks, mainly a pair of Stantler that stopped drinking from the stream to stare back at the flame that wandered in. He thought he saw some Snover on the other side, but the fog obscured a lot that far out.

 

 Migraters  , he noted, staring at the Stantlers in disbelief.  They should knowing to carefully be around the waters. 

 

“ Nnnnff! ” Rose recoiled when a single stubby foot stepped into the snow, stumbling back under the canopy of leaves where it was safe. “Y-you’re kidding! I can’t even…?!”

 

Charmander paused. He’d forgotten it because most Grasses weren’t out at this time of year, but they were vulnerable to the cold. The air itself was enough to make her shake and her breaths turn into little clouds of steam. Even a Fire like him could feel this chill, so to even imagine what it must feel like for her…

 

“Take here.” He reached over and offered a claw to the Budew. “Carry across. Okay?”

 

At first she met the offer with a look of indignation, but just as Charmander started to get confused, it melted away into reluctant gratitude. “Yeah, I… I guess I don’t have a choice, do I? Thank you.” Then the Budew began rocking back and forth, grunting and making other strained noises, until Charmander dipped down and lifted her up above his head. Rose sighed in defeat.

 

Her outer greenery was brittle like autumn leaves, and he had to be extremely delicate to not break anything. She noticeably winced whenever she shifted. Even though he knew very little about Grasses, this couldn’t be good. “Need warmth, you,” he instructed.

 

“It’s- it’s okay. Your hands are already warm enough,” she managed to say. Even so, he strained his tail higher and draped it over his shoulder. The flame wasn’t that big, but the heat it radiated was enough for Rose to noticeably relax.

 

“Better?”

 

She turned over a little in his claws. “Maybe,” she answered quietly, which only confused Charmander. How did she not know if she was doing better or not? Rose seemed smart enough to tell she was warmer. Even he could feel that she was warmer. He furrowed his brow and tried to comprehend her.

 

As they got close enough to hear the babbling of the stream, Rose spoke up again. “I know this one. Follow the river downstream. If we keep doing that we’ll-”

 

“Can not,” he murmured, casting his gaze to follow the winding stream slithering into the forest. Water already made Fires like him uncomfortable, but the streams that ran through the valley were something everyone knew to avoid. “Water, not follow. Forbidden.”

 

“F… f-forbidden?” she asked, making him wonder if he used the right word. Talking was hard.

 

“Rivers are serpent’s offspring. Leading to den,” he told her.

 

Rose swallowed. “Oh. A s-serpent. Like, a Gyarados, or…?”

 

“The great serpent,” he repeated. Didn’t she know who that was?

 

“… Alright. Whatever it is, you’re right. Let’s just stay away from this ‘den.’”

 

 As he drew closer, alerting the Stantler into calmly strolling away, Charmander scanned the surface of the stream. The flow was weak and thin sheets of ice stuck to the banks. A few still pools had completely frozen over, and those were the parts where he was especially wary. The serpent’s jaws hid just under the surface there.

 

But it was only a stream. There were smooth stones that he could hop across. If he wasn’t carrying Rose he could’ve just jumped, but throwing her into the snow on the other bank would put her back on the brink of death. And that part that the Stantler had drank from had just enough stones to safely cross, even if it meant they were a bit too close to the frozen pools for Charmander’s liking.

 

“Stay not rocking,” he instructed, nervously taking a step onto the first snow-covered stone.

 

“G… got it,” shivered Rose. A slip here would spell disaster for both of them.

 

And yet Charmander made it across, step by cautious step, with only a few near-slips. He sank into the snow on the opposite bank, and with a heavy sigh of relief, they both pressed on.

 

But then something broke through the peaceful stillness of winter. Rhythmic  whips  and  fwooms  of beating wings stirred the air. Rose let slip a quiet gasp as something rushed by overhead, cloaked in the mist save for a bright orange flame that streaked across their vision. Charmander’s breathing stopped.

 

Rose watched as the fire disappeared into the white haze in front of them, frightful yet awe-stricken. “Wh… wh-what was-”

 

“Running,” Charmander blurted, bolting forward as fast as his legs could carry him. Rose yelped as kicked up bits of snow landed on her greenery, but he couldn’t concern himself with that. He had to run. He had to escape-

 

The orange blur was back, and it was right on top of Charmander before he could even think about reacting. It crashed into him like a boulder, sending the two screaming and rolling helplessly into the snow. Rose whimpered as she sank back into the cold. Gritting his teeth, Charmander pushed himself upright and darted towards her.

 

The flaming blur hammered into the ground like a meteor, blasting out dust and snow. A powerful shockwave forced Charmander to drop on all fours to even stand his ground. Terror gripped him as he stared at the silhouette. Broad frayed wings folded against her back, and her great flaming tail swayed and swooshed. As the cloud of haze settled, each and every one of the dozens of scars on Charizard’s body was revealed, each a proud trophy of battle. Her blue eyes, burning ravenous and furious like raw dragonfire, glared at Charmander.

 

 Our Sun? Our Sun follows?  His claws were shaking. He could barely move. The scarred veteran had actually followed him all this way? Was leaving not enough?! Apparently not, for her appearance spelled his doom.

 

“Jesus-  nnnghh!  ” Rose shrieked in pain as the cold sank its fingers into her, and then in terror as the scarred Charizard turned her blazing eyes on her. “Wh-wh-what do y-you want-t?! I’ll-  hhnnnf.  Why d-d-don’t you watch where you’re g-going?!”

 

The scarred Charizard pivoted and took heavy, crunching steps towards the Budew. She yelped and shivered and struggled to move, but with her stubby legs she could only inch away. Rose’s shivers turned into whimpers. His partner was scared. His partner needed him.

 

It wasn’t that he forgot his fear. In fact, it was because of it that he leapt forward without hesitation. Charmander channeled his inner fire into his throat and pounced, but the scarred veteran batted him away with a swipe of her tail. Sparks burst from his maw as the channeled fire broke.

 

“W-what do y-you wan-nt?” Rose managed to ask. Charizard gave no answer, no change in her furiously curious expression, and grasped the Budew by the nubs she called legs. She squirmed and kicked as Charizard brought her up to her face.

 

Charmander stood shaking as he tried to figure out what to do. There was no winning this battle. He had always been the runt of his Inferno, and this was Our Sun! Fighting her off was out of the question, but what else could either of them do? Run? Her wings would outpace them before they even made it to the treeline. She would kill them like the intruders they were, and there was nothing he could do about it. He knew well the dangers of Our Sun. Even falling into the serpent’s den wasn’t as stupid as challenging… 

 

He glanced back at the stream he just crossed. Right there, just a dash away, was one of the still segments capped with a thin sheet of ice. And beneath it was his only hope.

 

Charizard exhaled two tendrils of smoke from her nostrils. Her maw opened. Flames shone and heat rushed out like the opening of a furnace. A terrified Rose shrieked and squirmed.

 

“I-I’m warning you, if y-you don’t put me down  right now  , I’ll…! I don’t know what yet, but you watch out! Just ‘cause I’m small doesn’t mean that I can’t ruin your day,  buddy! ” It was hard to be intimidating when she was hanging upside down and swinging from side to side like that.

 

But before Charizard could turn the Budew into ashes, Charmander swooped in just in time. Blue flames compiled, gathered, burned bright and launched from his jaws like a flare. They weren’t true dragons, but they were Dragon enough to channel that raw essence when needed. And it was more than ever. The raw draconic flames crashed into Charizard’s neck and seeped past her scales. She screwed her eyes shut and recoiled in pain, but her grip on his partner didn’t falter.

 

“Rose! Spores!” he barked, rushing forward as fast as his legs could carry him. Even the rage of dragons wouldn’t buy them more than mere seconds.

 

“What?!” she shouted back.

 

Charizard’s eyes shot open as she whirled around towards the scampering Charmander. She roared as blue flames of her own glowed, swirled, spilled from the corners of her mouth. Her grip on the Budew grew tighter.

 

With a frightened yelp, the Budew shrank away from her captor. The bud atop her head split open to release a cloud of golden spores into the air. Upward winds from the flames carried them around and into Charizard’s neck and face, and with a single inhale to stoke her inner flames, they were inside. All at once the scarred veteran locked up. Her eyes grew wide, her movements stiff, and she couldn’t spit her flames. They were stuck.

 

Encouraged, Charmander leapt for the Budew and tackled her out of Our Sun’s weakened grip. Thick, turbulent smoke streamed from his mouth formed a billowing cloud, shrouding him as he landed. Charizard growled and shifted in twitchy movements to swipe for him, but her claws just grazed the end of his tail.

 

“Oh thank god!” exclaimed an exasperated Rose, too shocked to register the freezing snow. Charmander forcefully pushed her upright. “I know, I-I know. Run?”

 

“Run,” he agreed, leading her by the bud. “And good sporing. Right in her breath.”

 

Rose blinked. “Good what now?”

 

Clumsily she ran after Charmander. After being inches away from the heat of Our Sun, she wasn’t about to slow down anytime soon, even for her question. “Where to now?!”

 

“There!” He pointed to the sheet of ice on the stream.

 

She blinked. “What?”

 

“Serpent’s den! In there is safe!” In the heat of the moment, Charmander didn’t realize it was a lie.

 

“I… I don’t think I can swim-”

 

Whipping winds behind them blew the smoke cloud away as Charizard beat her wings, breaking through her paralysis. The deep blue-gold flames plumed from the corners of her mouth as she arched her neck backwards.

 

Charmander screamed, grabbing for Rose and dragging her along. “Move, move!”

 

“Moving!” she screamed back. Tears streamed down her face.

 

As they neared the bank, Charmander closed his eyes and offered a prayer.  Forgive us, serpent, we wish only to pass through. Please grant us mercy. Spare us for our trespassing into your den.  It was short, it was rushed, but he didn’t have time for better.

 

A cone of blue fire expelled from Charizard’s mouth as she rushed forward. Rose squeezed her eyes shut. “ I hope you know what you’re doing! ” she cried out before blindly taking the plunge. Her body broke through the thin sheet of ice and fell into the water without a splash. There wasn’t even a ripple. It was as if the water wasn’t even there.

 

He was just about to join her, but the blue flames crept into the corners of his vision. The raw power of the dragonfire coated the end of his tail, and the heat seeped past his scales and into his muscles. Charmander roared in pain. He lost his footing and fell face-down on the bank, so close to his sanctuary. Sniveling, he looked over his shoulder. Blue flames had melted much of the snow and scorched the grass beneath, and Our Sun was stomping towards him in stilted, pained movements.

 

Grunting, he clawed frantically forward towards the rapidly closing hole in the ice. Desperately he ripped it open as the stomping got louder, and with one last look over his shoulder, he met Charizard’s furious stare with incredulity.

 

Even though he understood why, it still hurt. It hurt almost as much as his tail, and yet he had to press on, even if his own family was trying to kill him.

  



46. Ashen Flower: Part 2


    
    Gravity reversed. Charmander rolled away from a frozen puddle and into the flattened dead grass. He could scarcely see. All around him hung a thick, pungent miasma, in which lurked ghostly silhouettes. Leafless trees stood side by side in unnaturally neat rows, branches lifted up towards empty and endless skies. And nothing moved. No wind rattled the trees or stirred the smog, and the ghostly shapes were as still as stones.

The only thing that moved was a shaking Budew as she turned frantically around. “Wh… what the hell is this?!” she exclaimed.

Through clenched teeth as he clutched his tail, he answered. “I did telling you. Serpent’s den. Here we can run.”

“A den? Buddy, this isn’t a den, it’s Silent Hill!” she roared. “A-and that puddle! That water! What kind of demiplane is this?!”

“Natural… labyrinth.” It was hard to focus. The heatless burn of the dragonfire wouldn’t go away. “Be cautious. Other inhabitants are protective, and easy to get lost. You go missing if you walk beyond the trees.”

Her outraged screams petered out quicker than he’d expected. “We’re stuck in…! Wait, what did you say?” Breathless, she started spinning and looking around into the mist. “Oh. Oh! I get it now. Why didn’t you just say that it’s a Mystery Dungeon?”

Charmander tilted his head. ‘Mystery Dungeon?’

“Yeah. Random layout, protective inhabitants, all sorts of rooms and hallways…” Rose trailed off as her gaze settled on the eerie shapes in the fog. “It’s a little bit… creepier than I expected. And that entrance was unconventional.”

Stifling a groan, Charmander stood up fully. She already knew about places like the serpent’s den. Later he would ask about these ‘Mystery Dungeons’, but for now it was good enough that he didn’t have to guide her through this. “Let us be moving,” he said through clenched teeth, lumbering away from the frozen puddle. “The den is danger. We not wait.”

“R-right, I’m on- dear God!” she shrieked. She couldn’t look away from Charmander’s tail. The scales had gone reddish brown, and the ends of his flames were corrupted to a deep purple. “Th-that’s… that’s not normal. Are you-”

“We have to go,” he stressed. “Our Sun can be here soon. We need leaving.” She still looked hesitant, her face all scrunched up with worry. To ease her, Charmander forced a smile and grabbed the end of his tail. Pain shocked through him as if he’d submerged his flame in water. “No major hurt. See?”

Rose reluctantly relented. “If you say so…”

As before, Charmander’s flame served as a needed light to break through the miasma, but it did nothing for the smell of this place. The scent of decay was inescapable. Dead grass, dead trees and poisoned earth stretched out as far as the fog would let them see. They found skeletons half-submerged in the soil, struggling even in death to escape the den. Even though it was pleasantly cool, Rose couldn’t stop the occasional shiver.

“So.” Conversation was a good distraction. “What did you mean earlier by ‘Sun?’ You know that Charizard?”

Suddenly his shoulders felt heavy. His gaze sunk to the field of dry, dead grass beneath his feet. “She from my Inferno atop mountains. Strongest among them all, she is. Her breath can melt stone, and she didn’t lose one challenge for her territory. Our Sun burns the brightest of all.”

“Inferno? What, like… your home. Oh.” Those last three words came out in a dreadful whisper. “Oh no, I… I didn’t realize… She’s from your family? Why would they ever…?”

Charmander sighed. “I do not know. They began pushing me away once that dream visited me. Decided to leave before they attacked me, but…” He trailed off with a grimace. What did he do wrong to make his Inferno want him dead this badly?

“Wait,” Rose blurted, picking up her pace and stopping directly in front of him. “If she’s part of your tribe, and this started once you had that ‘mouth noise’ dream, then… then you’re a wild Pokemon, aren’t you?!”

“‘Wild?’” he repeated. He wasn’t acting that crazy, was he?

“Or, at least you were, but you seem… sapient? I think that’s the word. I wonder what could have… Well. I’ll have to look that up later, won’t I? You seem fine enough. Strange speech pattern aside, you could probably pass for normal, if there’s anywhere to be normal nearby.”

Charmander blinked. His pain was forgotten for the moment. “There are others? Can they do talking too?!” he asked excitedly.

A pause. “Sure, yeah. There’s bunches of us,” she said, pivoting around. Hurriedly she began marching down the hall of dead trees. “S-so let’s hurry up and find some, okay?”

“Okay,” Charmander beamed.

The smile didn’t last long though. The horrid smell of the miasma and the skeletons petrified halfway into their graves doured his mood. And even worse, they were getting deeper into the den (or was it a Mystery Dungeon now?), and those eerie shapes weren’t as still as they had been. In the room ahead floated a circular Pokemon lazily bobbing up and down.

Rose clicked her tongue. “Right. Almost forgot about the wild… Pokemon…” She glanced up at him with an unspoken apology written all over her face. Charmander barely noticed, his gaze focused intently on the floating shape. “That’s… That’s not a problem, is it? Or are other wild Pokemon like… uh… you know.”

He nodded gravely. “I’ve hunted. Others hunted us. If it attacks us, then…”

Rose took a deep breath and stared at the shape in question. It was still floating lazily above the ground, uncaring, making coarse but quiet noises. Rose steeled herself and entered the room.

The purple sphere snorted and spun around, foul vapors trailing from geyser-like protrusions spattered randomly over its body. Two eyes, seas of white with a tiny spot of black, drifted open from slumber and homed in on the Budew. It opened its mouth into a permanent smile, laughed in a low and droning voice, and started drifting towards the intruders.

“God, I never thought they’d look so creepy…!” she shivered. “A-alright, time to find out-”

Immediately Charmander rushed into action, leaping in and ramming his shoulder into the Koffing’s underside. It went spinning out of control into the miasma, announcing its location by a long string of deep yet restrained chuckling. As Charmander built up flames in his throat, it came bursting back into view from above. He spat. Flames left scorch marks on its exterior, but the Koffing swooped straight into Charmander’s gut. The air was forced from his lungs, and his strength faltered as it started climbing again, carrying him with it.

“H-hey! What do you think you’re doing?!” Rose roared, jumping pitifully at the two. The bud atop her head opened and snapped shut, accomplishing nothing.

Grimacing, Charmander brandished his fangs and raked his claws across the Koffing’s stony face. Bits of the exterior crumbled away. It squeezed its eyes shut as he flailed and kicked wildly, but it was still laughing, still going higher and higher. He couldn’t see the ground through the miasma. And just as Charmander was building up flames, it suddenly spewed a thick mustard-colored smog from its mouth. His eyes went wide. Before he could even think it was all around him, its repulsive smell invading his nostrils and throat. Instantly the flame burst into sparks as he went into a coughing fit. He could hear its laughter as it spun in the air, shaking him off.

He hit the ground hard on his side, rolling over a skull peeking out of the ground. He sputtered and coughed the foul vapors from his throat. His body felt cold again. His muscles felt sore. For a moment, Charmander barely registered Rose calling for him.

“No no no no! Please be okay, please be okay!” she begged as she ran over to him. “Come on, keep your eyes open. How bad are you hurt?”

“I’m…” Another fit of coughs, spewing more of that foul smog. “I’m not hurting. Should be fine,” he wheezed. Through great effort he managed to prop himself up.

“You… you can’t even lie right yet.” She took another deep breath, whirling around to where the laughter was fading in from. “I’m tagging in for you. Wait right there for me.”

‘Tagging in?’ What did that…? “N-n-no, what’re you-”

“Hey buddy!” she roared, as loud as her small frame could manage, which was enough to make Charmander’s ears ring. The laughing Koffing hovered closer until its features were just visible. “Come any closer and I’ll rip you in half! Don’t try me you goon!”

It didn’t change its expression. Its eyes dilated as it drifted closer, trailing more of those vapors from the warps on its strange, rubbery body.

Rose looked back at him as Charmander fought to stand up. Beneath her bravery was an obvious worry. “You might wanna start crawling. In case it…”

“N-no!” he growled back, finally up on one knee. “You’re partner, right? We’re leaving-”

“You’re poisoned. Some kind of infection going on. And with your tail looking like it is, you’re in no shape to fight.” Her bud slowly stretched open before snapping shut again. “I-it’s okay. You saved my life, so I’ll… I can figure this out. I have to know some sort of attack.”

“W-wait, you don’t kn-” But a violent fit of coughs cut him off. His entire body felt cold and numb.

The Koffing rushed towards Rose, who instinctively lowered her head and aimed the open bud. Three thin thorny tendrils protruded from the ends of the vines, squirming and thrashing before lashing out towards the Koffing with a mind of their own. They snapped around the Koffing and dragged their thorns along its exterior. The Koffing slowed and veered into the dead grass.

“O… O-oh,” she stammered. She watched carefully as it tried and failed to spin free, but the thorned tendrils were laced over each other, and the Koffing had no arms to speak of. “I… I didn’t think that would… how did I…?”

Even as it struggled, its expression didn’t change. It still smiled. It still stared. The ominous symbol on its underside was facing them.

Rose cleared her throat. “As I warned you! Now go and tucker yourself out while I…!” Her dark eyes flicked around the fog-filled clearing. She was too lost in thought to notice the protrusions on the Koffing’s body seal shut.

Charmander’s eyes shrank in terror. A shiver ran up his back as he fell back on his scarred tail, barely registering the pain. “L-let-” Fierce, painful coughs interrupted him. He tasted a splotch of blood over the horrid infection that coated his mouth. “L… let go! Let go!”

“What? Why?!” Rose pivoted to face him. While her back was turned, the Koffing closed its mouth as its body started to expand outwards. “If I let it go it’s going to attack us again! And in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not exactly the biggest!”

“N-no, it’s… i-it’s…” What was the word? It was on the tip of his tongue, he knew exactly what he was trying to say, but Charmander didn’t know the right word for it. And the Koffing was only getting bigger and bigger. Its eyes rolled back into its head. Cracks started forming on its exterior. He spoke quickly and hurriedly. “It’s great fire. It’s loud noise. It’s… i-it’s-”

Rose rolled her eyes. “Buddy, Koffing don’t breathe fire. All they do is spew gas and- …” Fear settled in all at once, and she whirled back around to see the Koffing had doubled in size. The thorned tendrils were stretched taut. She whimpered, “and explode.”

Charmander gritted his teeth and forced his numbed body to obey him. The moment he got a foot on the ground, he rocketed forward and on top of the Budew, pinning her flat under him. She shrieked. He squeezed his eyes shut, covered his head with his hands, and barely had a second to brace himself. The Koffing had time for one short laugh.

A deafening roar of fire and wind washed over them, shockwave lifting the two and hurling them to the far end of the clearing. Charmander whipped into one of the trunks, and thankfully his tight grip kept his partner with him. He could barely hear the fires that had started in the dead grass, and he could barely see them too. To his dismay, he smelled blood. His eyes were heavy.

“Nrgh… J-Jesus, that was…” Rose gently shook her head. “I didn’t think… And that was just the first one? We’ll need to-”

She gasped at the sight of Charmander, pushing herself away on reflex. He bled from his nostrils and a wound atop his head, and his mouth was slightly ajar. Every breath was weak and labored. If he could feel much of anything he would’ve been wailing.

“N… n-no. You’re kidding me…” A quivering Rose stepped closer. Her eyes glistened. “You didn’t… you didn’t have to…”

He tried to shake his head, but it wouldn’t move. He could barely manage a grim smile as he looked back up at Rose. Of course he had to. If she’d taken the brunt of that, she’d be in just as bad a shape as he had been. And then neither of them would’ve made it out.

“D-don’t you smile, damn it. Look at you!” She swept her gaze over the wounds and bruises, the chipped scales and reddened tail, and the flickering flame at the end that wished to just sputter out. “We met barely an hour ago! Why the hell would you have done that for me?! It wouldn’t have taken me out!”

Charmander could only shrug. “You said… I was your partner,” he wheezed. Rose locked up on the spot. “I don’t want… partner hurting. Keep you safe. You have somewhere to go back to, yes?”

“Y-you…!” Lip quivering, she blinked the tears out of her eyes and whirled around. Frantically she darted her gaze around the ground. “You can’t just…! I don’t…! God, please, where’s an Oran berry?! Or whatever’s supposed to be here! Anything!”

Charmander leaned his head back. Her voice was getting faint. The corners of his vision were getting dark. He could feel the urge to sleep tugging at him. Maybe he could rest here and catch up to Rose later? She would have to keep running so that Our Sun didn’t catch up, but if she passed him by, then maybe…

Another noise alarmed him, and his eyes drifted open again. Even though they were muffled, just on the edges of his damaged hearing, the mouth noises were unmistakable. Someone else was talking.

“Who’s there?!”

“If you’re civilized, say something! I’d rather not walk into a battlefield!”

Rose blinked. She glanced over to the dazed Charmander on the verge of consciousness. It took a moment for it to dawn on her, but when it did, she was overwhelmed with relief. “Y… Yes! Over here! Whoever you are, please hurry!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

One of the voices barked an order, and after a curt reply, light and rhythmic steps started rushing towards them. She saw the blue streaks of electricity through the smog, dashing past the dead trees before taking a sharp right turn towards them. A shape formed and emerged, and a panting feline with black and blue fur came to a screeching halt right in front of Rose. Lightning arched from the tips of his mane.

Luxio wasted no time, immediately looking her over and then shifted his gaze to Charmander. He needed only to see the fading flame to understand. “Dear Arceus…” he whispered, hurrying over. “What happened to him?”

“Th-this Koffing, it poisoned him. I stepped in to help, but it decided to explode. And he…”

Charmander groaned in place of words. He didn’t have the strength to speak, but they didn’t have to talk about him like he wasn’t even there.

‘Talk.’

His eyes grew more alert as they homed in on Luxio, utterly fascinated, even though the new arrival barely noticed his curiosity.

“You messed with a Koffing? Come on, you should know better. Everyone knows they explode,” Luxio scoffed. His tail flicked back the opening to a canvas bag adorned with a strange emblem. Frowning, he stirred around bolts of fabric and glass orbs and stray tan-looking seeds. “C’mon, I should have one somewhere…”

“One what? Can you help him?” she pressed.

Luxio winced. “Not… entirely. I’m no doctor, that head wound doesn’t sit right with me. We can bring him back to the Guild, but until then… here!” The star-tipped tail pierced the skin of a small blue fruit, lifting it carefully out for closer inspection. “Perfect. Now, to just find a way he can eat it…”

“The Guild? You’re an Explorer then?” she asked, half-admiring and half-relieved. “I can’t… I can’t thank you enough. We were lucky that-”

“‘Lucky.’” He flicked his gaze down at her, dropping the berry gently and pressing his forepaw firmly into it. “You said it. Don’t you know to stay away from Wilds? Do you know what would’ve happened to you two if it wasn’t for luck? What are you even doing out here in the first place?”

“I…” Rose shrank back. “We were just trying to get away from predators, and we… we were forced to cut into here.”

Luxio shook his head. Delicately he plucked a piece of the flattened berry and nudged it into Charmander’s maw. “Eat. And if you can’t do that, just chew and savor. Okay?”

Charmander made a vaguely agreeing-sounding groan. Already his eyes were feeling lighter, his flame was burning hotter. The fruit they were talking about, this ‘Oran berry’- had they just fed him one of the serpent’s fruits? How did this Luxio get one?

“And since you can talk,” Luxio went on, “what are you doing out here to begin with? Who even are you?”

“Er, uh, I’m…” She fidgeted. “We’re lost. My name is Rose, and I don’t really know where I am right now, if I’m being honest.”

“‘Rose?’” He tilted his head. “What, you have a name? Where are you from?”

“N… N-n-name?” she stammered.

Another voice called out from the fog, calm and commanding despite its youth. “Luxio, what’s your status?”

Luxio quickly did a once-over on the injured Charmander, only to reaffirm the results. Wincing, he proclaimed to the voice, “Two travelers! One is in critical condition and needs extraction!”

The other voice muttered something. Footsteps picked up. “What hit them? Are they okay?!”

“One Charmander isn’t. We’ll need to bring him back to Astraean for treatment.”

He couldn’t understand, but Charmander was just as relieved as he was confused. ‘Astraean?’ Where was that? Were the ‘talkers’ from there? It seemed possible, but Rose looked just as mystified as he felt.

She noticed his stare, and in the blink of an eye her concerns transformed. A warm but strained smile comforted him as she stepped beside him. “You hear that? You’ll be okay. They’ll get us both out of here,” she assured him.

Charmander lulled his head to one side. “Wh… Astraean?” he asked. It was difficult to make the mouth noises with the fruit in his mouth.

“Hmm.” Luxio squished out another bit of the berry, earning both their attention. “So you’re both foreigners, are you? Where you from?”

Rose hesitated. “S-south of here a ways.”

“South? You mean… You mean like Rayleigh?” Luxio asked incredulously. “What brings you all the way out here? Winter isn’t the…”

Charmander stopped listening. All at once the air felt heavy and oppressive. He didn’t feel safe. In the blink of an eye he’d remembered where he was and why he was here. From the miasma he saw the glow of a flame, swaying and shifting and smoldering, drifting closer. And burning brighter. In its core there was just a hint of blue.

His eyes shrank as he raised a shaking claw. “Sun… Our Sun…!”

Luxio cocked his head. “Son? Whose son is he talking about?” For a second Rose was equally as confused, until she saw the fear.

The flame in the mist grew to consume a hulking figure. Her wings stretched out and flapped once as she kicked off the ground, rushing forward like a blazing comet. Rose saw it out of the corner of her eye. By some miracle she threw herself into Luxio’s side and tackled him to the ground. Charmander threw himself flat. A streak of fire crashed between them, throwing fire in all directions like shrapnel.

“Luxio?!” the voice from the mist called.

Luxio swept the stray embers off of his flank, nodding thankfully to Rose before jumping to his feet. From the circle of flames and smoke, Charizard stood to her full height, glaring straight through Rose. “Hurry up, hurry up!” Luxio shouted back. Blue lightning raced along his black fur.

Charmander pushed himself onto one knee. He still felt weak, but the fruit at least allowed him to move. And move he did. He clawed away from Our Sun as fast as his body could. His breaths were rapid and shallow, and he kept looking over his shoulder at the scarred veteran. She kept her back towards him. Through the smoke, a flame brighter than all the others glowed in Charizard’s open maw. Her blazing blue eyes shifted to meet Luxio’s challenging stare.

“What did you do to this thing?” Luxio asked.

“I-I don’t… we were traveling, a-and it ju-just…” Rose stammered, backing away steadily. “We were lucky t-”

Charizard arched her neck and shot out a great ball of fire straight for Luxio. He dashed just to the side just in time to avoid it, but it erupted out and splashed onto his side. Luxio cried out, barely managing to keep his footing.

“N-nevermind, it can wait,” Luxio grimaced. Lightning picked up speed. His whole body buzzed. Every strand of fur stood up and shimmered with blue static. “Just leave this one to us, alright?”

Charmander shook his head. “N-no, don’t! You can’t-”

He roared back at Charizard, firing a bolt of lightning from the tip of his tail. A clean hit to her chest left a deep black scorch, which she barely seemed to notice. She growled irritably and outstretched her frayed wings.

In the blink of an eye she rocketed forward, and before Luxio could get his body to obey him, her claws grasped him by the throat. His body sparked and shocked, but Charizard gritted her teeth and powered through it, beating her wings and rising higher into the miasma. Luxio squirmed and choked, discharging bolt after bolt, illuminating their shapes in blue light.

“Buizel, go!” shouted another voice.

“On it!”

Charmander turned just in time to see two others, Kirlia and Buizel, sprinting into action. Buizel leapt and twirled into the air, forming a veil of water around him before soaring into the air after them like a geyser. Charizard started to dive, and he pivoted to meet her head-on. Charmander balled his claws into fists. Did they want to die?!

“You leave him alone, damn you!” Buizel cried out.

Charizard cocked her arm back and hurled Luxio like a boulder straight towards Buizel. Kirlia raised both hands as his eyes illuminated. An invisible force shoved Luxio out of the way, leaving an open path for Buizel to go head-to-head with Charizard. The veteran snarled, opening her mouth to unleash a cone of fire. Buizel gritted his teeth and collided with her as the water evaporated into steam.

Luxio and Kirlia made a rough landing in the grass, the former gasping and coughing while the latter looked him over. Blood leaked from small cuts around his throat. “She’s… strong,” Luxio croaked.

“I see that,” Kirlia muttered.

A shape burst out of the steam cloud, and Buizel crashed into the dead grass on his back. Charizard flapped her frayed wings and came soaring after him, but Kirlia jumped between them holding both hands out. He conjured a shimmering barrier around the two just as a streak of fire passed them over, igniting the dead grass.

“Ngh… Thanks,” Buizel groaned, rubbing at the top of his head.

“You’re alright?” Kirlia asked, his eyes following the Charizard into the miasma of this strange place.

“Fine enough. Just a headache.” He popped his joints, and as the barrier dropped, Buizel looked over towards the terrified Rose and Charmander. He cracked a smile. “Aw, no need to look scared. We’re here for ya now, right?”

“B-but there is a need!” Charmander stuttered. “Her you cannot beat! She’ll burn you crispy!”

Buizel snickered. “Aw, looks like he’s never heard of Team Caliburn.” He nudged Kirlia with his elbow, who didn’t take his eyes off of a star that weaved around in the mist, circling them like a predator. “Relax. You can leave this to us, yeah? The two of you are as safe as can be.”

“I… wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Luxio murmured, crouched down and ready to pounce. Lightning raced along his mane. “They might get caught in the crossfire, and you don’t want to get burned here.”

Kirlia snaked a hand into his bag. “I was about to say. We can’t afford to be on the defensive, can we? What say we take this to her?”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Buizel grinned. “Whaddya think, boss? Thunderstorm formation? Or should we go for a zephyr strike?”

“We’ll need to blitz. Get into thunderstorm formation,” Kirlia answered.

“Right,” the other two said in unison. Luxio wrapped his tail around Kirlia’s waist as the psychic placed his hands together, and the two vanished into a soft golden glow. An instant later Buizel veiled himself in water and propelled towards the flame in the mist. The battle moved on, and Charmander was alone with Rose.

She sighed with relief, turning slowly towards him. Her dark eyes stared straight into his soul. He knelt there propped up with one arm, panting and gasping with a piece of Oran berry in his cheek. When she approached him, they were practically eye-to-eye.

“Hey, buddy. You still want to go find others like them, right? Other, er, Pokemon that can talk?” she asked quietly.

Confused, Charmander tilted his head. He only knew that he wanted to understand. If there was a world out there that he could barely even comprehend, then he needed to see it. “Of course I do.”

“Then I need you to listen to me. They might not take you with them if they know about you. The way they emphasized Wild… I don’t know, but you shouldn’t risk it.” Rose looked at him pleadingly, seriously, in a way he just couldn’t say no to. “We were lost together. We were traveling by foot, took a wrong turn, and ran out of supplies when we had to distract some hungry scavengers. Okay? We knew each other in… in Rayleigh. We were friends, trying to… t-to get away from home. You get all that?”

He nodded as a smile crept onto his face. “Partners?” he asked, tail swaying behind him.

Rose couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah. Yeah, partners, just like I said. So if you want to blend in with me, then you’ll need a name. Something stupid to blend in with me, like… I don’t know. Flame? Pyro? Asher, or Ignis, or… no, not Sparky. Any of those calling to you?”

He blinked. Rose was letting him choose his own name? He would’ve liked just about anything she gave him, but the chance to decide for himself? It felt oddly… heavy. Even though he didn’t know the first thing about names, she was giving him this responsibility? And what did she mean by ‘stupid?’ They were all fine names.

“Ash…er… Pyro…” He couldn’t help but feel a little excited. Were Rose not so grim, he would’ve been grinning.

“Whatever you pick, I need you to…” She trailed off and her face scrunched up. “This is going to sound mean, but you probably shouldn’t talk too much for a little while. It’s a bit… rough. It could raise some questions.”

Charmander nodded. She had been nothing but helpful this entire time, and she seemed especially serious now. Even if he didn’t understand, he had no reason not to trust her.

“So you get it then?” Rose sighed with relief. “Good. I’ll do everything I can, but I need you to cooperate. Help me help you.”

Again he nodded— why wouldn’t he help her? But Charmander didn’t voice the thought any further. Noises from the mist distracted him. Crackling lightning, a grunt of pain too high-pitched to have come from Charizard, a great flare that shone through the mist like a sun through clouds. He could just hear it. The beating of wings, the sound of something crashing back to earth.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, following his gaze. “I know that doesn’t sound great, but you heard them earlier. They had confidence, didn’t they?”

“‘Confidence,’” he repeated. If anyone here was confident, it wasn’t any of them.

“Yeah. And they didn’t sound like rookies. They’ve got things taken care of, so just… do yourself a favor and relax.”

His reply was quiet, shaky, hesitant, especially for how brief it was. “‘Relax?’” Charmander backed up a step or two, only just now thinking to tuck his tail behind his back. If he could see her flame, then…

With a powerful beat of her frayed wings, Our Sun’s shape came charging from the mist, her snout aimed straight at the Charmander. She threw Buizel to the den’s floor and held her claws out. Charmander yelped, pivoting around and dropping to all fours, scampering away as far as his aching limbs could carry him. He had to get away. If she was only after him, then-

Her claws grasped him by the throat and choked him, and before he knew it she was flying back up again. The den’s floor steadily grew hazier and hazier. Charmander could just see Rose panic and whip out a few thin vines at their direction, but Our Sun was far too fast to be caught like that.

“No, no! Hang in there!” Rose screamed after him, feebly hopping in their direction. Charmander couldn’t talk. He could scarcely breathe. He scratched and clawed at Charizard’s grip, but she did little more than huff smoke from her nostrils. It was too late now, anyways. The miasma was so thick that he couldn’t see the floor anymore.

He found faintly make out their talks from below as Our Sun began to slow.

Buizel groaned and sputtered. “Nngh… I’m gonna feel that one for a while.”

“How did she break right through our formation like that?” Luxio mused.

There was a short pause before Kirlia’s voice came in from directly below. “The Charmander. Where did he go?” he demanded.

“Th-th- up there! She just swooped down and took him, and I…”

When she finally stopped, Charmander was so high up that the miasma had thinned out. He could see the pale blue sky with no sun, and a sea of light brown fog beneath them. A hole formed by Our Sun’s wings was gradually closing as she idled there, taking in breath after raspy breath. A few black scorch marks desecrated her chest and a deep cut just passed beneath her eye.

“Down…!” he choked. “I-I want down! I… I want back!”

Our Sun’s grip eased up a little. She stared off into the distance, her great neck arching as she swept her gaze across the empty expanse.

Seeing this as an opening, Charmander dug his claws just under her grasp, giving him enough room to breathe normally. He gasped. Her grip remained firm, but it didn’t reconstrict around his throat.

“I-I say to go down!” he screamed, kicking and flailing against her.

The scarred veteran arched her neck, her snout inches from his, and pierced his very being with her gaze. This close, he could see there was something more to her. More than just hunter’s instinct or a champion’s pride. There was desperation in those blazing blue eyes. What was she looking for? What did she want? The Charmander screwed his eyes shut as he continued to put up a futile fight.

A scalding stream of breath rushed over him as Our Sun exhaled, lifting her head back up. She inhaled, so sharp that the hiss was almost grating, and then unleashed a deep, bellowing roar in the empty expanse. The Charmander could feel his bones vibrate. Our Sun held it for as long as she could, seconds crawling by, until she ran out of breath. And then she hovered there, catching her breath as her wings idly beat to keep her aloft. Charmander squeezed his eyes shut and clamped his claws over his ears. It was a roar Charmander recognized, but no matter how hard he searched his chaotic mind he couldn’t remember what it was supposed to mean.

Nothing answered her. Not even her echo came back to her as it would on the mountaintops. There was only her ragged breaths.

So Our Sun roared again, and whirled in the air as she swept over the miasma. With a third roar, drawn out like a howl, she pushed harder with her wings and started moving around. She was getting increasingly frantic.

“P-please…!” Charmander choked. It was fruitless. Neither could understand the other anymore, but what else was he to do? Fight his way out of this? He’d either fall all the way back down to the floor of the den or have Our Sun irritably swoop down and grab him again. “I-I need seeing it! Have to know!”

Her tail blazed brighter. Its core burned light blue. She inhaled yet again, stoking her flames, but Our Sun was cut off before she could get off another roar.


  What is done cannot be undone.


Gentle yet authoritative, quiet yet clear, something spoke up all around them. Charizard turned her head back and forth in a frenzy as she searched for its source, whirling around in the air. Charmander did as well, though it took him a second to realize why. Part of him thought he knew this voice, yet… no, it wasn’t the same one from the dream, was it?


  I cannot help you. His role was already decided.


No. No, it wasn’t. The voice there had been a little bit lighter. This had to be something else, but who? It couldn’t be any normal Pokémon, but… that would only leave a deity, wouldn’t it? And this was the serpent’s den…

Unafraid, Our Sun faced into the empty sky and unleashed a desperate cry, so loud as to stir the miasma below them. Even if Charmander forgot what the roar meant directly, he swallowed nervously. It was a challenge.


  He was never yours. You have no right to make such a claim. Remember your place, lest I tighten your shackles.


“Sh-shackles…?” Charmander repeated. He hadn’t known the word existed until just now, yet hearing it terrified him. What did that mean?

Our Sun did not back away. Blue flames of her own flared in the back of her throat. The black scales crept up her arms as the nails grew sharper. She cast a single glance down at Charmander as she spared him a terrified eye. Yet again, she looked deep into his being, desperate for something. Was she looking for something? No. No, she found it. When she looked up again, she had her purpose.

When a figure appeared out of nowhere on Charizard’s flank, they were both expecting a colossal, majestic creature of rotting scales and teeth, jaws opened wide and ready to strike. So when it was only Kirlia, both of them froze.

“Not while I’m here, damn it!” Kirlia cried out, lunging towards Our Sun. He held something metallic in his hand that looked to be very purposefully shaped, but Charmander had never seen it before. Our Sun beat her wings and pushed herself back just in time to avoid a thrust to the underbelly.

… Looks like I need not bother. Good luck to you, fell star. You might need it.

As Our Sun growled furiously at the intruder, Charmander raised his head and stared up at the empty sky. “W-wait! What is a-”

“Relax,” Kirlia cut in, ducking underneath a claw swipe before floating back up. He looked surprisingly elegant, and with the look in his eyes, surprisingly intimidating. “You’ll be back with Rose in no time. Just leave this to me, okay?”

Charmander blinked. Did… Did he not hear it?

Blue flames shifted to orange as Our Sun unleashed a searing cone. Kirlia clapped his hands together just as it singed at his frills, teleporting a short distance above her head with the sharp metallic object pointed straight at her. She moved her head out of the way just as he dropped, then swung her skull into his. The tool went flying out of Kirlia’s hands as he was knocked further into the air.

Charmander opened his maw and bit down on Our Sun’s wrist, teeth piercing her scales. Her claws withdrew as she growled irritably, accidentally releasing him. She gasped and swiped to catch him, but Charmander growled back and spat a glob of blue fire at her claws. The raw draconic flames seeped past her scales and ravaged away, and she gasped as she recoiled. The look on Our Sun’s face…

Recovering, she dove down to catch him, only for Kirlia to teleport in beside her, strange tool in hand. And he was far too quick. The sharp metal sliced through the thin flap of her frayed wing like a leaf. Our Sun roared in anguish as her body lurched off to the side. Every flap only made the pain worse, her flight more unbalanced. She was falling.

Kirlia wasted no time. He teleported over towards Charmander’s side and grabbed him by the wrists. There was a surprising amount of strength in those slender arms. “Brace yourself,” he instructed.

Charmander swallowed, trying his best to shut out Our Sun’s screams. “B-brace what?” But he received no answer, and a soft glow enveloped them both.

The miasma surrounded them again, and the two hit the ground with a hard thump. Charmander groaned. Kirlia gritted his teeth and let out a hissing gasp. It hurt. Charmander could barely move, and Kirlia didn’t seem like he was doing so great either.

“Buddy!” Rose cried out, dashing over the dead grass over towards them. Buizel and Luxio came up right behind her, watching carefully overhead. “Is-is he- are you okay?!”

“Y… Yes,” Charmander managed.

After a wheezing breath, Kirlia turned towards Buizel. “Escape Orb. Quick.”

“She’s still up there?” he asked uneasily, though his paw was already digging through a leather bag.

“I cut her wing, but that’s probably not enough. I think she mistook him for her hatchling.” Kirlia stood up, groaning as he stretched the three scratches on his back. Burns blackened his hair and chest, and one hand was clasped to the side of his head to ease a splitting headache. “I’d say we have less than a minute before she’s down here. Buizel, please.”

“I know, I know,” Buizel grumbled. He was practically sticking his muzzle in there as he shifted his possessions around. “There’s like four different orbs here. How am I supposed to tell them apart?”

Rose slowed to a stop. She rapidly switched her gaze between the coughing Charmander and the hissing Kirlia nursing his burns. Her breaths were shallow and her face was wet. “Is he… are you…”

“He’s fine,” Kirlia answered. “That Koffing did more to mess him up than she did. Up there, all that Charizard did was crush his throat some. I just… I don’t get it. What was even up there?”

A good question. Charmander wanted to know too. Just what was that voice?

Studiously, Kirlia looked down at Charmander, tracing his gaze along his dirt-crusted scales. “Where… Where’s all your possessions? Just who are you?”

Rose bristled. “He’s w-with me. We’re-”

“Pyro,” he wheezed, meeting Kirlia’s stare while pointing a shaking claw at Rose. “Name is Pyro. And that is my partner.”

For a long moment, nobody said anything. Kirlia’s stare gradually softened, Buizel continued to dig through his bag, Rose couldn’t help but let a small smile slip, and Luxio kept a watch on the fog around them for anybody around. The only thing anyone could hear was the distant desperate roars of Our Sun, pleading with something unseen to do something unknown.

The pause was broken when a gleeful Buizel ripped a paw out from the bag, holding a smooth blue sphere above his head. “Found it! Or at least this should be it. It has all the right etchings on it, I think.”

“Smash it,” Kirlia instructed.

“Yeah, on it.” Buizel held the sphere in both hands and closed his eyes. It began to glow with a lavender light, gentle at first. But then without warning it became a blazing violet beacon shooting straight into a sky masked by fog. If Pyro had the energy, he would’ve screamed. Instead he, like Rose, stared in fascination as they followed the path of the beacon.

“Luxio. I don’t think I can lift him right now, so could you take care of him for me?” Kirlia asked, strained. After one last sweep, Luxio nodded and bounded over in two deft pounces. There he delicately walked around Pyro, trying to best figure out how to do this.

“If you can, I need you to get settled on my back as comfortably as you can manage,” Luxio advised, lying down beside him with a comforting smile. “It hurts to move, I know, but it’ll just be for a minute. After that you can rest all you like on the way back to Astraean.”

“‘Astraean,’” he echoed. Strange, he noted, that for some reason he thought he’d heard it before? Though as Pyro struggled to his feet, he dismissed the thought. There was no way he could forget a name so beautiful and inviting as that, was there?

…

It didn’t make sense.

Pyro had spent much of the night atop the heath, stuck with his knees still to his chest and his claws still in his shoulders, staring intently at where the white line of stones had been on the mountains. The dark night with only a crescent moon made it impossible to see, but he could still feel it. He was still drawing from the great serpent.

Every time he laid out the pieces to this puzzle, it formed into the same hideous picture. A picture he refused to finish.

When he’d first arrived in Astraean approaching two cycles ago, it hadn’t taken long for the Guildmaster to figure out that something was wrong with him. And for Pyro’s own safety, Gallade had helped him along. Created an identity, documents, given him an elementary guide to Astraean’s laws and customs, and after less than two weeks he was almost indistinguishable from an ordinary citizen.

And Rose had been by his side through it all. Her original partner changed her mind and went back home, taking their supplies with them and leaving her stranded, so finding and befriending Pyro was nothing short of a stroke of fate. Gallade gladly kept them together, and after a few chaotic jobs as a part of the Guild, they were living up to their team name in no time.

Or, at least that was the story Pyro had been told, yet as he remembered it all there were so many details that he’d forgotten about. So many things that hurt to remember. His previous life, the omnipresent voice, whatever waited above that miasma in the den (ominously called Graveyard Weald by the Explorers) — all of it led nowhere. Gallade had advised him to forget, and whenever he thought back to that day on occasion, that was all he remembered. The voice, Our Sun, the uncertainties, and the joys.

But he’d forgotten about the way Rose spoke that day. Her hesitation and uncertainty about Rayleigh, dodging questions, using her moves instinctively instead of with any degree of practice, and she couldn’t remember her name.

Amnesia.

Yet she didn’t look injured. She was freezing, sure, and she was being hunted, but there were no rips or bruises to signify any injuries. Everything seemed to add up to whimsical memory loss.

But it couldn’t be! She had a past! She had documents from her home to show who she was, and was adamant about never returning! Parents who passed away, a friend who abandoned her, neighbors who didn’t believe in her… Just like what Gallade had provided for him. A clean identity.

And then along came Riley, so many months later. Amnesia from an injury obtained during a fight with the Wildies, or so the official story went. The truth was out now, but was Pyro supposed to believe that Riley had it in him to trick Gallade like that? Gallade could see through anything. Riley didn’t stand a chance. He would’ve had to have help.

Bisharp?

… No. No, Riley wasn’t a murderer like him. If he was going to be incriminated like that, there was no way he would’ve reacted how he did in the end. Oh, how Pyro wished it could be that simple. How he wished it could’ve been an unrelated assassination.

Guildmaster Gallade had been the regent of Meluja and most of western Arushar as a whole. Everything was held into place by his lovingly gentle, subtly firm grip. Pyro’s own identity was secured this way, and the human Riley was placed on the same team as him. Why would he group them together? To make it easier to keep track of the false identities?

Or was he just putting the two humans together, and he was along for the ride?

Pyro squeezed his eyes shut as he tore the picture apart in his mind, scattering the puzzle pieces once again. He hated the ugly answer. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be.

“Nnnngh…” Rose mumbled something from where she slumbered on the pile of dirt. It was a soft, cute sound that nonetheless made his tail flame shrink. And as she stirred and sat up, his claws sank deeper into his own shoulders.

He knew what she’d be doing right now. With a clear sky, she’d be staring up at the stars to find two of the brightest, and using them she would manage a rough estimate of the time. He could never figure out how she did it. Maybe that too was…

“What…? Pyro, how long has it been?” she called for him.

“I… I don’t know. I lost track of time,” he answered quietly.

“It’s been over six hours. How are you even awake?”

Pyro wasn’t even tired. His mind was too active. It wouldn’t shut up. “I guess I just didn’t feel tired,” he said, which wasn’t a lie.

“You ‘didn’t feel-’” Rose cut herself off. It wouldn’t do to wake up angry like this. “You know you’ll only be able to catch around… what, maybe three hours of rest now? You’re going to be exhausted tomorrow. Just…” She sighed, and as she marched over towards him she dug around in her bag. “Let me get a Sleep Seed. You’ll need it if you want a chance at feeling alive tomorrow.”

He swallowed. “You’re… you’re right. Thank you.” Carefully, slowly, Pyro removed his claws from his shoulders and stood up on unsteady legs. She was getting closer. As he peered back over his shoulder, he could see Rose was in the darkness between the two fires. Her hand pulled out of the bag, presumably with the seed, but he couldn’t see anything else about her. Shadows masked her. And if Pyro was about to do this, he had to see her face.

When Rose entered the radius of his flame, she held out the blue flower. A pale yellow seed was held in the curves of the petals delicately. She still looked tired and sick, her expression giving away nothing more than that. “Here. You know what to do. Take a drink if y-”

“Rose?” She stopped, and the two made eye contact. Pyro could feel his heart pounding in his chest. He couldn’t back down now and let his curiosity fester further. “What are you going to do with Riley once you find him?”

She drew back. Only an inch, but she still recoiled from him. For an instant Rose looked confused, alarmed, but she quickly understood. Or at least thought she did. “Is this why you’ve been awake all night?”

“Y-yeah. It’s not like we can just take him back to Astraean, right? I said I’d figure out how I react when the time comes, but… I don’t know. I really don’t.”

Rose sighed, dipping her head. “I… Neither do I. Right now I just want to hear everything straight from him. I’ll make up my mind then.”

“You…” Pyro fidgeted with his claws. “But you seemed so certain when you first set out. You said that… that you’d go with or without me. And you don’t know what you’d end up doing?”

She flinched. That was a low blow. “L-look, I wasn’t… I didn’t mean it. At least not like that. I just, you know, wanted to get out of there. Everything around there was-”

“Wait. W-wait, go back.” He squinted as he tried to comprehend what he’d heard. “Did… Did you only say that to scare me into coming with you? Is that what you-”

Rose gasped and recoiled, as if he’d threatened to burn her. “No!” she shouted indignantly. “You’re my partner! I’d never manipulate you into doing that. I only said what I did because… well, what good were we around there? We can’t just stand around while Riley’s out there somewhere.”

It was an explanation that he should have found comforting, yet… Pyro swallowed. “So then, you were willing to risk our team over Riley? You actually would have left.” It hurt him to be this petty, but he had to be in order to test her responses. Arceus, what had happened to him to make him question his greatest friend?

After a pause, Rose nodded. “If you have to phrase it like that, yes. It’s better he’s found by us than someone like Kirlia’s team, right?”

The beat of the Charmeleon’s heart pulsed in his ears. He could feel his tail flame shrink and grow ever so slightly. Pyro had to focus. He had to be unmovable, powerful yet subtle. With a quiet, deep breath, Pyro stared her straight in the eyes. She was incredulous, but underneath that she was pleading. She didn’t want to argue. And neither did he, but the circumstances demanded it of him. Pyro steeled himself.

“So Gallade told you two to stick together?”

“No, he nev-”

She froze. Not even her expression changed. It was as if Rose had been replaced by a statue, a stone face staring back at Pyro. Was she even breathing? He sure as hell was. If he wasn’t consciously controlling his breathing, he would’ve been hyperventilating. It took every ounce of will to keep his heartbeat in check. The silence just dragged on and on. Had time itself frozen?

Eventually Rose was unpetrified, and she sighed as she again reached out her flower to him. “You’ve been awake for too long. If I was anyone else, you wouldn’t be getting away with trying to slander Gallade’s name like that. Go rest up before you see another ghost in the dark to point at.”

Dread crept over him. What she said was believable enough, and maybe the pause was her trying not to be angry? He had just insulted their Guildmaster’s spirit, after all. But that explanation didn’t sit with Pyro.

“R… right. Sorry.” He rubbed at the back of his head while he plucked the Sleep Seed from her petals. “Thank you. The, uh, the watch was pretty uneventful. Should be pretty easy for the most part.”

“Good to hear.” The Roselia tore her eyes away from him and walked up to the very top of the hill. With her height it was hard to get good vantage, but somehow she always seemed to manage. “I’ll see you tomorrow. You can sleep in ‘til daybreak, since you clearly need it.”

He winced. “Y-yeah. See you then,” said Pyro before walking back to their dwindling campfire. Although he only made it a few steps before he was stopped.

“I meant what I said. You’re my partner, damn it, and nothing will change that,” Rose called back to him. Her usual authority and elegance was back. “If we parted ways, I’d have come back for you once it was said and done. You’re too important to me to say goodbye to.”

Pyro wanted to smile. At the very least, that was likely true. “Thank you, really,” he said back to her. And if that was true for him, maybe it was true for Riley too? Could it really just be undying loyalty? It could be.

And yet, the puzzle was complete in his mind, and its harrowing image could not be unseen.
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And lastly, I’ve got two for you that are already finished. One of which is already written out but is being edited, but within a month the last of it will be there.

- Fractured Elements by Cynsh - An amnesiac human and a traveling Riolu find that the weather is a little bit out of control, and someone’s gotta try and figure out what’s going on. It’s a very cozy story for a while. My bud finished it just a few months ago, so go flock it

- Guiding Light by Ambyssin - You’ve probably heard of this one. It just recently passed over a million words, and I really don’t think my recommendation will make a dent in his stats. But still. It’s charming, and it’s hiding its fangs in plain sight, waiting for you to wander too far before it clamps shut. It’s not technically complete, but it’s close. By the time Sword and Shield are out, it’ll be finished.

To anyone that’s read all that or just skipped to the bottom, I… I’d like to say thank you for sticking with me. With us, really, as I’m still carrying her torch with me. I’m sorry for all the hiccups. I’m sorry I can’t have an insane writing speed like Ambyssin, who started writing a year after me yet is almost three times as deep as I am. But if I have to take a hiatus, I have to push you in the direction of these people. A year ago I’d only had around fifteen reviews, and while numbers aren’t everything, it’s quintupled since then. Being part of things has done a lot for my motivation, my quality, and a bunch of other sappy stuff. I’ve made a lot of good friends, and I learned that I skimmed under the radar of a lot of drama. So, whoever you are reading this, thank you. Even those that stay silent help a lot, just knowing that someone else has pushed through to read this.

So go spread the love to the people that helped lift me up.

-MadderJacker

  



47. Fly Away


    
    
  Victory was the worst thing that could have happened to Weavile.


 


  She sat on Persian’s shitty bed, furrowing her brow as she listened to some Servine ramble to her. Her friend Magneton came prepared with news articles and maps just to back up their pitch, and the two of them had been going on for… How long exactly? It couldn’t have been more than five minutes, but it felt 
  
    agonizingly
  
   long. There was a guard just outside the door. Maybe she could call him just to get them out of here?


 


  “With that established,” Servine went on as Weavile fiddled with a fresh cut in the mattress, “I don’t know how you expect our footholds to recover. Storage is having nearly 
  
    all
  
   of its stock withdrawn, and after the fiasco a few weeks back I don’t expect that to ever recover. Delibird’s delivery services are in less demand than ever, and nearly every parsel is getting searched.”


 


  Weavile huffed. “What do you think this is? A company? We don’t need them to function.”


 


  Servine’s eyes went wide. She looked back to Magneton, whose shrunken pupils on all three of its faces confirmed that she hadn’t misheard. “Are— are you kidding me? We absolutely need them! They’re our 
  
    footholds!
  
  ” Servine exclaimed, and Weavile cracked a smirk. An odd choice of words for a Pokémon with barely any legs. “If they don’t work as a cover, then what are we?! Just a bunch of bandits?! We can’t go up against them like this!”


 


  “
  
    Hey
  
  ,” Weavile barked, “don’t forget that 
  
    we
  
   are the ones that beat the Guild. We’re a force to be reckoned with—”


 


  “Bisharp,” Magneton interrupted, its voice warped and thick with static, “defeated Gallade. Bzzt. Not you.”


 


  Servine nodded. “And he’s missing. Him and the rest of his troupe,” she said through clenched teeth. “Without them, without Persian, we wouldn’t stand a chance if—“


 


  “Leave.” Weavile scowled and pointed to the ratty old door. “I’m not listening to you nobodies pretend you know how to do my job. You have ten seconds to be out that door before I freeze you solid and shatter you with your friend here.”


 


  Servine bristled. Her vines poked out from her collar, and for a moment Weavile thought she would actually have to stain the floors again. Her claws rasped together. Was she ready for that? She had to be. Weavile narrowed her eyes, refusing to give another warning.


 


  Servine whirled around without another word, clenching fists at her sides as her vines threw the door open. She didn’t waste a second longer there. Weavile was about to let out a sigh of relief, but her gaze shifted over to Magneton. Sparks arced between the magnets.


 


  “I came here six cycles ago to flee from war. Bzzt,” it said, eyes shrinking to narrow in on Weavile. “You have brought it back.”


 


  Perhaps it was expecting an answer, but when none was given, it let out an electrical hum and backed out of the room, passing by the relaxed Raboot that stood as the guard.


 


  Weavile groaned and fell back onto the bed. How many times had this happened in the past few weeks? She’d lost count. Over thirty, probably. 
  
    Usually
  
   it went better than this, but 
  
    usually
  
   she had someone else there to help. Murkrow, or Sableye, or one of the goons from the forest. But Murkrow was back at the orphanage keeping track of things, and Sableye was trying to test his connections, and the goons were… doing goon things. Weavile didn’t really care what they were doing. They were useless anyways.


 


  She looked up at a cracked window covered in a fine film of grime. The bright Raikou summer sun was warm and inviting, and it called out to her. ‘When was the last time you stepped outside?’ it asked her. ‘Just take ten minutes to relax. You won’t melt.’


 


  And it almost worked. Weavile raised her paw towards the window to push it open. She could imagine the mountain breeze, the fresh air, the grass on her paws.


 


  She shook her head, snatching her paw away as she shot up off the mattress. She barely looked at the Raboot as she passed him by. “I’m taking a break,” Weavile claimed. “If anybody else comes in while I’m out, kick them in the groin until they go away.”


 


  Raboot winced. “Yeah, sure… Wait, where you off to?”


 


  She shrugged. “Poke the dog. Maybe go for a walk later. Shouldn’t be too long.”


 


  …


 


  To someone as large as Arcanine, the cage that had been constructed from broom handles and construction boards may as well have been popsicle sticks and glue, and yet it somehow managed to work. The fearsome beast laid there with his eyes shut, possibly napping, as Weavile sat across from it in the basement. Even with only blackberries and a bowl of water to keep him going, even with his fur shaggy and his muscles starting to deteriorate, Arcanine was content.


 


  Even when Weavile prodded at him with a broom, tickling his nose and sticking it in his ears, he barely did anything more than puff air or shake his head. It had become just another thing to do, like throwing a ball against a wall.


 


  Sometimes they talked a little, and usually it was about the same old things. She’d heard that same line at least a dozen times by now. ‘I’ll escape when I feel like it.’ She’d given the same answer at least a dozen times as well. ‘You mean when 
  
    he
  
   feels like it.’ Still his face never changed.


 


  “It’s been over two weeks,” she taunted, brushing the end of the broom against his nose. “What’s your bet? Killed by some Wildies? Or did he give up?”


 


  Arcanine puffed a breath of hot air back at the broom. He gave no other answer.


 


  “I’m betting on the Wildies. With a leg like his, he couldn’t outrun them. Just a shame we’ll never get to see it.”


 


  Arcanine raised a single eyelid, staring bemused at her for a moment. ‘Are you done yet?’ it seemed to say before fluttering closed again. His chest heaved as it took a sleepy breath.


 


  Weavile prodded again. “Break your cage already,” she teased. “You know that cat isn’t coming back for you.”


 


  “And yours isn’t coming for you either,” Arcanine fired back.


 


  Silence. Weavile recoiled a little. How did he…?


 


  “I have sharp ears,” he added, though forgoing to admit he could apparently read minds, “and I know what Espeon’s voice sounds like. He hasn’t stopped by in some time. Maybe putting a hit out on his friend wasn’t a good idea.”


 


  “‘Friend,’” Weavile scoffed. “You think Espeon has friends? As if. He was using Persian just as much as he was using me. He’ll show up eventually.”


 


  A shrug. “Maybe. And maybe it’ll be with 
  
    your
  
   replacement.”


 


  She laughed.


 


  “Seriously. He already betrayed Persian, and you’re putting your trust in him still?” Arcanine cracked a bitter smile across his muzzle. “Honestly, I never understood you. Either of you.”


 


  Though she didn’t like it, Arcanine had a point. It had been two weeks now without a word from Espeon. He’d been seen regularly at his library, answered calls, gave them the courtesy of turning messengers away, and even still he couldn’t make time for her. ‘Busy,’ he’d vaguely say. ‘Tell her to clean up her own problems for once.’ 


 


  With a sigh, Weavile leaned back and rested her head on her paws. She stared up at the dusty ceiling lined with thick cobwebs that had never been cleaned out. The environment out there wasn’t right for sneaky criminal stuff. Maybe she should be a warlord? Wasn’t killing more her bread and butter anyways? Lying and killing. Maybe if they grouped up and acted smart, they could get through the fortified defenses of the militias. Recruit a few others, branch out from the orphanage… Who knew? If she played her cards right, this syndicate could rival the Guild in terms of influence.


 


  “Hey,” she called, and Arcanine lifted an eyelid for her. “What do you think about raiding somewhere like Astraean? If I set you loose, would you take out one of those bastards guarding the place? Preferably that Blaziken.” Although it was the Dusknoir that scared her the most objectively, she thought she had the most answers for him.


 


  His eye closed again. “Open the cage and find out.”


 


  “Not gonna do that.” Weavile popped her neck, and with a low groan she sat up. “If you’re getting out of here, you’re breaking that cage yourself. That way you’ll at least get a splinter and I might get away.”


 


  Arcanine snorted. “Sure.”


 


  She poked again with the broom, but he didn’t react. A hot puff of air made her think he was about to turn it into a torch, but Arcanine settled back again.


 


  Maybe she should poison him to prevent an escape? He was big and tough, so a dose of the strong stuff would take… what, five minutes? She didn’t have the numbers down, but she could reasonably do it. One less thing to worry about. … Even if it would mean losing a potential asset, and the only consistent person she’d had to talk to. Not to mention, if he planned to escape, he would’ve done it already. Why not greet Persian with the pests already exterminated?


 


  Weavile groaned in annoyance before jumping to her feet. “Screw this,” she proclaimed. To who, the house? The mutt? Herself? She dropped the broom and made for the creaky stairs. “I’m heading out. Don’t break out while I’m not here.”


 


  “Mhm.” His magnificent tail swished against the confines of his cage, rattling it. He gave no other answer.


 


  Weavile rolled her eyes as she marched up, avoiding the weak spots by pure habit. Part of her wanted him to escape just so she didn’t have to fret about it anymore. She didn’t plan on coming back for a little while, so maybe… 


 


  …


 


  She’d gone into Churchwell Village twice after it all happened, but it felt like an eternity ago. The evening sun felt nice on her cold fur in a way that hadn’t in a long, long time. Winters were nice too, but there was just something about the summer sun that relaxed her despite her own biology. Or maybe it was just nice to finally stretch her legs again.


 


  So full of vigor was she that Weavile had jogged the whole way, falling over a number of times and matting her already unkempt fur with dirt, and by the time the village was in sight she still had enough energy to dash the rest of the way. Of course she didn’t. A Weavile running into the village in times like these would only look suspicious. 


 


  As she got closer, she noticed something new: guards. A crude platform had been built to perch some Pokémon she’d never seen before a vantage point. Some black, oddly reflective bird with eyes that shimmered red. Behind him, a banner showing off a kite shield emblazoned on a pair of wings. Two others sat just beneath him, an Illumise and a Machoke, posted behind a desk.


 


  The bird squawked. Shrill, piercing, deep. Weavile clasped her paws over her ears, watching through squinted eyes as the two below it stood alert. They chattered about something while the bird remained silent.


 


  Grumbling, Weavile stood a little straighter and kept walking. She had the right to be here, after all. Even if that Illumise was looking at her funny. Casually, she made as if to walk past them, but once she got within thirty feet…


 


  “Stop,” Machoke barked, arms folded across his very muscled chest. One wrong step and he’d crush her like a grape. “I haven’t seen you around lately. State your business.”


 


  The piercing gaze of the black bird punctuated the command, adding two silent words: 
  
    or else.
  


 


  Weavile rolled her eyes. “Murder and plunder,” she said quizzaciously, then threw up her paws. “What do you think? I’m here to check on my kids!”


 


  Machoke raised an eyebrow. “A brat like you? Kids?”


 


  “Wait,” Illumise chimed, her tail lighting up in place of a bulb above her head. “You— you’re… the matron, aren’t you? For the orphanage?”


 


  Weavile nodded, then hardened her gaze as she stared back up at the muscled guard. “This wasn’t set up when I left. What happened?” she demanded. “I swear to you, if anything happened to them, heads will roll.” Well, they would now, anyways.


 


  The two behind the desk exchanged glances, and the Illumuse nodded. Machoke cleared his throat. “Somebody snuck in a week ago now. Took some gems and jewelry. Nearly made off with an egg too, but they had to drop it to get away.”


 


  Weavile shook her head. “An egg thief? The world really is going to hell, isn’t it?” she lamented. As the two nodded and muttered agreement, Weavile finally pointed up at the black bird. It didn’t even seem to have feathers. They were too… rigid. Plates? “So who’s this guy anyways?” she asked. “I’ve never seen anything like him. Guild guy?”


 


  “He’s from overseas,” Illumise answered, glancing up at the great raven’s perch. His ghostly gaze hadn’t once broken from Weavile, his permanent scowl still carved into its beak. Illumise tittered and looked back to the matron. “A-apparently they’re called Corviknight? But he likes to be called Gawain… At least, I think he does? A-a-and yeah, he works with the Guild.”


 


  Machoke rolled his eyes. “As if that means anything.”


 


  
    You said it
  
  , Weavile thought, and then cleared her throat. “If that’s all, then I gotta get back to the orphanage. Do I need to get searched first?” Machoke shook his head, and Weavile nodded. “Perfect. I hope you three have a good rest of your evening.”


 


  The three exchanged farewells and waves before Weavile continued on into Churchwell Village. On the streets she was met with curious eyes, pleasant waves, smiles that masked how they were supposed to feel. Big, intimidating Pokémon were on patrol with their emblems on display, but with how the villagers reacted to her, none of them bothered to stop her.


 


  No, she was only a passing figure in the village. This early on, most were focusing on what was right in front of them. The abandoned houses, the empty storefronts, the property damage, how it seemed that at 
  
    every waking minute
  
   somebody was packing their bags to move towards a bigger city. Why would anybody do anything more than wave to Weavile? It was only the matron, after all. Weren’t there bigger priorities?


 


  So she made it to the path undisturbed, surrounded by trees and veiled in long shadows: the first and only line of defense for this little business, not counting Murkrow and her. With each step, her guise slipped just a little. Her eyes got narrower. Her claws rasped together. There was still a tavern open. Maybe they could sneak in and grab a drink? Steal one, maybe… No, too risky. This was their home. Too much risk of getting recognized. And with how alert the Pokémon were, if they killed anybody, there’d be some forensics guy linking it to them in only a few hours. Maybe she was getting too ahead of herself. Maybe she could settle for something a little simpler. It was just the silence that got her imagination running.


 


  … Silence? Wait, that wasn’t right. Wasn’t she only a hundred yards from the kids? They should’ve been audible by now. They’d said the kids were alright, but… That could’ve been a lie. Easily. Have her show up there only to be met with Murkrow dead, the kids missing, and a half dozen of those Explorers surrounding her. The way that Corvithing was staring at her…


 


  Weavile whirled around to see if she was being followed, and she could only hear the wind and the leaves. She scanned again, once, twice… Gritting her teeth, she sprinted up the path towards the orphanage.


 


  
    Murkrow, if you’re dead, I swear I’ll strangle you! You better be there!
  


 


  Over the beating of her heart, she hadn’t heard him until she saw the front porch, where Murkrow sat at the top of the steps. Four Pokémon sat around him as he read from a book held clumsily in his wings. They seemed enraptured by the story. And more importantly, Weavile didn’t recognize one of them. Petilil, Prinplup, Chingling… but what was that Numel doing here? And more importantly, why were there only four? It was too early for the rest to have gone to sleep.


 


  In a gentle, oddly youthful voice, Murkrow narrated. “The boy cried out, ‘Look! I found a magician to be our tutor! He has a mustard pot that walks!’” A pause, and Murkrow’s voice turned just a smidgeon deeper. “‘I’m glad you’re back,’ said Kay.” A pause, and now his voice became even softer and vaguely feminine. “‘What a mess!’ cried the nurse. ‘Where did you sleep, master Art? Look at your scarf, all muddied and torn! And you’ve got twigs all tied in your fur!’”


 


  The children laughed, and Murkrow smiled with his eyes as he briefly glanced up at them. And in that instant, he saw her: Weavile, dumbfounded and approaching slowly. Murkrow shut down. It took him a moment to realize what was going on. “Wea… Weavile! You’re… You’re back?”


 


  At the sound of the matron’s name, the three she recognized scrambled away from the story and ran over to her while Numel hung back with Murkrow. The other three didn’t seem to notice. They were too busy surrounding Weavile, jumping up at her, almost tearing up with relief. She was okay. Smiling, Weavile ruffled the tops of their heads affectionately.


 


  “Yeah, that’s right. I’m back,” she answered. “Don’t you have any faith in me? Nothing can kill me.”


 


  “Where’ve you been?”


 


  “I thought we weren’t gonna get the chance to see you again!”


 


  “You missed it, mommy!” Petilil brushed up against Weavile’s leg. “I learned Leech Seed! Prinplup helped me!”


 


  “Really?” Weavile shifted her gaze to the older brother in question, who was trying to hide a proud smile. And failing badly. “Wow. What do we say t—”


 


  “Here, wanna see?” Petilil asked, then squinted her eyes as she refused to wait for an answer. There was no time for that. Her leaves started to glow— 


 


  Prinplup immediately stepped in, swatting Petilil lightly with his wing. She yelped. The glow stopped. “That move is meant to defend yourself,” Prinplup scolded. “You don’t use that on mommy. Clear?”


 


  Petilil sniffled. “Y-yeah.”


 


  Weavile kept her smile up, but the look in her eyes changed as she glanced at Murkrow. It was only for a moment, but those devilish eyes said it all. “Alright kids, sorry to cut the story off, but Murkrow and I gotta talk,” she said tenderly, then clapped her paws together. “Off to bed.” They protested, of course, but before she could even start to make out individual words, Weavile stamped and placed her paws on her hips. “
  
    Bed. Now,
  
  ” she ordered, and they reluctantly shuffled off.


 


  She overheard a little bit of their conversations as she strolled over to Murkrow, mostly focusing in on that Numel.


 


  “That’s supposed to be the mom?” she asked. She? Probably a she. Voice was a little too dopey to be sure. “Where’s she been all this time?”


 


  Prinplup shrugged. “It’s… best not to ask, you know?”


 


  “… Is she mean? She looks like she can be mean.”


 


  “So long as you do as you’re told, you’ll be fine. C’mon, let’s go already.”


 


  The front door clicked shut, and Weavile stood in front of Murkrow with her arms folded behind her back. “I didn’t know they were keeping this place 
  
    this
  
   busy,” she said, glancing around the front yard. Even most of the toys had been picked up. “Were the kids being picked up that quick? Who’s even using them?”


 


  Murkrow averted his eyes, repelled as if by magnets. He just couldn’t. “Did… you come here to use them again?” he asked.


 


  Weavile hummed. She hadn’t thought of that until now, admittedly. Maybe… “Nah, I don’t think so. Too complicated,” she said, and Murkrow sighed with relief. “I’m in the mood for something simpler. You down?”


 


  “Wh-what?” Murkrow squawked.


 


  She took a seat next to him, slinging her arm around the bird’s neck. He shrank at her touch. “Y’know, something low-stakes. All this crap with Persian has gotten in the way of things this past month or so. Whaddya say we go steal something? Have an adventure. Maybe we can grab a Dusk Stone so you can evolve too. Snag a keg to celebrate.”


 


  His head dipped. “… I… I can’t leave the kids alone. It’d look bad.”


 


  “We’ve done it before,” she answered. “We can leave the biggest one in charge for a bit. He’s old enough, right? It worked with Breloom, so it—”


 


  “Weavile?” Murkrow cut in, his voice dry. “I… I’m gonna go grab a bottle. Wait here.”


 


  She raised a brow as he squirmed out from under her arm. “Bottle? We keep alcohol here?”


 


  “Fancy stuff. It’s for celebrating.” He flapped up to the doorknob and turned it in his beak, and Weavile watched as he marched into the dim interior of the home.


 


  She furrowed her brow as she turned back around, resting her chin in her paw. Why was he acting so different? These two weeks had been hard on him, too, it seemed. Maybe it was because of all the kids gone. It must’ve been a hassle for him. And yet…


 


  Weavile looked over to the book laying face-down on the porch. The spine labeled it 
  
    The Once and Future King
  
  . When had that gotten here? It certainly wasn’t anything they kept on-hand. Had he stopped by Espeon’s place to pick it up? Maybe. Probably. It was the only good place to get a broad selection of books that most Pokémon had never even heard of before.


 


  A minute later, Murkrow emerged with a corked gourd held in his beak. He shut the door carefully with his wing before setting the gourd down in front of Weavile. She snagged it, raised it, popped the cork, and placed it against her lips. “What’re we celebrating?” Weavile asked as she took a swing. She wasn’t big on the stuff. It tasted bitter and it burned her throat, and her face scrunched up. 


 


  Slowly, thoughtfully, Murkrow took his seat next to her again. “I don’t remember who initially bought that,” he said, “but it was supposed to be used to celebrate an adoption going through. It’s kinda silly, isn’t it? Treating it like a business deal… Or maybe it was supposed to be for us after they leave. I don’t know. But if that’s what it’s for, then… we’ve got some late celebrations to make.”


 


  Weavile stopped halfway into her second sip, staring a hole into the side of his head while Murkrow looked off into the distance. “They’re all adopted?” she said incredulously. “Are you kidding me? What have you even been doing while I’ve been out? 
  
    They’re not—
  
  ” She could feel herself starting to yell, and she had to take conscious effort to quiet down. Those kids could still be listening.


 


  A bitter laugh escaped Murkrow as he shook his head. “I thought it was a joke too. At a time like this, people were swooping them up by the armful? And most of them said the same thing: ‘We can’t just leave them here. They deserve to be somewhere safe.’” Silence. Murkrow gestured for the gourd, and Weavile handed it over for him to take in his wings. “‘Now isn’t the time to worry about family. If we don’t come back together, then…’” He lifted the gourd and placed the spout in the side of his beak.


 


  Weavile rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me that cheap crap actually got you.”


 


  He went on as if he hadn’t heard her. His feathers were puffed again, and he seemed to be shaking. “And there was this older couple that were well-off enough to take a handful of them. Had some family overseas that they were going to visit, and they wanted to take some of the kids with them for a new start. A-and, they… They asked what happened to that Breloom.” His voice had gotten progressively quieter, hoarser, as the look in his eyes grew more distant. He blinked away a tear. “‘He seemed like such a nice young boy.’”


 


  Speechless, Weavile clenched a fist as she stared at the steps. She still remembered the sight in Carrion Woods. The stench of that damned Kuroba’s handiwork. The stench of her own failure. It was a low blow. She’d done everything she could to keep it out of her mind, which was a remarkably difficult task when she had nothing else to do.


 


  As Murkrow set the gourd down between them, Weavile found her voice again. “We’ve been cooped up too long. C’mon, let’s go get some air. A little outing could clear your head,” she invited.


 


  “‘Outing,’” Murkrow echoed. The look in his eyes changed from distant to focused, as if something stood out on the horizon. Weavile followed his gaze, but through the trees she couldn’t tell if it was anything more than the setting sun. “Weavile… Have I ever told you why I joined the syndicate?”


 


  She froze. A vague sense of dread crept over Weavile. “N… No. I guess you haven’t,” she admitted. Nobody ever talked about their reasons for joining. They weren’t ever pretty, and nobody ever really cared how anyone got there. Even for as long as she’d known Murkrow, it never came up once.


 


  “I was a thief,” he said. “Just a petty thief that could barely hold his own in a fight. I wasn’t good at anything, so that’s what I did to get by. My sister needed to eat, and my mother was too sick to work.”


 


  Weavile furrowed her brow. Sister? She tried to remember if he’d 
  
    ever
  
   mentioned his family before now, and she was drawing a blank.


 


  “To make a long story short,” he went on, “they… I was set up. Took a job where I took one of those magic accessories, and then the owner’s family was killed just after. As soon as I found this out, the guy that hired me contacted me. Said that the item belonged to someone that tried to run, and then… I was hired. I didn’t have a choice.”


 


  Silence. She didn’t really know what to say. She’d never been in this situation with any of her friends, so, what was she supposed to answer with? Probably not with what she was thinking, because admittedly, that made a lot of sense. Murkrow was never ambitious. He was clearly going through… 
  
    something
  
  , and Weavile didn’t want to risk making things worse.


 


  Murkrow took a deep breath. “All this time, I was hoping they would end up forgetting about them. I didn’t visit. Just did the crummy jobs, helped out the kids, tried to avoid killing when I could… I wasn’t miserable. I did have fun from time to time. And you… When you went after Persian, I was happy to go along. There was a chance to get my family out from under his paw.”


 


  “Oh. Oh!” Weavile waved a paw at him. “Forget about it. If anyone threatens them, they—”


 


  “They’re dead.”


 


  Weavile froze. She averted her eyes, feeling guilt well up inside her. Her throat felt tight.


 


  Black wings reached for the gourd again as he took a sip of the bitter, burning liquor. Two glugs later, he gently set it down and pushed it towards her. “I’ve heard conflicting stories. Abusive boyfriend, rabid feral, serial killer… I went to find them to make sure they moved somewhere safe after the Guild thing went down, and I was too late. By three months.”


 


  “I’m…” She reached for her elbow to hold herself. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


 


  “Yeah,” Murkrow sighed. For a moment Weavile thought he was about to cry, and she was preparing herself to try and comfort him, but instead he just started to laugh. Quietly, somberly, but it was a laugh nonetheless. “Do you know what the funny thing is?” he asked. “Despite that, these past two weeks… I 
  
    honestly
  
   feel like they’ve been the happiest days I can ever remember. Just me and the kids. Playing in the yard, keeping them feeling safe, reading stories, helping them find better places to live… I’m happy, Weavile.”


 


  “W-well, at least you’re—”


 


  “I’m not going with you,” Murkrow said.


 


  The blood ran colder through her veins. Her eyes went wide and her grip tightened around her elbow. Had she heard him right? Weavile couldn’t keep up with the conversation. Confused, she turned to him. “W… W-wait, you’re not? But you always—”


 


  “Weavile?” he cut in. “I don’t need to steal a dusk stone. I don’t need to take a noblemon’s coin purse. For once, I finally feel like I have everything I need.”


 


  She shot up to her feet and glared down at the bird. “And where does that leave me?” Weavile growled through gritted teeth.


 


  He still didn’t look at her. The bastard kept his eyes focused on that same damn point in the horizon, as if trying to will her all the way somewhere else. Even his voice was infuriatingly calm. “I don’t know,” he said. “You’ve got a lot on your plate now, so probably the mansion. Joker will probably try and visit you soon, if I know him.”


 


  That wasn’t the 
  
    point
  
  , and he knew it! Weavile snarled and leaned in closer. Her breath left glistening flakes of ice on his black feathers, and even though he flinched from them, he still didn’t fucking look at her.


 


  “After all we’ve done,” she growled, “you’re just telling me to piss off?! As if it meant nothing?!”


 


  A pause. Murkrow drew in a breath and shut his eyes. “Weavile, as your friend, I’m begging you to forget about this place. You don’t need it anymore. Please, just… let it go. Let me go.” With those last few words, Murkrow trembled.


 


  Weavile rasped her claws together, forcing herself to take deep, frigid breaths. She wanted to kick something. She wanted to start a fight and tear him apart, but when she even 
  
    thought
  
   about raising a claw against him, her gut wrenched. He was soft. He’d always gone along with what she said. Loyal, even if he was cowardly. And the 
  
    moment
  
   he started showing some spine…!


 


  Her breathing evened out, Weavile nodded. “Fine,” she relented, turning her back to him as she started down the steps. “I’ll leave you alone without anything hanging over your head. You want out? Then you’re as clean as can be. Take the stupid orphanage.”


 


  Murkrow finally stopped holding his breath, and as Weavile walked away, he nodded. “Thank you. Really,” Murkrow said to her.


 


  She left the front yard without another world. Soon Murkrow would realize she was being serious, and she’d hear the soft beating of his wings. The orphanage got further and further away, and soon Weavile stopped seeing it whenever she looked back. Any minute now…


 


  That 
  
    couldn’t
  
   be it. Murkrow couldn’t be taking that book into the kids’ room and telling them a bedtime story. He was just telling Prinplup to look after the others while they went out. As Weavile started to hear the idle sounds of a sleepy village up the path, her claws rasped together.


 


  … Maybe he was just prepping an apology. Of course! As she passed by the vacant storefronts and saw the outline of that Coviknight in the twilight, Weavile 
  
    knew
  
   that’s what was taking so long. She stopped and turned around, looking, hoping, desperately to find Murkrow.


 


  But he wasn’t there. Weavile drew in a sharp, venomous breath, whirling around and heading back down the path.


 


  “… ‘Ey,” Machoke called out to her as she passed by. “It’s barely been an hour. Where the hell’re you going?”


 


  She froze in her tracks. If she wanted to, she could rat out on Murkrow. Tell them all about the orphanage, run for the hills… No. That was a stupid idea that would only come back to bite her.


 


  “He’s… He’s got things taken care of,” Weavile answered. “I was just checking in on things. And now that…” She could barely keep it together. Her claws rasped together as she drew in a deep breath. Annoyed, distressed, she looked back over her shoulder. “Look, buddy, do you really care?”


 


  Machoke raised a brow as Corviknight glared down at her with those strange eyes, but Weavile ignored them. Illumise raised an arm timidly. “It-it’s dangerous out there. I know you’re a Dark-type, but this late there’s bound to be… predators… out there…”


 


  But Weavile had already turned away. Her footprints left patches of frost in the dirt path as she left Churchwell behind. To hell with this place. To hell with everything.


 


  …


 


  “Come on, guys, let’s get the show on the road,” Joker called as he weaved between his workers. Since his return to the circus, he’d been overseeing the dismantlement of the circus in order to begin their trip to their next stop. The Pokémon worked happily, glad their ringmaster was finally back, even if he was clearly worried about someone else.


 


  “Joker,” Dragonair called his name from above. Joker looked up to see the serpent hovering over the fairgrounds. “Everything is running smoothly. At this rate, we should be ready for departure by noon.”


 


  “Thank you, Nairy. Make sure you help out wherever you can,” Joker told her. She nodded then flew off to find something to do.


 


  “Are you feeling alright, Joker?” Furret asked as he fell into step beside the Water-type.


 


  Joker glanced at him as they ducked under a banner that was being lowered off the light posts. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”


 


  “Well, you disappeared again with a handful of our troupe members, and then came back and told us to pack up, despite us only being here for two days,” Furret observed. “I know traveling puts your mind at ease, but… it feels like we’re running from something.”


 


  “Me? Run? Of course not.” Joker cracked a smile. “Who would I even be running from? Everything’s better than it’s ever been before as far as our… 
  
    side business 
  
  is concerned.”


 


  “I said some
  
    thing,
  
   not some
  
    one
  
  ,” Furret pointed out. “You of all Pokémon should know there’s more to fear than other Pokémon.”


 


  Joker couldn’t count the amount of times the Normal-type had helped him with his psychological expertise, but in times like this, he’d really rather do without him. “I said I’m fine, alright?” he snapped. “Just leave it.”


 


  “I’d be out of a job if I did,” replied Furret. “You can’t just avoid your problems, or they’ll only get-”


 


  “Wait, shh!” Joker suddenly shushed the ferret.


 


  “Don’t 
  
    shush
  
   me!” Furret protested.


 


  “No, wait, do you hear that?” Joker asked, craning his head to one side, listening. Over the chatter and clatter, there was something tinny, melodic, loosely familiar.


 


  “You’re changing the subject,” Furret remarked, but Joker wasn’t listening anymore.


 


  “It sounds like… but it couldn’t be, that’s…” …
  
     To that home on God’s celestial shore, I’ll fly away…
  
   Joker shot up and bounded in the direction of the noise. “Stay here!” he barked.


 


  “Joker!” a frustrated Furret called.


 


  “We’ll finish this later!” Joker promised over his shoulder. As he ran, weaving between tents and ducking under ropes, the sound grew louder, closer. It sounded metallic and foreign, yet gentle and familiar. It was the sort of sound Joker felt fit right into this sort of environment, yet he’d never heard it here before. He didn’t have the know-how to make it, and if 
  
    he 
  
  didn’t bring it here, he wondered who possibly could have. 


 


  Then, he saw it. Standing just beyond the last tent on the fairgrounds, behind everything that was the traveling circus, Joker could see the source of the music. A tall, relatively slender figure, leaning suavely against a tree. Bipedal, and wrapped from head to toe in bandages and covered with a cloak. They held a small metal box to his mouth and continued to blow through it as though they didn’t see the ringmaster slowly approaching. They both knew that wasn’t the case.


 


  “Hey,” Joker called, “where did you— wait!” Before he could finish, the figure turned and hurried into the forest, tucking the harmonica away. As soon as they entered the foliage, their gait changed and they seemed to gallop unimpeded by the underbrush. Joker broke into a sprint and rushed after him. “Wait! I just want to talk!”


 


  He followed the creature for minutes. They were as swift and evasive as a ghost, weaving around the trees and jumping over thick underbrush. Joker nearly lost them, until he reached a clearing. There, the cloaked figure stood in the center, right next to one of a dozen rotting tree stumps.


 


  Panting, Joker skidded to a stop. “Where… Where did you get that?” he asked, eyeing the spot where its hand had disappeared to.


 


  “Classified,” the figure answered, taking a seat on the most stable-looking stump. He (it 
  
    had
  
   to be a he) spoke with a deep and smokey voice whose tones evoked a smell Joker would’ve been fine never remembering. “Sorry for the chase, but… well, you should know why I had to do that. You’re not stupid if you haven’t been caught this long.”


 


  Between caution and curiosity, curiosity won out in the end. Joker shrugged. “You’re giving me too much credit. You can get away with a lot if you say you travel around,” he said, and then hesitated. Maybe not 
  
    him
  
  , if his suspicions were right, but…


 


  “I’d like to talk with you first, but if you answer my questions, Joker…” A hand disappeared into the cloak and came back out with the harmonica. He held it between two fingers as Joker’s eyes lit up. “I might be able to answer some of yours.”


 


  Hesitantly, Joker nodded. He didn’t like the fact that bribery was working on him, but an instrument like that… There was a lot to learn here.


 


  The figure tucked it away again before leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “Right. First, you recently met a friend of mine back in Wrytsberg. Who are they?”


 


  “You mean Ri-Ri?” Joker wondered how much he should tell the mysterious being. He didn’t want to accidentally jeopardize the kid. “He’s an Explorer. A Riolu, although I wouldn’t be surprised if that changes when I see him next.”


 


  The figure nodded, gesturing for Joker to come a bit closer. He didn’t know who this being was— hell, he didn’t even know 
  
    what
  
   he was—  but as he stepped closer to him, he felt like he could trust him. On the other hand, though, Joker was very trusting. “Next,” he went on, “they left something with you. What was it?”


 


  “A letter to be delivered to the Guild,” he answered. “It was probably a farewell note to his friends or something. I didn’t read it.”


 


  The figure clicked his tongue before hardening his stare. He leaned forward so that the loose, dirty cloak fell over both arms, obscuring their careful movements. “And lastly, Joker, can I trust you? And can you trust me?”


 


  Joker hesitated that last step, his throat suddenly feeling tight. Could he…? Swallowing, he took that last step and ended up right in front of the figure. “I’d like to think so. But that last bit is entirely up to you.”


 


  With a deep breath, a bandage-wrapped hand emerged from the depths of cloth and removed the figure’s hood, then went to work on the wrappings. Strip by strip the figure’s face was revealed, and Joker’s eyes slowly widened in a mixture of shock and amazement. Swarthy skin smeared with dirt, greasy black hair and a beard that was starting to get messy, and eyes as brown and intense as the desert mesa.


 


  Joker, nervous for the first time in a long, long while, was speechless. He froze up. His muzzle was agape and his paws were shaking. After a moment, he said the only thing he could think of. “Y… you look like you should be holding a cardboard sign on the side of the road saying you’re a war veteran.” He cracked a shaky smile.


 


  A snort. “I’ve seen better days,” the human agreed. “You can call me Markus. And I think you know why I’m here since I talked to our mutual friend.”


 


  “J-joining up, I’d guess?” He tried to keep himself calm. A human being in the flesh? If anyone saw him…


 


  Markus paused, surveying the Floatzel intently. Something glimmered in those brown eyes. “In a sense. I’m here for information. Trying to find a way home. Figure out what’s going on here, yeah?” He twisted and popped his neck while maintaining eye contact. “Riley told me what you told him. Espeon’s library is being checked out hopefully right about now. And I’m here to just validate what he said.” His left hand reached into the cloak, pulling out a ragged-looking journal, then placed a sturdy, sharpened twig and an inkwell next to it. “So can you run through all that for me? What did you tell him?”


 


  “Well, let’s see…” Joker thought back to that conversation. It felt like it had taken place ages ago. How his world had changed since then. “I told him I was human, and that I had another human friend, but that we probably couldn’t help much in his quest for answers. I said if he wanted to know more, he should seek out Espeon, the Knowall librarian.”


 


  His eyes flicked down to the now open journal, and in a fraction of a second they were back on Joker. “Checks out. Even the… the bit about your friend,” Markus said guardedly, and ticked a check on the page. “So what 
  
    didn’t
  
   you tell him then? Your friend can wait a bit. What’re you hiding?”


 


  “I’m… not sure what you mean.” He said, wary but passing it off as confusion.


 


  “Am I supposed to believe that you told him everything you knew right then and there? When he was mad and tired and probably fighting you a bit?” he asked, speaking quickly and with restraint. “And you know, you’re remarkably calm right now. Tails aren’t tensed, air sacks aren’t extra puffed, et cetera et cetera. Even though I’m a dozen times more unnatural than you are, here you are, only a bit shaky.” Markus paused just long enough to let that remark settle and allow Joker if he had something to add. When there wasn’t, he took a deep breath and continued. “Aren’t we on the same side here? You don’t have to hide anything from me. I could help you, even. There’s a lot I can share.”


 


  “I…” Joker hesitated. His uncertainty was written all over his face. “I don’t think I should tell you. I’m sorry.”


 


  The human blinked, and when his eyes opened it was as if Markus had transformed. “I’m not sure if you get how important this is to me. To 
  
    all
  
   of us here. Yourself included. I’m trying to be nice here. Can I please keep being nice, Joker? I don’t like being mean.”


 


  “The rest involves someone else. It’s their secret to give away, so I’m sorry, but I just can’t tell you.” He pursed his lips and avoided the human’s stare. Joker truthfully did feel bad about it, but…


 


  Slowly, heavily, Markus nodded his head. “Right then.” With one hand he closed the book and gently put everything back into the depths of cloth. With grave and sober certainty, as if reading off an entry in his book, he continued. “The air sack around your neck is connected to your lungs, and while there’s a sphincter to close the air off, it’s a manual muscle. Your skin is almost as thin as a human’s, and you’re particularly sensitive on your crest and underbelly. And your tails are essential for all of your Moves.”


 


  Every word made the blood in Joker’s veins run colder. The shaking got worse as he took an involuntary step backwards.


 


  Markus’ fists were clenched so hard that his knuckles cracked. “This is 
  
    incredibly important
  
  , Joker. I haven’t been this close in over 
  
    twelve years.
  
   And I don’t know how much more of this I can 
  
    take
  
  .” Markus’s voice quivered as his eyes hardened. Though it was the first human face Joker had seen in quite some time, it looked truly pathetic. Desperate. “I just want to go home,” he said. “Don’t make me do this.”


 


  “I-I…” He tried to keep his cool, and he was failing badly. It was only a human, but what was he hiding under there? Could he get away? This was supposed to be Riley’s friend, so maybe… But he couldn’t just out the other one, could he?


 


  A voice from the south edge rendered all those questions useless. “There’s a Pokemon in Carrion Woods whom I believe would like you a lot,” said a quiet voice.


 


  At the first word Markus shot to his feet and whirled towards him, right hand hovering over his hip, as his gaze honed in on the source: Espeon. He sat in the grass, calm and apathetic, as though he had been there the entire time. Even though everyone knew that wasn’t the case.


 


  “You…!” The human’s eyes flicked between the two, heart pounding, sweat forming on his brow. “What’re you doing here? How did you know?” he asked through clenched teeth.


 


  “I know a lot of things,” Espeon answered cryptically. “I know you and your frog friend met with Riley, I know he’s currently in the Forest of Mirrors, and I know the three of you are seeking answers from other humans.”


 


  Markus’s face went pale. His hands twitched. “N-nobody… Nobody else…!” Deep breaths. Even though he was surrounded, he had to stay calm. Any misstep could lead to his death, and then all those days of traveling… “Wh-who told you?” he asked.


 


  “It’s my 
  
    job,
  
  ” Espeon answered as he stood up and came closer to the two. “I’ve been watching that blue furball since he woke up in the Whispering Prairies. I know where he is at all times— well, 
  
    almost 
  
  all times— which led me to you. An interesting development, you are. An actual human in his own body roaming the world of Pokémon. Even 
  
    I’m 
  
  not capable of that.”


 


  He now stood directly in front of the man, craning his neck to look him in the eye. His rump hit the grass as his tail swished back and forth. “Allow me to introduce myself properly,” he said. “I’m Espeon of Knowall Library. Back home, I am Sora. This makes me the fifth human you’ve discovered, doesn’t it? Congrats. I’d shake your hand, but I’m not as tall as I used to be.”


 


  The way he locked up, Joker thought, must’ve been exactly what he expected. Even though Joker was just as frozen. 


 


  “Job?” Markus echoed. “
  
    Bullshit
  
  . Your little crime syndicate hasn’t done a 
  
    thing
  
   with humans. Do you think I’d believe—” As the realization settled, Markus’s eyes shrank. His hand twitched again. His fingers brushed against something. “‘Sora.’” The Espeon had never heard his name uttered with such malice before. “Who the 
  
    fuck
  
   do you work for?”


 


  “No one you need concern yourself with,” he dismissed. “They’re not of this world, and they’re not a threat to you.”


 


  “
  
    That’s not what I fucking asked—”
  


 


  “Also I told you my name for effect, but I’d really rather you not use it. There’s quite a lot of baggage attached to it, and I can’t risk being recognized by the wrong Pokémon,” Espeon warned.


 


  Air hissed through Markus’s nostrils as he did his best to calm himself. It largely didn’t work. “Listen here, you snake. I’m already concerned,” he said through clenched teeth. “And if you don’t come clean right now, I’ll knock that gem right out of your head.”


 


  Espeon bristled, half-offended and half-amused. “Oh? You think you, a regular human, could defeat me?” he snickered, standing up to face the significantly taller figure.


 


  Joker raised a paw. “Uh, guys, maybe you should—”


 


  “The big boys are talking now, Joker,” said Espeon, waving his tail dismissively at him.


 


  Joker lowered his paw and took a few steps back. Neither stopped him. “W-well— I’ll just… leave you to it… then. D-don’t come crying t-t-to me if you… lose a limb,” he tittered. As he stole step after step, watching their staredown and expecting to see Markus go flying any second, the desire to run swelled more and more. And he did just that. Once he was back at the edge of the clearing, he ran. He ran and ran faster than he ever ran in his life, dropping to all fours even. Through his trampling of the underbrush he couldn’t tell if he heard blows or not. Were those popping noises their fighting? Or just the twigs under his feet?


 


  When he broke through again, Joker practically keeled over as he gasped for air. Performers gasped and flocked around him. They chattered and whispered as they stared back into the woods. Joker rolled over onto his back.


 


  “Is he okay?!”


 


  “I don’t see any wounds…”


 


  “Could’ve been a fire.”


 


  “Did you see any smoke?”


 


  “Fire-
  
    type?
  
  ”


 


  As he anticipated getting an earful from Furret or whoever else, trying to lie between deep breaths, Joker knew that he’d have to leave them again. They weren’t going to be happy, but he needed to go find Weavile as soon as possible.


  



48. The Demon and the Phantom


    
    She lay in the middle of her own destruction, wondering what the point of it all was. The mattress had been hurled off the bed and frozen to the walls, claw marks shredding it to pieces and leaving cotton innards and springs strewn across the floor. Melting icicles were dripping onto the floor, but with the rain outside and the leaky roof, Weavile barely registered them. Water had been dripping onto her chest for the past hour and yet she hadn’t moved.

Some time ago, that Servine had reappeared to talk some sense into her, but she and that Raboot showed her the door. How long ago had that been? Before the rain started, but after she’d torn the room up. Some time last night? That was meaningless. She didn’t even know what time it was now. Gray skies made it impossible to tell at a glance, and she didn’t have it in her to go outside.

Weavile was still waiting, still hoping to hear Murkrow peck at the window, or that damned Espeon ribbing her for the state of the room, or Joker to come and offer her a joke. She was waiting for… anyone, really, that didn’t come here to lecture her like that damn Servine. At this point she’d welcome a retaliatory raid from Persian, or the Guild, or anybody that could distract her. And yet as the icicles melted onto the floor to mark the seconds, nobody came. Drip, drip, drip, drip.

Maybe she should become a warlord? Gain followers that way? The more she thought about it, the more tempting the idea became. A significant part of the syndicate was leaning that way already, given the bandits, so maybe she could try organizing them. Maybe… Maybe she’d go test out Arcanine. Open his cage and find out for herself if he was down for that. Or…

Or the human. That Riolu she’d bumped up against a few times. Maybe she could go find him and fuck around? With the entire world hunting him down, they might even get along now. He was fun to mess with. Weavile’s ears twitched as a ghost of a smile emerged. If she asked Espeon she could probably find him, and maybe then…

Espeon. Even thinking about him made her grimace. If Weavile had to go see him for herself, it’d be to wring his skinny neck. That bastard, leaving her to fend for herself…

At the edge of her hearing, Weavile could hear voices downstairs. She shut her eyes and groaned as she raked her claws across the floorboards. “I swear, if that Servine shows up again, I’m killing her,” Weavile promised.

Through the walls Weavile could hear the Raboot greet somebody the traditional way: “The hell you doing here?”

“Just here to see Weav,” the visitor answered, and Weavile’s ears perked. “She hasn’t gone out, has she? This place is pretty… y’know, empty.”

Joker. She knew that voice anywhere. Finally, somebody was here. Weavile shot to her feet and looked down at herself, brushing off stray splinters and ruffling her chest dry. Or, drier. Slush and bits of frost shook everywhere.

“She told me to kick visitors in the groin.”

“… Please don’t?”

Weavile hurriedly marched to the door and flung it open. A grin started to emerge before Weavile wiped it away just as she approached the top of the stairs, where she stood with her paws on her hips. The Raboot was four steps down on the first platform, and the painted Floatzel waited another couple steps down on the second platform, fur absolutely soaked.

“There you are. What the hell took you so long?” she scoffed.

“Weav!” Joker’s eyes lit up for a moment, relieved, until he saw the state she was in. Maybe it was a few tufts out of place, or maybe something was amiss on her face. “… How long have you been cooped up here?”

“I went out —” How many times have you slept since then? ”—two nights ago, but I’ve been relaxing here since. Why?” she asked. A second later, she looked to the Raboot caught between them and shifted her weight onto one leg. “Do you still need something?”

Raboot paused for a moment, staring back at her with a raised eyebrow, then decided it wasn’t worth it. He placed a paw on the banister and hopped down to the ground floor, then disappeared down the hall. Weavile huffed and made her way down the stairs, avoiding the weak spots by memory alone.

Joker looked to either side and made no secret of it, but he couldn’t see anyone else. He frowned. “I dunno, it’s just… quiet. Like a different kind of quiet. Where’s Murky and Sableye?” he asked.

Weavile huffed and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Sableye’s stuck hunting Persian and doing business things, and Murkrow…” She sighed. “He’s busy too.”

“… So it’s just you, huh?”

She nodded. “I’m not gonna try and grab him again. And unless Espeon shows up on his own… Yeah. Just me and a few guys like Raboot.”

Something twinkled in Joker’s eye as his smile returned. “Then let’s get you out of here. Get you some fresh air,” he offered. “What’s say we go have an adventure again?”

An adventure? Her face brightened up and gave away her excitement. She barely needed any convincing. An adventure was exactly what she needed right about now, and the fact that it was Joker of all Pokémon to whisk her away made it impossible to say no. But she had to contain herself. Something was amiss.

Weavile eyed him up and down. He was fidgeting with his paws. Sighing, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he answered. She knew that was a lie. He knew she knew that was a lie. After a brief staredown, Joker lowered his head. “Look, I’ll explain on the way, alright? We need to talk, but more importantly, you deserve to have some fresh air.”

“… What’re you thinking?”

Joker grinned again. “A haunted forest,” he answered.

Weavile blinked. “Carrion Woods?”

“No, a different place. I heard about it while I was east. There’s some story about a battle that strayed into a mystery dungeon. I can’t remember all of it, but there’s gear and treasure in there that was never fully recovered. And Ghosts!” He laughed. “Sounds like fun, right?”

“Ghosts?” Weavile smirked as her claws flashed a malevolent purple. “I can handle that easy. Some fresh air sounds great.” She turned over her shoulder and called back into the mansion. “‘Ey! Same rule applies! Kick anyone that doesn’t leave on their own, alright?!”

A pause. “Got it,” Raboot called back.

“Good.” Weavile popped her spine and started for the door, slowing down just long enough to slug Joker in the shoulder. He yelped and stumbled back as Weavile stared at him, smirking. “But you’re not teasing me for long, got it? Whatever’s up, I wanna know before the end of the night.”

Joker frowned, rubbing at what was bound to be a bruise. “But it’s still morning.”

Exiting into the rain, Weavile put a hand above her eyes and stared up at the sky. Sure enough, to the east the thick clouds hid a silvery sphere behind them. Weavile clicked her tongue. “Then by lunch —”

“No takebacks!” Joker blurted, dashing past her.

“Wh — Hey!” She bounded after him as fast as her legs could carry her, unaware of the smile on her face. God, how she needed this…

…

They were in for a long hike, and all they had between them was a compass. Most Pokémon would call that stupid, and most Pokémon were right, but most Pokémon weren’t here to judge them. Neither of their bodies minded sleeping out on a pleasantly cool summer night, and neither had much of a problem foraging or hunting for food.

Two days by foot northeast would take them to the Mystery Dungeon in question. After sifting through his memory, Joker recalled a few more details about the place, and with all the time ahead of them, he wasn’t hesitant about sharing them.

“I think they called the place the Wraiths’ Backwoods? Something scary like that. It used to be something like… ” He made circles with his paw as if it would draw an answer out of thin air. “I dunno. I want to say Foggy Forest, but I know that’s wrong. Point is, ever since the Ghosts moved in, it’s basically a new place entirely.”

Weavile nodded. Maybe that was supposed to mean something, but the mechanics of Mystery Dungeons had long since bored her. As she saw it, understanding them was pointless beyond the basics of how to get through: press forward, but don’t go too deep. “Then why am I just hearing about this place now?”

Joker cracked a smile. “‘Cause something’s going on in there.”

“… What?”

“That place was supposed to have been cleaned out since forever ago, but in the past few weeks, they’ve started finding more again. Even a few weapons, strangely enough.” Joker laughed a little. “So if we’re quick, we can find something cool and get out of there.”

She rasped her claws together. “But there’ll be others, won’t there?”

“Probably not. Most others don’t mess with Ghosts. Too many rumors that nobody knows what’s true or not.”

Weavile shrugged. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” she admitted. “They’re creepy and Pokémon make things up. Did you know that some guys believe that if you faint to a Ghost, they rip out your spirit and turn you into one of them? Crazy, right?”

Joker averted his eyes. “Y-yeah. How, uh, how stupid could you be?”

“… You believed that?”

“… Maybe a little.”

A few miles and a lot of ribbing later, they stumbled upon a slow-moving stream to rest at. They drank in relative silence as they scanned the water, and to their delight they found their lunch swimming by. A blue-striped Basculine was making its way upstream, but with a quick dive and thrust with her claws, Weavile hooked it in the side and threw it onto the banks. It didn’t take long from there to finish the poor Wildie off, and after a cursory gutting (that Joker didn’t want to watch), they started taking turns picking off pieces of raw fish.

“So.” Weavile tore off the skin and took a bite. A little bloody, a little salty, but otherwise underseasoned. Couldn’t be helped. She lapped a little of the blood off her claws before pointing one at Joker. “You gonna tell me what’s up? Or are you actually gonna wait until tonight?” she asked.

“… Hm.” Joker thoughtfully chewed on his own piece, scales and all. “You first. I’ve got a feeling I’ll overshadow yours.” He gestured an invitation with his free paw. “So what’s eating you up?”

Weavile raised her arms above her head and stretched. “Just that damn mansion. I needed some fresh air, so —”

“Weav.” He leaned forward a little with a knowing smile. “We know each other better than anyone. I know something’s wrong.”

A lost sigh escaped as her arms drooped yet again, and her head sunk. “It’s just… quiet,” she admitted. “There’s nobody to order around since everything got thrown on its head, so it’s like…. It’s like I’m not doing anything, you know? That fucking Servine ,” she tore another chunk off the Basculine and chomped into it. Thin blood trickled down her chin and onto her lap. “She said something about how all the operations are down, and in my head I’m like, ‘no shit,’ but what was I supposed to do? Tell her that I was right? Tell her that Bisharp fucking played all of us?”

Joker winced. “He… He really did, didn’t he?”

“It’s like… There’s no syndicate anymore, really. I didn’t realize how much we needed the Guild to operate. We’re dead in the water. Funnily enough, the best option right now is to help rebuild so we can keep up the usual work, but… Man, that’s not what I signed up for.” She grumbled and took another bite. “I wanted to be king of the castle, and that bastard salted the soil. What the hell do I do now?”

Joker furrowed his brow. “I’m not gonna pretend I know anything to help,” he admitted sheepishly. “Circus business is up, but only a little. The people who need cheer just barely outweigh the people who don’t see a need for it right now. But they’re used to taking care of themselves, so if you ever need me for anything,” he shook off his dour expression and gave her a broad smile, “just say the word.”

Weavile felt a smile of her own start off, but it withered before it even started. She sighed again. “That’s the thing,” she mumbled. “You. All of you guys.”

Joker pointed a paw at himself. “Me?”

She nodded as she took another bite. “I’d never imagined you guys would get so far away. I went to see Murkrow just the other day, and he…” She grimaced, brandishing fangs veiled in blood. “He sent me away.” Joker gasped, and Weavile suddenly brimmed with validation. “Right?! I went to go offer him an adventure, and he told me that he’d rather keep reading to kids! It’s like I don’t even know him anymore!” She huffed and crossed her arms. “Bastard. He told me to forget about him? Fine by me! I never needed him to begin with. Lousy coward.”

His air sacks deflated a little. “You… Weav, you don’t mean that,” Joker told her.

“Like hell I don’t,” she scoffed. “Last thing I need right now is dead weight dragging me down. If he wants to retire to a life of boredom instead of tagging along with me, then why the hell should I stop him?”

“… Weavile?” he said quietly as he raised a timid paw. “You’re crying.”

A pause. She raised a stained claw to her eyes, and it came away with a glistening tear on the mostly white fur. Frustrated, she wiped at her face and blinked her eyes clear. “Sh-shut up.”

Nearly two years, and he just…

Joker laughed, though the look he gave her was very sobering. “I’m glad I came when I did,” he said. “I’ll talk to Murky when we get back, but let’s try and forget about him for now. Think of this like taking a vacation!”

Weavile nodded. “Yeah… Yeah, I’ll do that. And I’m not gonna let that coward ruin this for me!” She tore off another slab of fish and raised it like the world’s worst wine glass. Chuckling, Joker did the same, and the two shared a grin. “To old times!” Weavile toasted.

“To us!” Joker added. They tapped their slabs together and chowed down. Blood and juices dripped from their chins, and neither said a word until they were down to the scales. Weavile tossed her own to the other weasel, who ate them like pizza crusts. She found herself laughing, even though it was a little bit gross.

A minute later, they had their fill, and they threw the remaining third or so of the Basculine into the woods for whatever poor Wildies happened to be nearby. They washed their paws and faces in the river before checking their compass and continuing on their way.

“Your turn,” Weavile said, eager to change the subject. “I wanna hear it. Anything to do with Bisharp? Or whatever?”

Joker paused. Since he was a few paces ahead of her, she couldn’t really see the exact look on his face, but it was a pause she’d never gotten from him before. He was serious?

“I…” He looked left and right again, confirming nobody sapient was around. More than serious; he was tense. Afraid. Wary, like he was handling live dynamite. Quietly, he went on. “I think something’s happening with the other humans.”

Weavile furrowed her brow. Other humans? Had she heard him right?

“With what happened to Riley and everything…” He trailed off. His tone was quiet and cautious, almost studious. “I managed to talk with him a bit, actually. During the festival. He mentioned another human he knew, and I told him about me. Even mentioned Espie’s place, but I don’t think he went there.” Joker paused briefly, then turned over his shoulder. “He doesn’t know about you, though, if that’s what you’re worried about. You’re still safe,” he reassured her.

Know about her? Know what, that she took over? That —

A shock ran through Weavile’s body as she suddenly remembered. She jumped and stumbled, physically startled by the realization. She’d… Had she actually forgotten? She barely ever thought about it, but… yeah. Yeah, it was coming back to her now.

“… Weav?” Joker called. Though it was subtle, a little fear shone through. “W-Weav, are you okay? Do you need a minute —”

“I’m okay,” she answered, crossing her arms across her chest to hide her shaking paws. “Just — continue.”

Joker looked her over, frowning, frozen in thought. She never could really lie to him, but for some reason he hesitated to press. Eventually though, he cracked the smallest of smiles for an instant, then shook his head and went on.

“Right. Just the other day, I… I met up with one of his friends,” Joker said. “Ri-Ri’s, I mean. At least I think so.”

“His teammates?” Weavile asked, eager to move on from her realization. Think about something else— anything else.

“A human. Like, a real one.”

A shiver ran up Weavile’s spine. She suddenly felt so cold. So much colder than she should ever naturally be. Fucking —

“He lured me out with harmonica music and talked to me. Asked a few questions to probably check what Riley told him, and then he… He asked about the other human.” His voice was dry, quiet, terrified. Joker held his paws together to keep them from shaking. “When I didn’t say anything, there was this… look. And he started talking about how this body worked. All of my weak points. I… I thought he was gonna torture me. He was only a human, but…”

She could still barely process, but Joker’s fear was enough to take her out of this for at least a moment. Tentatively Weavile set a claw on his shoulder. She didn’t know what to say, but even still her friend drew comfort from it, and Joker returned a thankful smile. With a deep breath, he picked up where he left off.

“Espie showed up though, and that’s what bothers me the most. I know he just tends to appear out of nowhere, but right then? It’s…” Realizing that he’d just tempted fate, Joker scanned the forest around him for the signature glow of a Teleport, but if there was one, he couldn’t see it. “… And he mentioned a group. I’ve been thinking about that for a while now. Maybe he was just going along with the human to mess with him, but, there was… It didn’t seem like it was a joke. When I ran, I honestly thought that one of them was gonna kill the other.”

“Espeon,” Weavile chimed. It was all she could think to say. She just had to focus on staying calm and acting normal, and sooner or later, she would trick herself into forgetting. “A human versus a Psychic-type? It’s a no-brainer.”

Joker paused for a long while as he mulled over her bet. Maybe he bought into her casual attitude and started coming down. Or more likely, he sensed her distress and started bringing himself down for her sake. Joker could always read her like an open book. Either way, after some ten seconds, he turned around and asked, “What if he had a gun?”

The image that popped into her head was so stupid that it made her burst out laughing. Some redneck raising a rifle and firing a round into the head of an Espeon like it was some buck that wandered on his front yard. Spitting tobacco out of his mouth before yelling for ma to go grab a camera while he holds it up. Yet the longer it went on, the less funny it became as Weavile realized how clear the image was, and she wiped the smirk off her face.

“S… Sorry,” she said. “This is serious, isn’t it?”

“Probably,” Joker answered with a smirk, “but it’s still funny. And I don’t want to completely ruin the mood anyways. This is supposed to be a vacation, remember?” Weavile nodded, and he went on. “Just… Be on your toes. With everything that’s happening lately, I feel like something’s brewing. And we won’t be able to hide from it much longer.”

“R… Right.”

…

Night fell, and with the forest far behind them, the two were out on the prairie in a grove of sassafras trees. A thin sliver of moonlight showed the painted Floatzel leaning against the trunk of one, his eyes shut as he dozed in the pleasantly cool air. It was just the two of them, and they were strong enough for the average Wildies to leave them alone. They didn’t feel the need to bother with taking watch.

And yet, Weavile did not sleep. She tried for hours to quell her mind and nothing worked. She paced around to further tire herself, she squeezed her eyes shut, she counted to a thousand, and even still she was awake.

So eventually, she gave up. Weavile climbed one of the trees and sat at the very top, poking her head out between the wispy leaves, and started to think.

Human. She’d actually forgotten she was a human, and now everything was so muddied. Everything Joker told her didn’t help, of course. It put an urgency behind it all. Something was happening, and if Joker hadn’t told her, she wouldn’t have a clue. She could be in the same boat as Riley. Hell, Weavile even helped this mess happen to him.

‘Weavile.’ That wasn’t her name, but what was…?

How long had she been here for? She remembered joining the syndicate a little over a cycle — year, a year ago, but before that? When had she arrived, and who had she been before then? Sixteen. She was sixteen, but was that here or there?

There were wisps. In the deepest crevices of her mind, Weavile could see the faintest glimmers. Human faces laughing at each other, screaming at each other. She could see Pokémon, huts, torches, a dusting of snow.

Weavile screwed her eyes shut as she grit her teeth. She ripped off a handful of leaves and tossed them into a gentle breeze as they pathetically drifted away. “I don’t need this,” she growled to herself. “I just wanted to… I didn’t…”

She hadn’t always known Joker and Espeon. Somewhere, they must have met and shared their secrets, but as long as she could remember Espeon had been looking out for her. More than just advice and information, he had been covering Weavile’s tracks. Forged documents, keeping her informed, teaching her to avoid human phrases, generally helping her along, and even helping Joker meet with her. Though she couldn’t remember when she first learned he was human, she could remember that. She remembered the day they first met, and he’d given her the broadest smile she’d ever seen. She also remembered thinking it was a little bit creepy.

Was that when they learned each other’s origins? It would have explained the smile in retrospect.

And then there was Espeon. That arrogant, smug little son of a bitch who was always toying with her, always tugging her along, always hiding something. At the very back of her mind… Weavile could see it. Yes, it was there, and remembering it made her paws clench into fists. She could feel the air chill around her. Leaves around her stiffened as frost crawled over them.

Clear as day, she could remember a tree knocked over, pinning an unconscious (or possibly dead) Ursaring to the ground as she—still a Sneasel—lay on the ground, shivering. She remembered the confusion. She remembered wondering why it was so cold. And she remembered when he turned around, adjusting his glasses with his psychic bullshit, and looking at her as if she were some starving stray.

Something tells me you’re going to continue being a thorn in my side, he had said, then swished his tails and started strolling away. Come. Let’s get you out of here.

Weavile drew in a sharp breath as the back of her throat glowed a soft blue, and as she lurched forward to scream, a scintillating bolt shot out and swept across the tops of the sassafras trees. A layer of ice grew and expanded in its wake, startling Hoothoot into flight and Skwovet from their dens. Frozen spikes jutted out at random and dangerous angles.

“God damn it!” she exclaimed at the top of her lungs. Her claws glowed a malevolent purple, and Weavile slashed them through the branches. She gripped and snapped another one, jumping to the steadiest branch and throwing it as hard as she could. It spun and spun and spun as it flew off into the now frozen canopy of the grove, and Weavile stood there, seething.

Why hadn’t any of it come to her earlier? She’d never realized the void that was there? Bullshit! She was smarter than that! Sure, she needed Espeon’s help for her plans to go through, but how could she not realize what was missing?!

Fury. Bitter tears in her eyes, Weavile clawed at her head as if to get memories out by force. There had to be something. There had to be something there — she could feel it. If only —

…

Amidst shattered orbs and frail, grimy bones, the lullaby soothed the restless souls that stirred in the mist. Stronger ones chained to the veil wove through barren trees and dry shrubbery. Duskull with their red wisps leaving trails behind them, revealing the violet vapor paths left by Gastly. The curious eyes of Phantump and a protective Trevenant watched on, trying to ignore their childish natures. Green wisps of freed spirits danced in the air, forming various faces of various emotions with the mists around a cracked keystone and the Pokémon that sat atop it.

Bisharp rested his chin in his palm as he held his darling’s music box in a bladed hand. His green eyes watched it carefully as his sweetly terrible voice sang in warped, accented English. He felt calm. He felt stable.

“Bye-bye, bye-bye… quickly die… On the morning will be frost, and you’ll go to the grave-yard.”

This place of death still had a breath of life. Embers of green waved and spun around him while the Duskulls left their bright red trails, and the pale blue moonlight shone upon Bisharp like a spotlight. Quiet but content. Perhaps they were happy. Perhaps in moments like these, spirits might pass on to what waits beyond the veil.

“Grandfather will come and will bring the coffin. Grandmother will come and will bring the grave clothes. Mother will come…”

Bisharp trailed off. The spirits lost their shapes as the mist evened out around them. An intruder. Bisharp sensed it at the same time they did. All was silent save for the somber lullaby, but it was a different kind of silence: the kind meant to be broken. Bisharp’s fingers twitched.

The intruder spoke first, and the moment Bisharp heard the voice, he smiled a sick little smile.

“No please, don’t stop on my account,” Espeon called out as he strolled through the mist. They were just close enough to see each other’s silhouette in the moonbeams. “Your song was so charming, and you couldn’t have picked a better place to sing it. It’s so… you.”

Bisharp didn’t say a word. His thin smile was tensed, restrained, held back by mere threads. A shaking hand closed the music box and tucked it away as raspy breaths greeted Espeon.

Soon Espeon got close enough where they could see each other, and he sat down a foot away from a mostly buried skull. Through the beams of moonlight, the patches of rust on Bisharp’s face were clear to see, as was a fresh scar on the front of Espeon’s chest. Bisharp’s eyes traced along a diagonal line where no fur grew. Even with a berry to heal, the damaged tissue remained?

“I’ll be damned,” Bisharp whispered. “You actually got into a serious fight. Who… No, wait, let me guess. If it wasn’t related to the syndicate, then…” A bladed finger scraped against a patch of rust. “Either the human or the Weavile.”

Espeon sighed. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It —”

“If it was that girl,” Bisharp interrupted, “then it shows you don’t have a handle on the kids you were entrusted with. And if it was the human, then it shows that you can’t handle it when you’re not in full control of the situation. That if anyone comes and disturbs your little process…” He blinked, and his eyes were red as he looked over the scar again. “I have to admit, I’m jealous.”

“… Are you done?” Espeon huffed.

Without a word, Bisharp closed his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath.

“Right.” His tail swished indignantly. “So what the hell are you doing out here?”

Bisharp started kicking his feet back and forth, tilting his head back to feel the beams of moonlight on his face. “Waiting,” he answered. “I knew you’d show up eventually.”

“By yourself? Where are your helpers?” Espeon stamped a paw into the dirt. “They told me you hadn’t come back. Do you know how much of a pain in the ass it was to find you?”

A dry, lively laugh answered him as Bisharp shook his head. “I told Alakazam that I wanted to talk to you. Several times. Did he just not tell you, or do you not listen to what I want?”

Espeon exhaled through his nose. “I’ve been busy,” he said. “And you haven’t.”

Silence. Bisharp opened his eyes again, tranquil green like a meadow, to find Espeon glaring at him. He could feel his threads being tugged at. His fingers twitched.

“… Espeon,” he whispered. “Say that to me again.”

“Oh, I’ll do more than that. I’ll spell it out for you!” Espeon shouted back. “The scarf. Isn’t. Here. We’re supposed to be wrapping things up, and you’re out here doing nothing. Singing in the den of a Mystery Dungeon! And you have the nerve to threaten me?!”

Air hissed in Bisharp’s nostrils as he took a deep, deep breath. He held up his left arm, where the woven knot of red and green fabrics was covered up by an intricate cerulean bracelet. “I have your three keys. I have what you need,” he rasped. “Are they nothing to you?”

“We aren’t leaving —”

“I dealt with your threats.” Bisharp hopped off the keystone, shattering a femur beneath his foot. The mist around him stirred, wavered, evaporated. “I killed my own brother. I turned my homeland into easy pickings. I maimed my own son. Is all of that nothing to you?”

Espeon locked up, but Bisharp could practically smell his fear. He was keeping up that usual arrogant persona, but those eyes of his, those strange soulless eyes, they wouldn’t look at him. Bisharp kept cycling between satisfaction and fury, satisfaction and fury, fingers twitching, twitching, twitching.

Leaning forward, Bisharp uttered through clenched teeth, “I want to see her.”

Espeon’s ears flattened as he tried desperately not to shrink. His eyes shut as he stamped his paw again, trying to force some authority. “Get yourself under control,” Espeon ordered, though there was a faint quiver in his voice. “I’m not negotiating with that psychopath. I deal with enough already.”

Bisharp marched forward, and Espeon didn’t back down. He squatted down in front of Espeon. The air was getting warmer. Mist burned off. Small lines of smouldering flames ran down Bisharp’s arms like veins, his chest, his neck, his legs. Orange sparks drifted off his body in a rising current of air, swirling lazily up like hundreds of departed spirits.

Espeon swallowed.

“I am getting impatient,” Bisharp warned, glaring at him with those dark blue eyes, like night just before dawn.

Espeon took a deep, shuddering breath as he forced himself to keep standing. His ears pulled back as he finally met Bisharp’s stare. “If you touch me,” he growled, “it’s all off.”

Silence. The two stared at each other in this place of death, and neither knew if it was about to see fresh blood. Bisharp’s fingers twitched and twitched before he balled his self-made hands into fists. “Then tell me,” he said patiently as his eyes flashed green, “why we’re waiting.”

Green: the reasonable one. Espeon inwardly sighed with relief, but he couldn’t let himself relax. It wasn’t over yet. “We’re waiting for Weavile,” he said. “She’s almost stabilized, and she’s bored out of her mind. It should only be another few weeks.”

A stream of scalding air rushed out of Bisharp’s nostrils, and Espeon turned his head away in discomfort. “Is that the truth?” he asked.

“Of course.”

Bisharp scratched a finger along one of the fiery veins, agitating a curtain of fire to shoot up. The finger in question now glowed a dim red, and he pointed it right between Espeon’s eyes. “And I have to wait because…?”

“To lure them all in. Once they have the storms—” Espeon suddenly stopped. His ears perked as his eyes went wide, and his tail shot straight up. In an instant he was taken away from this place of death as he glanced over his shoulder to the south, scowling at nothing. “Oh, for the love of…”

“Work calling?” Bisharp asked, making slow, playful circles in the air.

Espeon bared his teeth, shaking his head as he stood up. “She’s having another meltdown,” he grumbled. “I have to go. If you give me ten minutes, I’ll be back.”

Bisharp didn’t answer. He merely shut his eyes and retracted his finger.

Glancing back, Espeon added, “And put those flames away while you’re at it. You’re disrespecting yourself.” And without waiting for an answer, Espeon’s tail drew a circle in the air, and a faint golden shimmer overtook him as he Teleported away.

To deal with Weavile.

Bisharp took a deep breath as he returned to the fractured keystone he had used as his seat. The dew evaporated behind him. His greaves left scorch marks in the grass behind him. Even after all this, Espeon was putting him aside. Again.

The fire was fading, but there were still red glows all along his body like coals in a bed of ashes. Disrespectful or not, he couldn’t help it. His blood boiled, boiled, boiled, boiled.

He didn’t matter.

Shutting his eyes, Bisharp took his left hand and moved it to the blade disks on his chest, scraping and carving away at his fingers. His body always tried to undo what he crafted, so to keep this extra dexterity, he had to do this regularly. Once it was painful, but somewhere along the way it had become relaxing.

But he couldn’t relax. His head ached. Something bubbled deep inside of him.

“I can’t,” he whispered, slivers of metal piling in the grass beneath him. “She wouldn’t want me to.”

Espeon, or ‘Sora,’ wouldn’t listen to him. Too busy sticking to the script, making sure everything went as it was supposed to. He was always acting like he was in charge, in control, deciding all the rules. Even though he’d approached Bisharp first.

Slow, precise strokes carved the spots between his fingers, then sharpened the points and the edges. Focus on the mechanical motions. Focus on each and every movement.

It wasn’t fair.

“Please.” Bisharp was whimpering. His greaves tapped nervously at the keystone. “They’re innocent in all this. I’m telling you, she wouldn’t want humans to be hurt.”

Yet his head turned as if pulled by a chord, and Bisharp looked down at his arm. The woven band of red and green, and the intricate blue bracelet placed overtop it. The relics. ‘Keys.’ Brought back by his own hands, and what did it cost him? He had already thrown away everything. His brother, his homeland, even Mergo…

A trembling hand raised to his own face. In the reflection of his shined steel, Bisharp saw it happen. His eyes flashed blue.

“But she needs them to be,” he declared, and with a snap of the fingers he was gone.

…

Weavile’s hands were stained as she clawed and clawed at the sides of her head. Her breathing was rapid, her heart pounding. She couldn’t focus on anything.

She kicked and slashed at the branches around her, hoping to find some sort of catharsis in aimless destruction, but there was nothing. Only confusion. Only a storm of chaos inside her skull.

The thoughts wouldn’t stop. Her frustration was only growing and growing and growing. It felt like she was splitting apart, and she couldn’t —

“Weavile.”

She gasped and whirled around, and sitting on the branch just a little behind her was the complete son of a bitch. His tail even swished just as it always did. He looked a little bit less annoyed than usual, but otherwise it was the same smug, punchable face as always.

“You,” Weavile snarled, pointing a bloodied claw at him as she glared through a veil of frozen tears. “So now you show up? Two weeks of silence, of…” She shook her head and stamped her foot on the branch, catching Espeon off guard as he stumbled to keep his stance. “What the hell is going on?!”

For a moment, Espeon only stared, sizing her up and staring at her self-inflicted wounds. It was faint, but Weavile could clearly see it: shock. Not amusement, but genuine breathlessness. Good. For once he seemed to actually listen to her. Espeon swallowed before opening his mouth to finally speak. “Can you try and take a deep breath for me?” he asked.

“A deep — a DEEP BREATH?!” she screamed.

He nodded, and his gemstone gleamed. A second later he added, “Just because this isn’t a library doesn’t mean you can yell.”

It was so like him. She shouldn’t have expected anything else from this bastard. Weavile tossed her head back and cackled, running her paws through her feathery crest and leaving smears that glistened in the light of the moon. She was going to strangle him. If he had the nerve to try and calm her down like that after all this shit, then she’d bash his head open —

“Alice,” Espeon called.

And like a trained dog Weavile responded to it like it was a command. Her violent thoughts were shoved aside as a single word, a single name, echoed and echoed and echoed. She knew that name. As her claws fell limp at her side, Weavile was positive she knew that name. Was it hers?

Quietly, as if she might sully it, she repeated the name: “Alice…”

Espeon nodded. “Good. Very good,” he said approvingly. “Now, I know you want to strangle me right now, but if you promise to calm down a little, I can promise to relieve your little headache.”

She was furious, yet she couldn’t raise a claw. She was confused, yet she could scarcely form a thought. Weavile stumbled further back on the branch. “You… You — you’re keeping things from me,” she said defensively. “I’m not stupid. How did I get here? How long have I been here?!” She sniveled and wiped at her eyes. “And why haven’t I questioned you before?!”

A short pause. Espeon’s gem gleamed. “You have.”

Weavile blinked. “I… I have… But then why —”

It happened too fast to really process. The glow of an orange flame, bright like a meteor, ignited overhead, and Espeon immediately sprang into action. He crouched, pressing down on the end of the branch with his telekinesis as the air grew hotter around them. “Brace!” Espeon yelled, then released the branch. An unprepared Weavile was catapulted off the tree and into the air.

“Wha-what’s going —”

In a streak of fire, Bisharp plummeted with his leg outstretched like a guillotine, looking almost like the devil himself. He was staring straight at her. As his blade effortlessly carved and cauterized where she had been just an instant earlier, Bisharp stared at her with small annoyance. Too slow to swat the fly.

His burning path cut, Bisharp hit the ground with an explosive pillar of flames that lit the tree up like a torch. Weavile suppressed a scream. She landed on the frozen canopy, where she immediately scampered and dashed away from the flames.

Espeon appeared right in front of her. The ice was slick and he could barely keep his footing. but even as he ran in place, he stared up at Weavile. “Grab on,” he ordered.

Weavile barely hesitated. She lunged forward to wrap her arms around Espeon, and he struggled to not go spinning out on the ice. She couldn’t help herself. She couldn’t even stop the questions. “What’s he doing here?! And how is he on fire?!”

“Later,” he answered. “We’re leaving.”

A low, absolute, infernal answer came from below: “No.” Something glass shattered against the trunk, and a pulse ran through the air. Thin phantasmal chains wrapped around their forms, completing a ring before fading away.

Weavile screamed out, “Gogogogogo!”

Espeon said nothing. His tail completed circle after circle in the air, but he wasn’t going anywhere. “You’re kidding me…!” he groaned. “He chained me here?! This —”

The entire tree lurched an inch. Wood groaned and squealed as their already precarious platform tipped over. Espeon lost his footing completely and started sliding off the ice. The tree was falling, and below awaited the smoldering figure of Bisharp, glaring back up at them with his fingers locked together.

And then, as a whimper reached Weavile’s ears, horror took her in its tight, cold grasp. “Joker,” she gasped. She turned her head to see the painted Floatzel, awake and petrified, staring at the fires. Weavile tugged on Espeon’s ear and pointed a shaking claw at him. “G-grab him. Grab him, we can’t leave him!”

“I can’t,” Espeon growled, kicking her I’m off of him. “Take him and run. I’ll do what I can.”

“You can’t just leave —”

Espeon left. He jumped off the ice and disappeared below. Weavile could feel her heart sink and her claws ball into fists. That bastard…! She shook her head. Now wasn’t the time. Gritting her teeth and wiping at her eyes, Weavile turned for her friend.

All sharp, jagged angles and veiled in bright flames, Bisharp truly looked demonic as he burned a hole into Espeon’s face with those eyes. Even those were glowing indigo like draconic embers. “Pick one,” Bisharp ordered. “You’re losing one of your humans.”

“I think the fuck not,” Espeon growled back. His forked tail glowed a dim blue as he swished it through the air, leaving a trail that steadily grew and brightened. In moments, a hovering sword of aura levitated in the air as if it had a mind of its own, held in the hands of an unseen knight. “You leave me no choice. No matter what happens, I cannot let you kill them.”

“A Secret Sword? Did you really equip yourself with that just for me?” Bisharp tilted his head to the side. “And did you really think that would be enough?”

The gap was closed in a moment, and Bisharp slashed with the left while jabbing with the right. An icy blue blade moved to block one while Espeon jumped out of the way of the other. Waves of flame rushed in the wakes of his attacks, sending blistering air into his face. The sword scraped along Bisharp’s arm and went for a jab straight for Bisharp’s chest, but the Mad Jack twisted his body so that it deflected off the bladed disks.

Lurching forward, Bisharp kicked high at Espeon. He jumped back to avoid it, but a searing line of fire shot forward and caught him clean. Fur blackened. Skin charred. Espeon grit his teeth and suppressed an agonized scream, keeping his focus to call the sword to him just in time. As Bisharp drove his greave to Espeon’s face, the flat of the aura blade caught it, but Bisharp was still strong. The impact kicked Espeon off his feet and drove him into a tree with a dry crack. Bark splintered and branches shook.

The sky was full of fleeing birds flying in unorganized flocks. Pokémon fled in all directions, abandoning their dens as parents dragged their kits from slumber. Pillars of smoke billowed into the air, and the canopy of ice was steadily beginning to melt.

Joker took that all in as a mere footnote as he backed away on shaking legs from the fires. The crackling, the heat, the winds, the glow… He was trembling.

A claw firmly wrapped around his wrist, and with a yelp he was forced from his trance. Weavile looked straight at him, trying her best to stay calm. She was scared, but he needed her not to be. Hopefully Joker couldn’t feel her own trembling.

“Look at me, Joker,” she said, pointing at her face with her free hand. “Just focus on me, okay? We need to run. As fast as we can. Understand?”

His eyes flicked back and forth between Weavile and the fire, Weavile and the fire. “What’s… What’s going on…”

“I don’t know, but we need to run.” She grabbed on tight and led him away. “I don’t — where —- just, away. As far as —”

Joker gasped, and just as Weavile turned over her shoulder, he regained himself enough to pull her close as he fell on his back. A volley of white-hot iron spikes soared inches above Weavile’s head. They punched into nearby trees with a flurry of thunks, sizzling, burning. And Bisharp was running straight at them.

They hadn’t even hit the ground before Joker sprang into action. His other paw reached out and pulled Weavile close as a shell of water formed around him, and he rocketed away in an Aqua Jet with Bisharp fresh on his tail. Bisharp reached into a smoldering bag and threw another volley of burning spikes, but the acrobat wove around them with the thinnest margin for error.

Spitting, Weavile poked her head out of the side of the jet and opened her mouth. A blue bolt fired from the back of her throat as she sketched a line between them and their pursuer, and a jagged wall of icicles sprouted up. The warped silhouette of Bisharp grew closer, closer, and through the ice there was a bright orange glow in the palm of Bisharp’s hand. It looked like the sun itself, and he pushed it straight through the ice like it wasn’t even there. Bisharp dove and rolled through, and the star fizzled away.

“What the hell even is he?!” Weavile screamed. “Since when did he use fire like this?!”

“Like hell am I gonna find out!”

Bisharp was only getting faster. He was almost close enough to reach out and grab one of them. Weavile gasped, instinctively preparing another Ice Beam as Joker veered off to the left, but Bisharp was too —

A blue smear rushed in from the side, and Bisharp raised his arms to block it as the Secret Sword made a slash straight for his neck. He slid backwards, carving grooves into the soil as he shoved the sword back, which then went for an upwards slash. A steel boot stomped down on it, forcing the sword to the dirt as Bisharp whirled around just in time to see Espeon. His hind paws glowed a malevolent purple as Espeon spun and kicked, catching Bisharp in the thigh. There was a resonant metallic echo as Bisharp stumbled back and off the sword, whose invisible wielder then thrusted straight for his chest. A reflexive swipe parried the attack, and Bisharp regained his footing.

“Joker!” Espeon called. “Take her and get out of here! I’ve already called for backup!”

Joker swallowed. “On… on it,” he answered. The Aqua Jet broke, and after landing gracefully he started sprinting with Weavile. Even when they were out of the grove, surrounded by open fields and the glow of the fire, they didn’t stop.

A burning line carved through the soil as Bisharp adjusted his stance. The blue embers in his eyes flashed red for a moment. Fingers twitched. “Stand aside, puppet,” he ordered.

Espeon adjusted his glasses as he glared through the cracked lenses. “I’m not letting you undo everything.”

Bisharp was just about to lurch forward, but movement from his right caught his eye. A hand raised in a blur to catch a twirling bone, curved, slender. For a second, Bisharp tilted his head as he stared incredulously at it, but something else moved from his other side. Bisharp whirled and braced both arms in front of him as a burning log soared through the air, crashing straight into him and cracking in half. Bisharp skidded backwards in a cloud of smoke and sparks.

Predicting the third, Bisharp gritted his teeth and hurled the bone above, catching a winged creature straight in the side. Dragonite cried out in pain, biting down on an Ice Beam that puffed into frosted mist around his maw. The small figure of Marowak dashed past, kicking off a tree trunk to catch his weapon out of the air. And Alakazam was… somewhere. Bisharp could feel it.

He charged for Espeon again, arms engulfed in flames and malevolent purple. The Secret Sword slanted to brace for a parry, but Bisharp pivoted and twirled to Espeon’s right as he kicked dirt underneath his glasses. He didn’t even have to dodge the aimless slash.

“Ngh. Catch him!” Espeon barked.

In a great gust of wind Dragonite swooped right by, Marowak clinging to his back as they followed Bisharp out of the grove. The antennae sparked and crackled before discharging a great forked bolt of lightning. One of the prongs arced into Bisharp’s back — a clean hit. He stifled a cry as his muscles contracted, and the Mad Jack stumbled to his knees.

Marowak jumped next, wielding the bone like it were a blade to plunge into the smoldering Bisharp. Chances like this didn’t come often, but Bisharp was far from downed. As Marowak fell upon him, Bisharp snarled and whirled around, intercepting the bone with a steel arm. The weapons rattled against each other as their wielders fought for dominance.

“Halt, hunter,” Marowak declared. “You will harry the humans —”

“Shut up,” Bisharp growled, standing up and kicking with a blazing leg. Marowak broadened his stance and blocked the attack. A wave of sparks and heat came over his face as he stared up at the blue-eyed devil. Above them both, Dragonite’s antennae crackled and glowed again.

Espeon was just regaining his sight when he heard a monotone voice that actually showed a little fear. “Here,” Alakazam said, and a damp hot rag wiped at Espeon’s eyes. He blinked a little, nodded his thanks, then scanned around for Bisharp. Alakazam let out a sigh. “We came as fast as we could. Are they okay?”

“I can’t warp. Those two’re running,” Espeon growled. “Two minutes left, and we can’t talk him out of this.”

Alakazam bristled. His mustache straightened out for a terrifying moment. “You… You don’t mean —”

“It’s Blue,” Espeon answered. “He can’t be talked down.”

Even with the fires around them, a shiver ran up Alakazam’s spine. “B-Blue?” His spoons clattered together. “He’s actually using his flames? Blue?”

“Yup.” Espeon tested his legs and started running again. The phantasmal sword followed at his side. “Watch yourself,” he called back. “You’re all irrelevant to him.”

Swallowing, Alakazam levitated swiftly behind. “You be careful too,” he answered. “When was your last fight? How many ages ago?”

Espeon furrowed his brow, ignoring the other Psychic as he picked up speed. He didn’t need that reminder right now.

…

Weavile and Joker hadn’t stopped running. No amount of crashes and clashes far behind them could get them to slow down. Neck to neck, side by side, running through the grassy plains as the inferno grew brighter and brighter. Hell had opened up behind them, and they wanted nothing to do with it.

It felt somewhere around half a mile when Joker saw a small ridge ahead, and he veered faintly enough to nudge Weavile. “Duck and hide,” he said between breaths.

“Wh-what?” Weavile could barely focus.

“I said— oh, just,” Joker snatched her wrist and dove over the ridge. Weavile gasped as the two tumbled down the two foot drop. He pressed his back against the ridge and aimed an ear up. His blood was up, but he couldn’t stop shaking.

Weavile pressed her knees against her chest as she bit her lip. Cold. She felt so cold. Her body was a frozen mess of trembling claws and clattering fangs. This wasn’t right. None of this was right. Who was she? What the hell was going on?

Alice.

Her claws raked against her arms. Pain. Pain dulled the thoughts, pushed away the doubt, subdued the fear.

“Weav,” Joker whispered. She barely heard him. “Weav, l-look at me. We’re going to be okay,” he promised. “Espie will be here any minute to Teleport us away.”

‘Espie.‘ He’d been about to tell her something. She’d questioned this all before? What was that supposed to mean? What had he almost said?

“… Weav?” Joker set a paw on her shoulder, then cracked a shaky smile. “C’mon, if anyone here should be trembling, it’s me. I, uh… I mean you know I don’t like fire —”

“Joker,” she said in a dreadful whisper, staring off into nothing. “How long have I been here?”

His smile withered and died. “What…?” Joker retracted a trembling paw as he sat there, paralyzed. “Four years. Don’t you…”

Her claws pinched and scraped her arms as her eyes shrank. A lump of iron formed in her chest. Four years. Years: a human term. Four human years, and she could scarcely remember a thing. Distantly she was aware she was digging into her arms, trying to pull herself back to the danger she was in, to dull, push, subdue, but it wasn’t helping. It wouldn’t fix the fucking void.

“N… No,” Joker whimpered. “No no no no, no!” He slammed his head back, jabbing his crest into the dirt as his paws clapped to the side of his face. “I messed up. It was too early and I messed up.” Despair. There was genuine despair in his voice.

Slowly, Weavile turned her head, scared and uncertain. “J… Joker?” she whispered. “What do you mean? What did you…”

He was all over the place. “I — It’s —” His gaze went to her, to the grass, away, back to her, up, to her, the grass, away, her, up , Joker shut his eyes and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Weav. I’m so sorry. I should’ve just — just left it to Espie.”

Something glimmered in Weavile’s eyes.“Left… Left what?” Hypnotized, she lurched forward and grabbed Joker by the shoulders. “Left what?! Joker, what’s going on?!”

“W-Weavile, calm down, he’ll —”

“I can’t,” Weavile nearly shouted, but at the last second she suppressed a frenzied cry. She couldn’t stop trembling. Fear, outrage, indignation— they ran rampant in her mind and she couldn’t reign them in. All the cell doors were open. “Please, Joker, if you know some —”

A blazing comet streaked by over their heads, roaring, screaming. Marowak crashed into the dirt thirty yards ahead of them, sending dirt and sparks and flames into the air. An instant later as the grass was starting to ignite, a second comet came trailing after it: Bisharp, with his knees raised and his arms braced. Wreathed in fire and with blue embers blazing in his sockets, he was a creature of carnage coming up from the chasm. Marowak must’ve been thinking as much.

A column of bright fire engulfed the two as Bisharp landed on top of him. Blistering winds whipped and bent the grass, drowning out Marowak’s cries. Weavile gasped, turning away as the heat sank into her frigid skin. It burned. It was so bright she could barely see, but she could still hear. And amidst the crackles and cries, there were whimpers.

Joker shirked away from her hold, pressing himself up against the ridge. He couldn’t look away. He could scarcely utter a word.

“J-Joker?” A desperate Weavile grabbed him by the shoulders. “Joker, snap out of it!”

A crack of thunder, and a bolt of lightning struck Bisharp’s shape as Dragonite swooped in. Bisharp staggered, and Dragonite dove into the flames, snatching the charred form of Marowak by the arm. Blackened skin peeled away as he cried in pain.

Bisharp reached into his bag, removing the last of his spikes and transferring heat into them. A volley of six turned Dragonite’s back into a dartboard, and one pierced each of his wings. Dragonite stifled a cry as he spiraled out of control, landing and rolling and driving the spikes deeper.

And then, Bisharp turned to Weavile. The flames breathed with him, rising and falling, rising and falling as they fed on the grass. A curtain of smoke billowed up and obscured the night sky. All was dark, all was burning. He started towards them.

Weavile shook Joker violently. “Get up, get up!” she cried. She had to get out of here, but there was no way she was leaving Joker behind like this.

His eyes were far away, staring past the flames, past the smoke, seeing shapes that weren’t there. She heard screams from beyond the veil. Quietly, in a coarse and unnatural tongue, Joker started uttering a word that Weavile couldn’t understand.

“Oh, for the love of —” Weavile grabbed him by the wrist and yanked him off his ass. She’d drag him if need be. Joker yelped and stumbled as Weavile started to run. “You don’t get to stay behind!” she roared, looking back at him.

And as she did, she saw Bisharp sprinting after them. Weavile shrieked and picked up the pace, forcing Joker along, but Bisharp was fast. Even plated in all that steel he was gaining on her. She was dead. She was so dead, and she’d never know why. That insane fucking psychopath was going to kill them both, and she’d never know why. She’d never know who she was, all because —

Bisharp pivoted and raised his arms, blocking a slash from a phantasmal blue sword. The blades rattled, but Bisharp proved himself the victor and shoved the Secret Sword back. He kicked in retaliation, sending a wave of flames at its conjurer. Espeon, patches of fur burned and glasses missing, jumped over it. A ring of stars formed around his body, spinning, spinning, shrinking, shrinking. All of his other techniques had been tapped into, but there was still one more. His ace in the hole. His trump card. His Last Resort.

“Stay away from them,” Espeon ordered. The ring of stars condensed, and his form lit up like a morning sun. Bisharp grit his teeth and raised his arms, and Espeon crashed into him. At once the flames flickered. Bisharp groaned and went sliding back, sabatons carving grooves in the dirt.

Weavile sighed with relief, but Joker’s heart only sank. He finally found his voice, but the fear was still there. “It won’t work,” Joker said.

“It will,” Weavile answered. Espeon bullshat his way through everything. It had to work. Whatever that move was.

But Bisharp stopped. The white glow around Espeon dimmed, and Bisharp lurched forward and grasped Espeon by the neck. Skin sizzled. Fur burned. The breath in his lungs heated like an oven as Bisharp raised Espeon high. Behind him the phantom sword made another slash, but Bisharp reached out his other hand and caught it. The phosphorescent edge cut into his palm, and boiling blood oozed out.

“You brought them into this,” Bisharp declared. The back of his throat glowed like a forge. “And you have the gall to say that in front of them.”

Espeon clawed and squirmed as his skin burned. The grip on his throat was too tight to scream. “F… F-f —”

He closed a fist around the phantom sword, snapping the blade as it dissipated into blue mist. Bisharp cocked an arm back and hurled Espeon into the side of the ridge. Clods of dirt flew out as he was embedded into the earth. And once again, he ran towards Weavile.

Hope, she learned, was a fragile thing. The moment she dared to hold onto it, it shattered. The pit in her stomach grew. Tears froze on her cheeks. She looked down to Joker, and the fear in his eyes confirmed that they both knew: he would catch them.

And yet, Joker smiled. Nervous, shaky, maybe even empty, but he still smiled up at her. “I’m glad I found you,” he confessed.

“Wh… What does that even…” Weavile shook her head, mirroring the smile. “I’m… I’m glad —”

A concentrated jet of water shot into her chest as Joker parted his maw. It blasted her off her feet and into the air. Weavile cried out, only to get a mouthful of lukewarm Hydro Pump. She sputtered and gasped as she went tumbling, tumbling through the grass. Like a skipping stone she bounced along the dirt.

And she saw it. As she rolled over and over, for a few separate moments she saw it against the fire: Joker, suspended in the air with Bisharp’s arm through his back. Oranges and reds and blues. A mouth open in a silent cry. Something in the palm of Bisharp’s hand that wasn’t supposed to be there.

Weavile turned over one last time, facing away as she dragged to a stop. Her stomach turned to lead as she stopped breathing.

There was no way she saw that right. It must’ve been a trick of the light as Joker jumped away. It must’ve been! It was such a Joker thing to do. Blast her with water while they’re running for their lives, then come up and laugh as he grabbed her wrist? Classic. If she just turned around, she’d see him grinning, wouldn’t she?

She couldn’t move. Her paws fidgeted, pressed against the dirt, but Weavile couldn’t muster the courage to look. She clawed at the soil.

She hadn’t seen that right.

“Rest,” Bisharp soothed. “You shall pass peacefully.” There was a sharp, wet noise as Joker let out a quiet gasp. Bisharp took a deep breath. The grass rustled, and the harsh light of the flames started to dim.

Weavile wrapped her arms around herself to try and hold herself together. She hadn’t heard that right. The crackling was distorting things, messing with her head. Fear. Smoke inhalation. Something. It had to be something.

And then, Bisharp started to sing. His sweetly terrible voice contorted to fit a language he was not designed to utter, and he serenaded them with a melody warped by the passage of time.

“You are my sunshine. My only sunshine.”

Her will crumbled to dust, and Weavile scrambled to turn and face him. As the fires faded, and the defenders crawled from their graves, there sat Bisharp with his hellish body extinguished, holding Joker’s head on his lap like it was just a peaceful summer night. As if Joker’s eyes weren’t glazing over, as if there wasn’t a hole in his chest and his own heart at his side. As if blood wasn’t seeping out of his smile.

“You make me happy, when skies are gray.”

As if none of this happened. As if he hadn’t attacked and maimed his own goons. As if Espeon wasn’t feebly clawing his way out of the dirt. As if Weavile wasn’t even there.

“You’ll never know, dear, how much I love you.”

And Joker laughed. It was weak, barely audible, but it held all the scraps of his spirit that remained. He shut his eyes and tilted his head back, too tired to feel fear anymore. “Please don’t take… my sunshine…” and he never finished.

Choking, Weavile took a staggered step towards Bisharp. And then another. And another. “Give… Give him a Sitrus,” she croaked. “You— you have one. Sitrus, or Reviver, or…”

Gently, Bisharp set Joker down in the grass, raising a hand to his face. The sharp edges didn’t cut a single hair as he closed Joker’s eyes for him.

“Help him.” Her voice cracked. She found her stride and started marching towards him. “You can’t just … you can’t…”

Bisharp placed his palm against his chest, spreading out his carved fingers as much as he could, then closed his eyes to utter a prayer. “In peace, may you find truth. In the sun, may you find purity. Ave Aster.”

Peace. Truth. Purity. Those words actually just came out of his mouth. That psychopath, that murderer just fucking said that in complete earnest. As if he were laying Joker to rest. As if he were giving him his final rights. As if —

She couldn’t hold herself back anymore. Fury and grief were as one, and she didn’t know which drove her forward, but she wanted nothing more than to kill. To kill or be killed. Her claws glowed violet as they extended like knives, and she parted her brandished fangs as the back of her throat glowed blue. Weavile screamed, and a bright beam shot out and swept out.

Bisharp clapped his hands together and held them in front of him, conjuring a twisted spherical wall of light in front of him. The Ice Beam made contact and froze around it, growing, growing, a sharp mess of jagged ice crystals that crept up like a tidal wave.

The barrier faded and Bisharp batted away chunks of the ice, but Weavile moved to his flank. She choked back a sob and leapt for the throat. And as Bisharp turned to face her impassively, Weavile knew there would be blood. His or hers, she was going to put a stop to it. She needed to. She wanted nothing else.

Just on the edge of her vision beneath her, she could see Joker, content yet strained with a clean hole in his chest. And smiling, of course. He seemed to always have been smiling.

Bisharp raised an arm and caught her leading wrist, throwing her through the ice. She fell hard onto the ground, pieces of frost landing and skittering around her, and Weavile squeezed her eyes shut as she covered her face in an empty hope to block his next attack.

But no attack came. She only heard his footsteps start to walk away. She could only feel the last of flames sizzle out, and darkness settled under a smokey sky.

Slowly, Weavile opened them again to see the dark figure walking away from his chaos. Leaving her alone. Leaving her broken. Fangs brandished, she screamed, “Where’re you running, asshole?!” She scrambled to her feet and sprinted after him. “What happened to trying to kill me?!”

She made another attack, but Bisharp used his superior reach to press his palm into her face and shove her back into the dirt. “I will not disrespect him,” he said.

“RESPECT?!” Weavile screamed, tearing her throat. She sobbed, wiped at her eyes, and shot back up again. “After all this, you’re talking about respect?! Fuck —”

She jumped yet again, and Bisharp turned to snatch her by the throat. His grip was tight and unyielding, yet the razor’s edges that were his fingers felt eerily gentle. His breath smelled of charcoal, and from this close, through the fading smoke the moonlight showed a hint of green in his eyes.

“Joker let himself die,” he said through gritted teeth. “I don’t know why he did that for a sick, despicable feral, but I will not spit in his face. Show him the same respect.”

Don’t call it that! Weavile screamed inside her head. Her mouth opened, but all she could manage were choked and garbled gasps. Why would anyone do that for her? ‘Let himself die.’ The bastard was just trying to find meaning in this!

“Psych… psy…” She kicked and clawed at his arms, leaving thin scratches in his gauntlets. Fury and grief. There was no way Bisharp was going to leave her here. No fucking way.

He dropped her like a piece of litter, giving her one last pitiful, disgusted look. Then his gaze swept across the field and the smoking grove. Bisharp let out a low, forlorn sigh. And he walked away.

Weavile wiped at her eyes and made to follow, but the will wasn’t there. It was pointless. Feebly, pathetically, she screamed after him, “What are you?!”

And Bisharp stopped. His fingers twitched into a fist as he bit down, but it was only a short pause. “I’m sorry,” he answered, and left Weavile alone. And behind her, the last thing she had lay destroyed.

  



49. Special Episode: Failure: Part 1


    
    The doors to the library closed behind Espeon as he escorted Weavile in from the gray morning. They both looked weary, but for different reasons. Espeon was tired and bruised with a handprint burned into his skin, and Weavile was merely stumbling in behind him, holding onto his tail like a leash. Her eyes were barely open, and her other arm hung limp by her side. She almost looked drunk.

The sound of the doors shook the desk clerk from her slumber, and Glaceon yelped as she turned to face the door. “Wha— who’s there?! Who—”

“It’s me.” The plates in the ceiling gradually lit up to cast a dim light over Espeon and Weavile. He swept his gaze across the room. “And good. You at least haven’t frozen anything on your own.”

“You!” Glaceon exclaimed, ignoring his sass. “Y-you said you’d be right back by sunset, and it’s been…”

“It’s dawn,” Espeon answered.

“Dawn!” she exclaimed. “You’ve been gone an entire day! What happened? And is that the boss? What the hell is up with her? She looks like she’s on drugs!”

Weavile’s half-lidded eyes raised to meet her accusation. “Fuck you,” she mumbled. Never before had those words been said with such little spirit or conviction.

Rolling his eyes behind cracked glasses, Espeon stepped between the Ice-types. “She’s had a long night,” he said. “I’m bringing her up to my cot to sleep. Don’t go up there.”

Glaceon recoiled a little, holding her tongue before she huffed. “Door’s locked anyways.”

A pause. An invisible hand adjusted his glasses as Espeon looked her over briefly. So she tested the door, did she?

“I’m closing the library,” he said. Though Glaceon performed a double-take, he continued onwards regardless. “Just pass a message along for me, will you? Send for some of the Circus performers. And…” He debated on Murkrow for a moment, wondering just what the poor bird would do for her. No good, he surmised. “… And that will be all.”

Glaceon blinked. “Excuse me?” She hopped over the counter and followed after them, giving a brief pitied look to the sedated Weavile. “You’re closing? Is something going on?”

“That will be all,” Espeon repeated, making his way towards a spiral staircase. “You can go home afterwards. I’ll contact you when I need you.”

“Wh— hey!” Glaceon stamped her paw on the floor. “I’m supposed to work with you! We work Intelligence! You can’t—”

“Get used to it,” Espeon said back to her, and Glaceon froze in her tracks. He made his way up the first circle of stairs before staring down at her through the banister. “Welcome to Intelligence. Your superiors never tell you enough, and your subordinates yell at you for it. Now go. Home.”

Espeon’s purple eyes drilled holes into Glaceon. The gem on his forehead glistened as she faltered and took a step back. This was his domain. The wounds meant nothing. If she didn’t leave willingly, she’d be blasted out a window, if she was lucky.

And with his point made, he continued up the stairs, escorting Weavile with him. After a moment, the doors to the library opened and shut in a hurry. Espeon let out a sigh. “She won’t make it,” he said. “Too curious. Doesn’t know when to be quiet.”

Weavile nodded. “Your sister is mean.”

Espeon blinked, then looked back at her. When her dazed expression didn’t give way to drunken laughter, he nodded. “Right. She is.”

A hatch at the top of the stairs opened to a dim room that hadn’t been cleaned in some time. Three different desks stood next to each other against one of the walls, and while two seemed untouched and dusty, the third had a neat-ish stack of pages next to a loose pile of crumpled sheets. A few doors stood on the other walls, labeled ‘Guest room,’ ‘Pantry,’ and ‘Roof.’ A loft led up to a rounded window, and beneath it sat a soft cat’s bed that had strands of purple fur stuck to the bedding.

That last thing made Weavile stare, blinking and rubbing at her eyes. “You… You have a bed?”

“Indeed,” he answered. “I use it for sleeping.”

“… Huh.” She tilted her head. “I always thought you just like… turned off. Or something.”

Espeon slowed down a little as he looked back at her, alarmed. Just how sedated was she? “No,” he said tentatively. The hatch dropped shut. “I haven’t done that for a while.”

With her grip still loose on the forked end of his tail, Espeon led her to the far wall, towards the heavy locked ‘guest room’ door. He smirked inwardly. ‘Guest room.’ As if he’d actually bring anyone over. The last time had been with Alice near the turn of spring.

“Do you remember anything else?” he asked.

After a long pause, Weavile gave her answer. “The keyhole is fake.”

“I’ll be damned.” Espeon’s gem flickered. Mechanisms inside the lock shifted and turned, clicked into place, turned again, solving an invisible puzzle inside the metal. “What else?”

“I remember…” Her dimmed eyes started to come to life a little bit, her head turning to one of the dusty desks, the empty walls, the pantry. “… Joker…” Quiet, barely more than a whisper. Her claws tensed around Espeon’s tail.

“… Mm.”

The guest room door clicked open and the door opened into a dark room lit only by a beam of gray morning light from the ceiling. Dust motes stirred in the air like a startled school of Wishiwashi. In the dim light he could see several tarps and sheets hanging over unusual silhouettes.

“How are you feeling?” he asked gently, leading her into the dark room.

Something caught in her throat. “… Empty,” Weavile admitted, shivering. “I don’t… think he’s coming back.”

His pace slowed. For a moment, his eyes fell to the floor, but he drew in a deep breath as he forced himself to focus, his paws to remain steady. There was still Weavile. There was still Alice.

“… There was something in this room he liked,” Espeon said, raising his gaze to a strange shape on the far wall with a sheet draped over it. “A lot of things, actually, but this one… If I didn’t have this, I don’t think he would have rushed to pick up an instrument.”

“The music horn?” she mused. A moment later, an invisible hand pulled the sheet away, and in the gray light, a sparkle of gold had her in a trance as she stared. “The record player,” she whispered.

“Right.” His tail pulled gently out of her grip as he led her onto the couch. Behind him, the door drifted and locked shut. “Have a seat. I’ll put something on.”

Beneath the record player sat a dusty crate of cardboard sleeves, and that same invisible hand started rifling through them one by one. Espeon craned his neck to peer inside. The images were varied and otherworldly, and the creatures on it stark and surreal. Eventually he settled on one with four human figures crossing a street, and from within the sleeve he pulled out a black vinyl disc. It fell gently into place, the needle was set, and then…

Espeon glanced over his shoulder. Weavile, as if on reflex alone, had climbed and laid down on the couch, resting there with her paws on her stomach. She stared up into the skylight, seeing something that probably wasn’t there.

Nodding, Espeon turned to a desk on a wall, biting down on the cloth and gently pulling it away. Monitors and keyboards veiled in dust slept beneath it, wires bundled beneath the desk and disappearing into the wall. And right next to it, a black box with a faded red switch. “Now,” he said, raising a paw over the switch, “let’s hope they’re on…”

The switch clicked. Something whirred inside the box. Icons lit up on plastic boxes under the table, on the edge of the monitor, the side of the keyboard. The record player started making noises as the music started up. A single fluorescent light bulb flickered and hummed as a pale light bathed over the room.

From the golden horn came the slow, melancholic sound of guitars as the computers loaded up. Hopping onto a stool, Espeon glanced over his shoulder, curious to see how the sedatives were holding up. And she was frozen. As the singers started harmonizing, Weavile’s eyes went wide as she stared up at nothing.

… No. Espeon knew that wasn’t right. She was staring at something. He just couldn’t see it. Something about the human voices always did that to her. Music especially had that sort of power.

The screen blinked on, and Espeon stared at a blank blue background. A single login box waited for him, cursor flashing, with a single word written above it in latin lettering: Phantom. Espeon stood up on his hind paws and started tapping gracelessly away at the keyboard.
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With one gentle tap, he hit enter, and the password was accepted, and the screen started loading again. Espeon found himself idly singing along to the music, as was Weavile under her breath.

“Because the wind is high, it blows my mind… Because the wind is high…. Aaaaahhhhh, Love is old, love is new…”

A black background with a few file icons peppered about awaited Espeon. In the corner of the screen sat a date and time that he had long since disregarded: 23:47 18/03/2048. The internal clock was inconsistent, and he didn’t need it. His paw fumbled with the mouse to select the icon labeled ‘Travelers.’

“Love is all, love is you…”

It opened up to where he’d last been, making a minimal file simply titled The Unknowns. It only had two entries.


  Markus Vicario. Caucasian male in his 30’s. San Francisco? Prone to paranoia. Violent. Possesses cavalry saber and KA-BAR. Possible Marine, possible gun nut. Managed to evade capture and is presumably making way back to Riley. Will continue scrying.


Festuum “The Carnival,” Greninja. Thief. Accessory to Markus. Unknown methods. Unknown motives. Why is he doing this?

Espeon gave an irritated huff before he clicked back. He didn’t like to think about the unknowns, especially after meeting that one in person. His chest still stung.

Five folders sat in front of him: Attempts, Travelers, Staff, Stars, Unknown. The cursor went to the first one and selected it, opening up a list of several more: Elfreide, Jasmine, Alexander, Mergo, Hipolito, Alice, Amber. He clicked on Alice’s folder.

Behind him, Weavile’s singing grew louder, sorrowful, losing herself in the music as she harmonized with the men from the cardboard sleeve. Or was that Alice? The line was blurry, and with the sedatives it was like looking at it underwater.

For a moment, Espeon furrowed his brow as he felt a twinge in his chest. They had been this close, and then Bisharp had to do what he did. And now, Espeon had to… well, figure something out. Anything. For Alice.

He glanced back to the screen, now greeted by a text file that hadn’t been opened in months. And he was greeted by text so familiar by now that he could recite it in his sleep. Pages and pages and pages of notes.


  Alice Desdemona - Adolescent, Female



  Sneasel, Female



  Arrival: 17/03/2011 - 13th of Darkrai, 894th cycle



  Attempt made to obtain Null Star. Shot was successful, but behavior is irregular compared to other travelers. Details to follow.



  Apparent status: Failure.


…

Even before Espeon had first seen Alice, something in his gut told him she would be nothing but trouble. After his briefing his hopes were already low, and the weather didn’t exactly foster optimism. A heavy, cold rain turned the ground into mud, and white mist made it hard to see. And it was just after dawn. They couldn’t do this at a reasonable hour?

Just a few more seconds. She’d been there nearly eight minutes. Panic was probably setting in right about now. The closest Mystery Dungeon was over six miles from here, and the closest traveled path over twice that. Nobody else would be there to save her. It was just her and the predators.

And of course, Espeon, once he decided it was time to warp. For now he just waited on the edge of the forest, mud in his fur, wondering just how much longer he should risk it. Sneasel were predators, but there were bigger predators out there. Meaner ones. And especially if she were suddenly sapient, they would kill her.

“… Right.” Espeon stretched and stood up, shaking most of the water out of his fur. When he got home, he was taking a hot bath for sure. He raised his forked tail and waved it in a circle, teleporting away.

And then, he saw Alice for the first time. A Sneasel, ratty and soaked and shivering, gracelessly running on unfamiliar legs. She barely seemed to register him as she ran past, wheezing with tears frozen to her face. She was going to die. It was a sad fact that the estimated lifespan of a human was measured in minutes, and this was usually why.

“Go away, go away!” she shrieked, tripping through the bushes as the Ursaring steadily caught up to her.

Sighing, Espeon warped between them, his legs veiled in a dark purple as he kicked at the Ursaring’s right leg. The beast let out a startled cry and flailed its arms about before landing face-first in the mud. He knew equipping Foul Play had been a good idea.

“Please stay down,” Espeon requested, then turned towards Alice, who was still running in a deaf panic.

“Goawaygoawaygoaway!” She pushed a branch out of her way and ducked underneath it, but as it swung back it swept through her feather crest. She let out a frightened, bestial yelp as she jumped a good six feet into the air.

“Excuse me,” Espeon called, suddenly closer.

Once again, the Sneasel jumped as she turned around, but where she expected to see the towering bear instead sat the strange feline, his tail swishing in the air. She brandished her fangs as she started backing away. “G… g-go…”

Espeon rolled his eyes. “Relax,” he said, “I’m here as a friend. Are you hurt? Hungry?” Without waiting for an answer, an invisible hand reached into his bag and tossed an apple in her direction. The sight of fresh food dispelled her snarl, and she caught it and started to sniff at it.

“Mmnnngh…” She raised a sharp claw and sliced into it, and upon seeing the ripe flesh, stared intently at Espeon before taking a greedy first bite.

Espeon smiled, if only a little. Like a stray cat… “Do you know what you’re doing out here?”

She shook her head.

“I see. Do you remember where you came from?”

Her head turned somewhere to the north, vaguely in the direction of her den. But then, her face changed as her gaze settled on something behind him. Her paws started shaking. The half-eaten apple fell into the mud. Curious, Espeon raised a brow and looked over his shoulder.

The Ursaring stood once again, its entire front covered in dripping mud. Espeon could almost see its veins bulging. It was still after them? Not even hesitant? It should have known better than to march towards its own demise. Servants of the Mystery Dungeons shouldn’t have been straying this far out.

Grumbling, Espeon turned fully to face it. “What did you do to provoke this thing?” It looked at him more out of irritation than malice, like Espeon was just an obstacle, so focused was it on the Sneasel.

She stumbled back a few steps. “I… I w-was hungry,” she said shakily. “And I saw… an-an egg, and I… took it.”

Espeon blinked. Did… Did he hear that right? That was her first instinct? An egg? What… He swallowed. “So, you ate it.”

“N-no.” Another few steps. “She jumped out as I grabbed it, and I… got scared. Dropped it.” Confused, conflicted, paws tensing and untensing, tensing and untensing. Her breath was quick and haggard.

“… Were you going to?”

“I… was.”

He furrowed his brow. This was going to be an unusual case, wasn’t it? Violent tendencies weren’t unusual, especially with bodies like these, but that? They usually at least hesitated.

One thing at a time. Exhaling, Espeon stared over at the Ursaring, deciding to finish this quickly and make a show to Alice. A pinetree groaned and shivered as it was pulled from the soil, dripping mud from the tangled ball of roots. An instant later it was swung down atop the Ursaring from behind like a mallet. The beast spun in surprise and attempted to stop it, but the weight was too much. It crumpled under the weight and sank halfway into the mud. Something popped.

Sneasel shrieked, and Espeon winced as a headache split his skull in two. He knew better than to overexert himself like that.

“Jesus Christ!” she screamed. “She— she’s fucking dead! Holy shit! Holy—”

“Quiet,” Espeon growled, drawing in a deep breath as he tried to focus away from his headache. He already had a nosebleed. “Something tells me you’re going to continue being a thorn in my side.” Then with a swish of his tail, he started strolling away into the woods. “Come. Let’s get you out of here.”

Shaking, Sneasel gathered herself. “G-go wh—” She’d started running, but remembered the apple and dipped down to snatch it, “where? Is there a village nearby?”

“There’s a house a ways from here,” he answered. “We’ll take you there while I get you acclimated. And once you have the rundown, the do’s and don’ts, we can get you brought into society.”

She cocked her head. “… Brought into society?” she whispered.

“You’re a human,” he said. “If that gets out, they’ll kill you and burn the body.” He was practically on autopilot at this point, guiding her through the usual conversation as he took mental notes. There were a hundred questions he was prepared to answer or deflect. ‘Why would they do that?’ ‘What is this place?’ ‘Why are you helping me?’ ‘Who are you?’ ‘Who am I?’ And yet, there was one that somehow managed to catch him by surprise.

“… I’m a what?”

Espeon slowed down, taking two steps before stopping and turning around to face her. They both shared a look of genuine confusion, but there was something underneath hers: fear. Her paws were trembling.

“A… A human,” he repeated. “Tall, fleshy, hairless, frail…”

Sneasel shook her head. “N… N-no, I’m not,” she insisted. “I’m… I’m not. I’m not!”

Espeon faltered. The gem on his forehead gleamed. This was Alice, wasn’t it? Not some other kid out here on their own? Or heavens forbid, a complete coincidence? If a feral turned minutes before Alice was supposed to be here…

“You… You are Alice, right?” he asked cautiously.

Sneasel’s breathing hitched. She took a few staggered paces back as her trembling paws raised to clutch at her head. Her eyes stared at something that wasn’t there, something that should have been there

“… Al… Alice,” she rasped. Confusion, fear, paranoia. Her claws dragged down the side of her head, tearing gashes through her fur as she started to shriek. “What am I doing here?!”

“What the fuck?” Espeon took two hurried steps closer to her. “Stop— stop that! What are you doing?!”

She didn’t stop. Her claws tore away more as she screamed louder, frothing at the mouth. Blood was pouring out, dripping into the mud in gobs. The light rain was suddenly whipped around in a violent wind, throwing it into their faces. Leaves flailed on the ends of their branches. Above them, the sky coalesced into a deep gray.

A chill ran up his spine as the mud beneath Espeon’s paws quivered. The earth itself shifted. Something stirred. He knew this feeling…

“I shouldn’t be here!” Her claws scratched again as she suppressed a scream, and amidst the dark fur and the blood, there was the white of bone. The wind grew stronger. Leaves were yanked and carried away like a startled flock of birds. The tree that sat over the crushed Ursaring teetered back and forth.

Thorn in my side, Espeon thought to himself.

His tail swished in a circle as he jumped forward. He teleported directly in front of Alice, tackling her and pinning her arms to the ground. With a startled gasp, she opened her eyes and looked at him. Fear, confusion, primal contempt, human desperation. She sucked in breath, and Espeon didn’t know whether she would attack him or plead with him.

His gem gleamed, and a bright flash of light overtook her. The forest around her turned still.

…


  Subject had to be sedated after two minutes.



  Behavior was irregular from the beginning when she attempted to steal an egg and provoked its mother. This must’ve happened within the first six minutes of being here. Additionally, when asked where she came from, the subject pointed in the direction of her nest. Somehow she was in possession of knowledge and behaviors that should have been overwritten.



  When informed of her true name and origin, the subject experienced a severe nervous breakdown and engaged in self-harm. Wounds were severe and had to subsequently be treated. The weather started to change on top of that as winds started picking up, and the ground shifted.



  Sedation still worked, regardless of what was happening. There is still a silver lining. I expect her to wake peacefully tomorrow without remembering what happened.



  With all that said, what the fuck did you do to her? What went wrong, and how the hell do we fix this?



  Standing by for further instruction.


—Phantom

…

“Did you sleep well?”

A groggy Sneasel fell out of the covers, rubbing at her eyes as she gracelessly stumbled towards the kitchen table. It was a small cabin, just one open room with a kitchen that led into a simple living room. A few shelves were lined with books (because of course they were) against the walls, and some potted plants sat on the windowsills added a nice bit of extra color. A few dusty sketches and portraits sat in old frames atop side tables.

“Mmnnngh…” Her weary gaze scanned around the sparse room, eyeing the frames for a moment before something else distracted her.

Sneasel raised her head and sniffed at the air. Rich coffee, something sweet, something savory. Her head turned towards a small kitchen table, where Espeon sat on a chair with a plate of buttered toast and Rawst slices. An open mystery novel sat a safe distance away from the food.

“Would you like something to eat?” Espeon offered. “I have fruit in the cold chest if you’d like some. Or I can fry you some toast.” An invisible hand lifted a mug of black coffee to his maw, where he carefully lapped up a bit, then set it down again.

“Who are you?” she asked accusingly.

Straight into things, like they were picking up right where they left off yesterday. “Just call me Espeon,” he said. “I don’t think I introduced myself earlier, did I? Do you remember when I found you?”

Sneasel raised a brow as her claws twitched. “Found me? Found me where?”

“Out in the woods. You were being chased by an Ursaring.” A pause, another sip of his coffee. “… What do you remember? That might be easier.”

She looked around the room once again, looking out the windows and towards the two doors, then continued to eye up Espeon. The caution was still there, but something else now stood beside it. “… It was raining,” she said. “And I was hungry. I was away from the nest, and then… Then I was here.”

“… Mm.” Another sip. “You don’t remember the Ursaring? Or, much of anything before that?”

Sneasel shook her head. “Too fuzzy.”

“… Oh. A shame.” It wasn’t. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He was nothing but relieved. “Though maybe it’s for the best, given what you are.”

“… What I am,” Sneasel echoed.

Espeon nodded. “Yes,” he said. “You’re a Wild. You don’t tend to live the best lives.”

She blinked. “… I’m what?”

“A Wild Pokémon. It’s clear to me, since you need to clear out your ears,” he retorted, then took another sip of coffee as she glowered at him. “And the state of your fur. It’s filthy. Your skin is loose. And your memories are fuzzy. Wild.”

She growled as she rasped her claws together defensively. “Yeah? Then what the hell are you?”

“Civilized,” he answered. “And so are you, now. Welcome to the club.” Sneasel furrowed her brow, and Espeon rolled his eyes. “Alright, just… Have a seat. I’ll run you through this.”

Sneasel took a step and a half forward before her caution took hold again, and she stared a hole into the middle of Espeon’s face. “Why should I trust you?” she asked accusingly.

A shrug. “You don’t have to,” he said, then nodded in the direction of the front door. “It’s unlocked. You can take something to eat and head on out, if you’d like.” The mug lifted again as Espeon lapped up a bit more of the coffee.

Sneasel stared cautiously at him, then to the door, then back to him again, then finally settled on the plate of food. As the mug came down, she let out a defeated sigh. “… Do you have any meat?” Sneasel asked.

“Some cold stuff. It’s in the ice chest.” His tail swished in the direction of a gray stone chest with a layer of condensation all over the side. The same invisible hand struggled to pull the lid away just enough to see inside. A few glass bottles rested at the very bottom just beside a closed cardboard tub. And then, atop a stack of covered bowls and slabs wrapped in leaves, several loose slices of thin red meat called to her. Sneasel started to salivate. “It’s still cold, but I don’t think that’d bother an Ice-type, right?”

“R… Right.” She nodded, listening to her stomach and making her way towards the chest. She pulled out a loose handful in her claws and sniffed at it.

Hopefully, Espeon thought, she would recognize it on some level. That Pachirisu had been from her own forest after all, and even if it was cooked a little, the pure, gamey flavor should still prevail.

And sure enough, when she took a bite, Sneasel nodded approval as she looked over Espeon. Wordlessly she made her decision and took her seat at the other end of the table. The meat slapped onto the table as she started to pick through it. Manners, he decided, could wait for later.

“Anyways, yeah. You’re a Wildie. There’s a hard line between the typical civilized Pokémon and the Wildies, but sometimes, that line can be crossed,” Espeon explained. “Nobody quite knows how. The ex-ferals only talk about some sort of voice. You were talking about one when I found you yesterday, remember?”

Sneasel raised an eyebrow. “I did?”

A shrug. “That’s what you said,” Espeon lied. “You told me you heard something wish you good luck before you left the nest.”

Her face scrunched up as she searched through her fuzzy memories. By the hint of panic in her eyes, it was clear that there weren’t much left, feral or human. That was good. At least something went right. With an empty mind, she should form some fake memories of that supposed voice, which would make this smoother initially. Hopefully it wouldn’t drag on too long.

“… So you don’t,” he said quietly, and took yet another sip. His coffee was getting lukewarm. “We have a lot of work to do now, don’t we?”

…


  Education has been difficult with her. She had no inherent reading ability and needed to be taught from the ground up. Subject had no interest in learning to read, but on day 19 (32nd of Darkrai), she was finally able to write on her own without copying. Even if it was used to tell me to commit anatomically impossible acts.



  Progress might’ve been quicker if I hadn’t sedated her twice more (16th and 25th). That unstable state of mind seems to activate whenever she’s reminded of her humanity. I wish I could study her more, but that would risk her own well-being. It was horrific enough the first time. The furthest went was asking the subject if she wished to have a name, but she gave it some thought and answered that she didn’t need one. Subject is henceforth referred to as Sneasel.



  While it should be easier for integration, that issue comes with its own share of concerns. Subject still has Wild tendencies that are difficult to be rid of. She has only recently learned to groom herself. And she has a tendency to go after raw meat in her meals, though she’ll settle for rare red meats. Weaning does not work. When I gave her no meat, she took the first opening to go outside and hunt for herself.



  It is doubtful that she can be brought into public unless something changes. Even if we tell somebody that she’s a former Wildie, somebody like Gallade will see right through that and know what’s up. If we don’t find a way to normalize her, she’ll be stuck here.



  Send me Vengarl’s file. There have to be answers somewhere in this.


—Phantom

…

A dreary gray sky hung over them that autumn afternoon. Breath hung in the chilly air, cold enough that Espeon had a cyan scarf bundled around his neck. And got his glasses all foggy. He grumbled to himself, curled up in a small cushion on the porch with a laptop opened in front of him. Espeon did not like the cold all that much, but at least Sneasel didn’t mind.

It was a good time to be an Ice-type, and Espeon suspected that’s what kept her studying today. She was turning through the pages of a bestiary, currently reading more about her own species, at a believable rate. And while she wasn’t exactly enraptured, Sneasel certainly could have been less interested. Maybe it helped that she got to lay out in the yard, too.

Espeon gave the occasional glance before returning his focus to his laptop, hidden behind a great tome. He clumsily typed with his paws into a chat room with only one message, just over two hours old.


  [Shepherd]: How is Null Star?


After taking a deep breath and carefully considering his answer, Espeon hit send.


  [Phantom]: I don’t know if we can call her that.


He pushed the laptop aside and peered at the tome. It would be a few minutes before—


  [Shepherd]: Excuse me?


Espeon raised a brow. That quickly? Was he—


  [Shepherd]: Don’t be vague with me. What’s going on?


“Shit,” he muttered, then started typing away as fast as his paws could accurately manage. Sneasel raised her head to look up at him.


  [Phantom]: I don’t know what went wrong with her. It’s up in the air whether she is even a Null Star at this point.



  [Phantom]: You’ve read my reports.



  [Phantom]: I don’t even think I’m talking to Alice most of the time.


“You’re making faces,” Sneasel called to him, propping herself up on one knee to look just over the book. “What’s up?”

“Spelling errors,” he answered. “I swear, it’s like you wrote this.”

She furrowed her brow. “Fuck you too,” Sneasel spat, then huffed and went back to her own book.


  [Shepherd]: Most of the time?



  [Shepherd]: Multiple personalities?


Espeon paused for a moment. He peered over at Sneasel as he carefully considered the options. He already knew it wasn’t Dissociative Identity Disorder, and over the past month he hadn’t seen any drastic changes in behavior. The closest thing to that were her episodes when she was reminded of her humanity. She didn’t talk in her sleep, or have random fits of any human language, or anything that might indicate that part of her was locked away.

But at the same time, this was not Alice. There were too many things that stuck out. They might not be separate, but they were certainly different. And if it wasn’t Alice, it had to be something else.


  [Phantom]: Not that, but she’s not like the others. Can’t find anything like it. Best guess is a case akin to Vengarl.



  [Shepherd]: The vagrant Nidoking? Really?



  [Phantom]: Yeah.



  [Shepherd]: Your best lead is a virtually blank file?


Espeon stared blankly at the screen. This, he could tell, was going to be an uphill battle. He huffed and pulled the scarf a little tighter with his paw before leaning in closer to the screen, tapping away at the keyboard.


  [Phantom]: There’s a lot about that case that we don’t know. Since the original observations didn’t survive, there’s a huge blank spot here.



  [Phantom]: There’s similarities that we can at least explore. Remember the storm in my report?



  [Shepherd]: So what?



  [Phantom]: So we need to be careful with her. She could end up as some jibbering monster if we go too fast. That’s where I draw the line.


The cursor blinked as Espeon sat there, staring at the screen at the seconds crawled by. He had to wonder what kind of face Shepherd was making. Was he chewing on his nails, illuminated in a dark room by the pale light of the monitor? Was he banging a fist against the desk? Espeon couldn’t imagine Shepherd taking that one well.

After maybe twenty seconds or so, Espeon stood up and arched his back, opting to stroll over to Sneasel, who was kicking her legs in the air.

She shifted a wary eye to him but otherwise didn’t object. The current pages showed close-ups of Sneasel claws surrounded by dense paragraphs. Her brow was furrowed in frustration.

“How much of that can you even comprehend?” he inquired.

She scoffed. “Enough.”

“Then what’re you reading about?”

To his surprise, Sneasel actually tapped one of the lines of text on the book. “It says that I can make ice claws.”

He frowned. “… No. No, it doesn’t.”

“Oh yeah? Then what’s this part here?” She cleared her throat and started reading. Espeon braced himself. This was always an agonizingly slow process. “‘Body heat is drawn in… inward towards the torso, leaf… leaving the ep… epi… ehh—’”

“Epidermis,” Espeon said. “The outermost layer of skin.”

“I knew that,” Sneasel lied, then returned to the page. “‘Leaving the epic derniss naturally cold to the touch. When they hunt, they draw in… in even more heat, and their cla… claws freeze to the touch.’” She smiled proudly up at an unamused Espeon. “Ice claws.”

“Nnnnno.” Espeon shook his head. “Those’re different things. That’s a natural process to make the claws more dangerous when they cut through somebody.” Luckily, in this part of Arushar, he’d only have to worry about that in the winter. “You’re thinking of something akin to bladeshaping.”

“Blade…?”

“Bladeshaping. Moves that conjure materials that can be shaped into weapons,” he said. “They’d be techniques like Leaf Blade, or Night Slash. And they aren’t simple maneuvers that someone like you could pull off.”

She snorted. “Oh yeah?” Sneasel challenged, standing up fully to stare him down. The gem on his forehead gleamed in the sunlight. “I bet you I’d learn it in no time. I bet I’d fill you full of icicles.”

Espeon huffed. That was actually a valid concern, whether or not Sneasel knew it.

“Tell you what,” he said. “I’ve been meaning to give you a test anyways. When you can pass it, I’ll take you to somebody. I know someone who can give you some pointers.”

Her ears perked and tailfeathers stiffened. “… Somebody else?” she asked, almost hesitant, as if her excitement might scare it away. “You mean I can… I can leave?”

“For a little while,” he answered. “And if you behave yourself, we might even be able to make it a regular thing. How does that sound?”

He’d have to do this soon anyways. Sneasel had already snuck out a number of times into the woods, so it was a matter of time before she tried to make for a nearby village. And who knew what she could do unsupervised? Would her feral instincts kick in? Steal another egg?

For a moment, her eyes lit up, and Sneasel looked ready to jump at the opportunity. She nodded eagerly, wiping her mouth to hide her grin. “Yeah. Yeah, that sounds cool,” she said, then looked towards the tome. “Is that where the test is? What’ll it be on?”

“I still have to make it,” he answered promptly. “Just continue reading. I’ll finish it up some time tonight and have it ready for you in the morning. Does that sound fair?”

“Tomorrow?” Sneasel groaned. “I’ve been here for a month! Can’t you just—”

“You would fail,” he cut in, turning around and swishing his tail in her face. “Study as much as you can. You can retake this, so I’m not expecting you to pass on your first try.”

She shot him a glare. “You’re evil.”

You’re one to talk, Espeon thought, though he couldn’t quite ignore the faint sting. It wasn’t like he enjoyed it either.

Regardless though, Sneasel settled back down on the ground and returned to her book, and Espeon climbed the few steps on the cabin’s porch. He craned his neck to peek at the screen behind the tome, hoping to see a new response from the shepherd. Yet when he saw the wall of text before him, his heart sank.


  [Shepherd]: Where you draw the line?



  [Shepherd]: Who the hell do you think you are? You don’t get to make that call. Get off your fucking high horse.



  [Shepherd]: If we can’t use her as Null Star, what good is she? You don’t need another Vengarl. One is already enough of a pain in the ass.



  [Shepherd]: Go on. What good is she?



  [Shepherd]: She’s a waste of resources. She’s a waste of valuable time and money, and she’s nothing but a danger to us. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t cut her off right now and find another Null Star.


A pit of dread formed in Espeon’s stomach. He could already envision the shepherd stepping away from the monitor and into the other room. Espeon typed faster than he ever had before with those paws, hoping to God that he made it.


  [Phantom]: Because you need me.


The silence of the blinking cursor felt even quieter than usual. He waited with baited breath, hoping that he hadn’t been too late. Every second felt agonizing. There was no way of knowing unless he got a response. Not knowing what else to do, Espeon continued typing.


  [Phantom]: There’s no telling what kind of damage this’ll do to her psyche. We’re talking about human lives here. I don’t know what happened to Alice, but we’re undoing this. This isn’t what I agreed to.


The cursor blinked. And blinked. And blinked, and blinked, and blinked. Espeon braced himself. He looked up over the rims of his glasses at Sneasel. She was still reading, but any second now, that could change. Any second now, the shepherd could discontinue the whole operation, and there was nothing they could do about it. They were helpless. They were hostages. And Alice didn’t even know.

He knew he sold his soul away for this project, but it wasn’t until then that Sora actually felt what it was like to have somebody toy with it.

And then, a reply.


  [Shepherd]: We’re moving ahead without you. I won’t waste my time on your gamble. You will fix her on your own if you’re so insistent.


Espeon shut his eyes as he slowly exhaled. He hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath that whole time until then. His paws stretched out to rub along the porch. Yes, it was still there.


  [Shepherd]: And one last thing.



  [Shepherd]: We want you. We don’t need you. Remember that.


He already did. There wasn’t any way he could really forget that, was there? Espeon glanced over his glasses once again towards Sneasel, still ignorant of the whole affair. Somewhere deep down, he pitied her. How much worse could it have been for her if someone else was in his place? What would become of Alice?

[Phantom]: Understood.

“Fucker,” he mumbled.


  [Phantom]: Signing off.


Gently, he eased the laptop shut.

…


  She passed on her third attempt. 21 out of 30 questions. Spelling and syntax still proves an issue, but she’s put a lot of effort into learning about techniques and biology.



  Vengarl never would’ve done that.


—Phantom

  



50. Special Episode: Failure: Part 2


    
    It was a wasteland of sand under a dark sky where only the brightest stars could reach through the haze, and a freezing wind could chill even bone, yet to Sneasel, it was mesmerizing. The buildings were sandstone with beached white or orange canopies to offer shade. A few blues and purples decorated storefronts and homes, but green was saved only for the cacti. Espeon always found that amusing. Even the desert people’s aesthetics knew that green didn’t belong here.

But Sneasel was just focused on building after building, each a quiet piece of someone else’s life. Hundreds of lives. Hundreds of other people. Espeon couldn’t blame her for pressing her face up against the glass to see inside. He had to bark at her a few times so she didn’t straggle, and Sneasel would reluctantly pull herself away to catch up. Maybe she knew that she had to behave on her first outing.

“Honestly,” Espeon scoffed, stepping on the end of the scarf to pull it tighter. “This was why I had to wait until night. You’d have a stroke if you saw this place when it’s active.”

“Can we come back in the morning?” she asked excitedly.

“Here? No. It’s a desert. You’d melt.”

And not to mention, he didn’t want to be caught going here frequently.

Though in the back of his mind, Espeon pocketed the idea. She had a few human preferences in there. Maybe she’d be more used to the heat from back home?

“Somewhere else though,” he continued. “Maybe I could show you Churchwell. Or Port Llaffan, if you want to see some place diverse.”

Her eyes grew several sizes. Other names? Other places? Promises of the world she’s seen hints of in the books Espeon provided? Just that easily, he had her attention.

Espeon cleared his throat and added, “So long as you stay behaved, that is. Don’t do anything unsightly.”

“Yeah, sure,” she said, nodding as she poorly hid her excitement. She’d probably behave for the evening, though that next day was completely up in the air.

They took a turn down the dusty street, and Espeon nudged her as their destination entered into view. A red brick building sat unsuspecting amidst its neighbors, a wooden sign held by rusted chains squealing quietly as it swayed in the wind. Bisharp’s Butcher Barn, it read, even though it wasn’t a barn. The warm light of a lantern illuminated a frosted window.

He noted quietly that Sneasel hadn’t slowed down. Hell, she even picked up the pace and overtook him. Did a butchery not make her the least bit leery?

Sneasel reached the door first and gave it two loud knocks. “Hey!” she called into the shop, either unaware or uncaring of sleeping neighbors. She went for a third knock, but the door abruptly swung open, and her fist met with steel, right between the two pincers of a bladed disk.

A gaunt, weathered Bisharp looked down at her, patches of rust across his face. He was silent, and so was she. Sneasel retracted her hand as she continued to take him in. Save for the rust, his plating and swords were sharpened and polished, from bladed head to bladed toe. Yet he only looked at her with a quiet curiosity.

Espeon strolled up beside Sneasel, sitting protective as he looked up at Bisharp. His eyes were green. That was good.

“So you’re the one I heard about,” Bisharp said. Sweet yet terrible, like a madman’s lullaby. “The ex-feral. How have you been coping?”

She cocked her head. “You know about me?”

He let out a polite laugh. “Only a little.”

Sneasel furrowed her brow as she stood a little straighter. “Uh… Fine, I guess. I’m coping fine,” she answered. “It’s just a lot of reading and stuff so far. I feel like I’d learn better through exposure though. And…” She tilted her head, flicking her gaze to Espeon briefly before returning it to Bisharp. “Who are you?”

“Oh, just a friend of his,” Bisharp answered, nodding towards Espeon. He stood aside and gestured for them to enter. Sneasel looked back for confirmation, and Espeon allowed it. The two followed Bisharp’s lead. “I have a name, but everyone just calls me Bisharp,” he continued. “What about you? Do you have a name?”

“No,” Espeon cut in, staring a hole into the side of Bisharp’s helm. “She doesn’t. This will help her blend in.”

Tentatively, Sneasel nodded. “Plus, like, names come from somewhere, right? What the hell would I even pick?”

Bisharp snorted. He picked up the lantern on the far side of the room and continued past the counter. He led them into a crude kitchen that was mostly grindstones and cutting boards, hooks and ice chests and drains. There was a faint smell of blood permanent in the air there. Sneasel barely gave it all a second glance.

“I’d say whatever feels right,” he said, glancing over to an unamused Espeon, “but that’s neither here nor there. You want to learn how to bladeshape, right?”

“Yeah,” she answered, suddenly grinning. “I want ice claws.”

He let out a laugh. “And what do you want those for, hm?”

“I dunno yet,” she said, which Espeon suspected was a lie. “But I want ‘em.”

Another laugh. “Cute,” he said. “Well, I’ll do my best. Espeon couldn’t have picked a better teacher. All I know is blades.”

Espeon stared up at him, trying desperately to read Bisharps face. It was pleasant and neighborly, and his eyes seemed to be green. Even his voice was a little softer than usual. A little. But this was still Bisharp. This was still the Mad Jack.

In the back of the kitchen, Bisharp opened a door that led down into a cellar. He held it with one foot while holding the lantern out to Sneasel. “Could you go on ahead? I need to talk with Espeon for a second.”

Espeon clicked his tongue.

She raised a brow, staring at the lantern and then back up to him. “… Why?” she asked skeptically. “What’s down there?”

“A freezer. You want to work with ice, right? It’ll be easier there.”

Sneasel glanced back at Espeon skeptically, which he found at least a little funny. Even when Bisharp was trying, he still gave off those creepy vibes even to a semi-savage. And here Espeon had thought her feral nature would make her blind to that sort of thing.

Regardless, he nodded along, trying his best to look reassuring. “It’ll only be a minute,” Espeon said, putting on a thin but reassuring smile. “I’ll be right behind you.”

She looked between them uncertainly, rasping her claws together. Slowly Sneasel took the lantern and made her first step backwards, and then another. She reached the first step, then turned around and started making her way down. Periodically she cast a glance over her shoulder though, staring up at Bisharp like he’d pull off a mask to reveal a demon underneath.

Chuckling, Bisharp gestured for Espeon to follow as he made his way over to one of the stained counters scarred with a thousand cuts. He leaned against the table and placed his palms against the edges. With the lantern gone, it was impossible to see his face in the shadows, or the color in his eyes. Nevertheless, Espeon stepped closer.

Bisharp inhaled, dry and quiet like a desert wind. “He wants to kill you,” he said. “And I don’t know why I shouldn’t let him.”

A pause. Espeon furrowed his brow as he sat himself down. Was that still Green? He had to hope it was. If the other two said anything like that, there’d be no hope.

“Because it wouldn’t do anything,” Espeon answered neutrally. “And seeing me torn up like that wouldn’t be good for Alice’s well-being.”

Bisharp raised his hand to his face, gleaming in the faintest beam of moonlight as he fanned his fingers. “… You’re using her as a shield,” he observed. “Maybe it wouldn’t accomplish anything, but I imagine that ripping your throat out could be very… cathartic.”

Espeon’s ears flattened. It was times like this that he was glad he dampened his nerves.

“Look,” Espeon cut in. “You don’t have to like me. I get it. But the fact is that you owe me.” He stamped a paw on the floor for emphasis. “It wasn’t easy to locate that Celebi for you.”

“And what good came of—”

“And I need this, Bisharp,” he pleaded. “Something is wrong with her, and… I don’t know what. This is beyond my ability.”

Bisharp’s head tilted to the side. A line of reflected moonlight swept across the kitchen, over the knives and blocks and stains. “… Keep going.”

Espeon furrowed his brow. “You can’t be seri—”

“Keep!” he growled, leaning forward just enough that Espeon could see the white of his bared teeth, the patches of rust on his face. “… Going.”

His tail swished indignantly as Espeon stared back up at Bisharp. This was a mistake. If anyone else knew what he was doing, they would have screamed at him for asking such a devil for help, and this was why. Yet Espeon had to make this mistake. Glowering, he looked to the floor. “What do you want me to say?”

Bisharp smiled. “Whatever you won’t tell her.”

It was a nonsensical order. There were a lot of things he wouldn’t tell her for her own safety, or Espeon’s own, and Bisharp should’ve known that. There were things she wouldn’t understand, things too dangerous to leak. It wasn’t like Bisharp needed to know more about the situation, given that Espeon briefed him just two days prior. The only thing Bisharp could possibly get out of this was an admission.

“… Very well,” he said quietly, glancing back over his shoulders. Sneasel was too far away to be eavesdropping, he could feel that much, but he still hesitated. It felt wrong. Like talking about a dying relative in the other room.

Espeon’s gaze fell back to the floor again, trying his best to keep his expression neutral. “… And I’m sorry,” he added. “If I could undo what happened, I would. If I could help her, I’d do… anything. But I’m powerless.”

He was met with nothing but silence and the pounding of his own heart. Bisharp’s armored plates squealed and groaned as the Mad Jack shifted his weight forward further and further, until his face was just an inch from Espeon’s. Neither of them were breathing.

His eyes, Espeon noted with a crushing sense of dread, were an otherworldly red.

“Did you,” Bisharp said slowly, “just lie to my face?”

Espeon furrowed his brow and glared back up at him. “I didn’t, believe it or not,” he growled. “You can get as mad as you want at me. If that makes you feel better, if that gets your rocks off, fine. But this is about her, alright? Alice. So get down there and help her already.”

Smiling, Bisharp reached a hand forward and scratched Espeon’s chin. It left a shallow cut behind it, and a bead of red blood formed at the lower end. Espeon bit down a bit to suppress the sting.

“… Mm.” Bisharp stood upright again, then started towards the cellar. “So you bothered to make it the right color. Were you anticipating a fight?”

Espeon shut his eyes for a moment. Were he religious, he might’ve prayed just about then.

“No,” he answered, turning to follow. “Though it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”

Down the short flight of sandstone stairs, the cold air of the cellar welcomed them indifferently. Pale mists shifted across the floor. Past some mostly empty wine racks, the lantern had been set down in a hallway with four heavy metal doors, in front of one stood Sneasel, pawing at the lock curiously.

“Sorry for the wait,” Bisharp called to her. “Just needed to catch up for a minute. Now, are you cozy down here?”

“Kinda,” she answered. “Nice and cold down here. I like it. How d’you keep it that way?”

“Everfrost crystals in the walls and floors,” he answered. “There’s this Froslass I trade with to get them. They last up to fifteen months. Not exactly living up to its name, but still damn impressive. Maybe Espeon could get you some?”

Sneasel turned hopefully to Espeon, but he only shook his head. “It’d be overkill to get one of those for a single ice chest,” he said. “Like weeding your garden with a Hyper Beam.”

Her feather crest wilted as she huffed, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

Bisharp snickered. “Oh, you little grouch,” he teased, nudging Espeon as he passed him by. “Ignore him, won’t you? He doesn’t know how to have any fun.”

“Damn nerd,” Sneasel mumbled.

Kneeling down in front of her, Bisharp held out his hand with the palm pointing upwards. “Now, this is gonna sound a bit weird at first, but I need you to hear me out. Okay?” he said. Sneasel paused for a moment, then slowly nodded. Bisharp smiled.

“Deep within your body, you have a core,” he explained. “It gives you your natural sorceries and properties, and works in tandem with your biology. It should be about…” Bisharp slowly moved a sharp finger to just above her stomach, then tapped it gently. Sneasel winced, but no cut was made. “Right about there.”

She took a step back and ran a paw over the spot in question. She wouldn’t feel anything, Espeon knew, save for perhaps a placebo effect, but nevertheless she was curious. “A core…”

“That’s right. Your core. Whenever you breathe ice, or chill your body to combat the heat, you pull from this core. It’s a natural instinct. Merely draw the raw essence forth and shape it… like so.” Shadows crept from the tips of his fingers, spilling their way down his outstretched hand, over his wrist, over his gauntlet. It solidified into an obsidian coating, shimmering purple in the light of the lantern. The fingers straightened out and locked together as the shadows drew out to a tapered point.

“Woah…” Sneasel cautiously reached forward, tapping the point of the blade cautiously. No blood was spilled.

“With practice, it can slip into a lot of familiar shapes,” he said, and the shadows around his arm bubbled and morphed. The razored gauntlet formed first a pommel, then a handle, then a guard, then a stout, serrated blade. “Even wieldable weapons, so long as they don’t move too far from you. Here.” In one dextrous flourish, Bisharp twisted the Night Slash around until he held it by the point, then offered the handle to her.

Espeon watched on in silence. Why did he have to pick that knife?

Swallowing, Sneasel took it in her paw. Even though it was not meant for appendages such as hers, she held it firmly. “It’s… cold,” she noted, looking back up to Bisharp. “But not like ice. What is this?”

“Raw shadows,” he drawled. “Drawn from the veil between life and death itself. That chill is an entirely different kind of chill. You’re touching the grave.”

Sneasel furrowed her brow. “The hell does that mean?” she asked.

“Nothing much,” Bisharp lied. “It’s only where you draw your power from. Although, I suppose you’re here for your ice, aren’t you? Ah well. Same principle in the end. Now…” He closed a fist and the knife melted away into black haze in her paws. Bisharp nodded. “Just… focus on your paw pad. Imagine an icicle sprouting out of it.”

Sneasel frowned, then looked down to her extended paw. “An icicle…” Her face scrunched up as she focused in. Or at the very least, looked like she was.

Like a child.

Espeon bit back a rising flare of anger as it hit him again. A child, caught up in all this. A child, forced to see a fucking psychopath to evaluate her. A child, practically erased by this bullshit. A child, forbidden to even hear her own name.

The fact that he had to be here at all made his blood boil. The fact that he had to turn to someone like Bisharp just to get a trace of help here, the fact that even that was leery, the fact that Espeon had no better option than be a part of something so vile. They were thoughts that Espeon rarely paid attention to, thoughts that made him furious, and furious still at how futile everything was. He knew better than to fight windmills, but damn if it wasn’t tempting sometimes.

Sneasel grit her teeth as her eyes nearly bugged out of her head, making that strange, strained growl that supposedly made one focus harder. The ends of her fur sparkled with frost. She was getting somewhere, but she didn’t quite know where.

It had been the same way for him once upon a time, hadn’t it? Before all this. Before Espeon had even evolved. Back when he had been training in that small desert Guild, when he had tried so hard to perfect his own moves. Where had—

Sneasel gasped. A low, deep crack rattled the cellar as ice crystals jutted up from her paw, forming a frozen gauntlet. The weight surprised her and dragged her arm to the ground with a heavy thud. It was huge, ending in a flat stump with three large spikes on the perimeter, almost like a Beldum had stuck itself to the end of her arm.

But it was different. Longer spikes, stouter gauntlet, smoother surface. It was not a Beldum. Espeon’s blood ran cold.

Bisharp glanced his way, wearing a thin smile that held back a reservoir of unspoken words, before turning back to Sneasel. “Well, I’ll be. That’s a lot more than an icicle, isn’t it?”

“I-is that normal?!” she exclaimed. “Scared the shit out of me! What even is this supposed to be?!”

He laughed. “What, do you not recognize that shape?” Bisharp asked. “It’s an adapter. Surely you know that, Alice?”

Espeon bristled, glaring back at Bisharp as he sat up. That son of a bitch.

Sneasel’s eyes dilated as she slowly looked back up to Bisharp. Her paw started shaking. “… How… Who…”

“Stop,” Espeon warned. His tail swished as a cyan glow formed on each forked tip.

“Oh don’t play coy,” he continued. Sneasel’s shaking paw started to rise, rise up to the side of her head. “You know what that means. Think about it for a moment, will you? You don’t belong here.”

“What do you think you’re doing?!”

Bisharp leaned in for a whisper. “And none of it matters,” he cooed. “You can hear it, can’t you? The call… I can tell by the look in your eyes.”

Alice shivered as her breath hitched. The mist hovering around the floor shifted and whirled as winds came from nowhere. Her frightened eyes looked down to that frozen, alien thing on her paw like she was stuck. “I…” Her claw dragged against the side of her head, tearing through skin as blood started to stain her white fur. “I’m, I…”

Enough was enough. Espeon glared as his hind paws sheened a deep purple as a veil of glowing shadows armored his legs. “This wasn’t in the deal!” he screamed, then whirled around as he kicked for his groin.

Bisharp weaved to the side, kicking his legs out of the way before surging towards Espeon’s front. A bladed hand surged forward and gripped Espeon by the neck, leaving a series of bloody cuts on his throat. “What, you don’t like me breaking your toy?” he growled, then hurled Espeon across the cellar like a stone. The wall cracked.

Alice stared at him, but she was already overwhelmed. She staggered back a few steps as her claws dragged the ice along the floor. Bits of frost were crawling over the walls as the winds turned to gales.

Espeon coughed, and he tasted blood. Even with his senses dampened, he could still feel the searing stings on his neck, the dull pain in his back. His forelegs shook as he tried to move them, twitching in mechanical motions like an ancient machine reactivated. He gasped for air. His glasses were snapped and shattered, and a thin stream of red ran down the bridge of his snout.

And Bisharp just stared, the lantern on his back. Cold blue eyes cast their judgement onto Espeon, and they were not forgiving. Look, they seemed to say. Look and see what you have wrought.

“S… Stop her,” Espeon wheezed, struggling to roll upright. Things were definitely broken. “She’s… she’s going to…”

He didn’t budge. Even as ice started to creep up his legs, Bisharp didn’t move an inch.

Alice’s claws dug deeper into the side of her head. Gouts of blood poured out, freezing before they hit the floor. She whimpered, she screamed, her eyes rolled back into her head. The floor itself started to rise and fall, rise and fall like a churning sea. Walls were stretched. The vault doors squealed as they curved. Nobody was moving, but they kept getting further and further away. The earth rumbled.

Panic. There was no time left.

Wincing, Espeon struggled to his feet and raised his tail, swishing it in a circle as a golden veil draped over him. In a moment he was right in front of Alice. He could see her confusion, her fear, her contempt, her mindless bloodlust, her feral instincts, all of it, all of it and more etched onto one face. Her fur was growing ragged, her feathers a deeper shade of red, her claws jagged. He could even see her skull through all the cuts.

The gem on Espeon’s forehead glistened, and then a bright flash grew to cover the room. Everything was white, and everything was still. The wind stopped. Frost no longer crawled over his whiskers. Silence settled as the ground calmed itself once again.

The white faded away, and Sneasel stood slack-jawed with her eyes half-shut. She leaned forward as if to say something, but she couldn’t utter a word. She fell face-first into the uneven ground.

Panting, Espeon turned to glare at Bisharp. “What the hell is your pro—”

Bisharp fell upon him, pressing Espeon’s neck into the ground with the flat of his hand. It was searing hot. His knee pinned his lower back. Something else cracked.

Snarling, Espeon raised his tail to evoke another Move, but Bisharp acted first. His bladed foot raised and stomped on the end of it, cutting through with ease just below the fork in his tail. Espeon grit his teeth as his eyes went wide, feeling the fresh pain of an open wound.

“Look at her,” Bisharp growled, picking him up by the scruff of his neck and slamming his head down so that he stared at her fallen form. Bone cracked. More cuts. “Do you know what almost happened to her?”

Espeon wheezed. He couldn’t speak, but of course he could see it. She even laid between two of the distortions in the floor, helpless, tired, strained, barely more than a husk. A husk that had a name, perhaps.

“What did they do to her?”

His muzzle parted to let out a faint croak, “I don’t… know…” It was a question Espeon asked himself a lot. What had they done? Just what had they done to her? No matter how hard he tried, there wasn’t any answer. And if there was no answer, there was no solution.

The weight on his neck got heavier as Bisharp leaned into his open ear. His breath was as searing as the air in an incinerator. “How many is enough for you people?”

Yet another question Espeon often asked. At this rate, Bisharp might try and kill him. And what would happen to Alice then? Perhaps she’d be better off away from all this. It was a pipe dream, an impossibility, but still something nice to think about. Maybe it was just him. Maybe somebody else could solve this.

With the finality of an executioner, Bisharp spoke in clear, even, scalding tones. “Any last words?”

Espeon drew in a rasping breath, spitting out one last stream of blood before opening his mouth just enough to speak. “H… Help her,” he gasped. “I don’t care what… what happens to me, but… H-help her.”

For the longest moment, it seemed like nothing moved. The world had stopped. Espeon could barely even hear his own breathing, and Bisharp said not a word. His weight didn’t even shift. Utter stillness, utter silence. In a sense, it was almost peace.

But the heat of Bisharp’s metal hand subsided, and his firm grip slipped away as Bisharp stood up. Sparks streamed out as he exhaled, then cracked his neck to either side. “Null Star is still alive,” he answered. “But right now, they are separate. Whatever was done didn’t complete the job.”

His neck just barely turned so that Espeon saw him out of the corner of his eye. “What are you…”

“You’ll have to ease it. Very slowly, over a long time,” he continued, strolling over to squat beside the Sneasel. Delicately Bisharp turned her over so that she was face-up. “With enough care, she’ll stabilize eventually. And only then will it be safe for her. If she’s extracted like this, there’s no telling what’ll go wrong.”

Bisharp placed a finger under her nose; still breathing. He placed the side of his helm against her chest; still beating. He exhaled through his nose as he ran his hand gently down her cheek. She would be okay, at least, if only on the surface.

“Feed both beasts,” Bisharp said. “Subtly introduce her humanity with pieces of her world, pander to her feral instincts, then she won’t go off like a cosmic bomb. They’ll meet in the middle. And then it’ll only be a screaming match, not an inauguration.”

Espeon’s answer came slowly, just barely louder than a whisper. He could feel parts of him shutting down. “But, that… that’d take years,” he said, weakly attempting to stand. “Or cycles. That kind of internalization…”

But Bisharp moved in front of him now, lifting him up by the scruff of the neck as he stared at Espeon with those cold blue eyes. Espeon only glared back as he grit his teeth. “I thought you said you’d do anything,” Bisharp whispered, then tilted his head. “Is she not worth that much to you?”

…


  Damage sustained while taking her through a Mystery Dungeon. Cuts and broken bones. Taking time for repairs, so activity is limited.



  Additionally, subject had another episode. She accidentally said ‘God damn,’ and when corrected, she started questioning things. Considering she was in the midst of another Mystery Dungeon, that was not an acceptable risk to take. She was sedated.



  This process is not working, and changes need to be made. I would like to request some time to leave in order to bring somebody else on to help her. This is quickly becoming psychology, and that’s not my area of expertise. Contact me for further details. Null Star is not yet lost.


—Phantom

…

“I still can’t believe it.”

A Buizel followed behind Espeon as they strolled down a dirt path through the woods that dawn. He wore a bag that hadn’t been properly fitted, and thus hung mostly empty at his side. His head swiveled from side to side as he took in everything from such a short height. The Wildies weren’t exactly everywhere, but there was still the odd Starly or Greedent in the trees, looking back at him with the same bafflement.

“Well, believe it,” Espeon retorted. “It’ll be much easier if you do, and quickly. Act stupefied and you’ll be strung up.”

“I— I’m sorry, but, look at this!” He gestured behind him to his tails, then suddenly, the two of them started to spin around and around. For a brief moment they were a translucent yellow circle, like the blades of a fan, blowing away some of the dust on the path. “They’re real! How?!”

“I don’t know,” Espeon said flatly. “I don’t like thinking about it. It gives me a headache. And that’s not my job anyways.”

The Buizel sheepishly lowered his head. “Right, sorry,” he said. “I’ll calm down. She doesn’t need me freaking out, yeah?”

Espeon nodded, swishing his forked tail. “Yeah.”

Not to mention, it could lead to her relearning, which would have been terrible for everyone involved. And possibly have permanently damaged her.

The path turned, and through the trees they saw the reflection of the gray sky in the windows of the cottage. The silence of the forest settled in right about then. A light was on inside, meaning someone was home. Someone was resting in the living room. Someone was waiting for them.

Without turning his head, Espeon spoke directly. “She won’t recognize you.”

Buizel said nothing. The wonder and anxiety melted away.

“She isn’t allowed to recognize you. You’re strangers here. And you’re not allowed to get excited like you want to be. I understand that this isn’t what you’d like to hear, but I also need to make sure you remember that.”

Espeon glanced over his shoulder briefly. He could see his new assistant’s head droop a little as he stared down at nothing. There was light in his eyes, but it did not flicker or dance with life. It was a fake, battery-powered candle that only pretended to burn.

He looked forward again. “Even so, Hayden,” Espeon continued, “she would be moved. You’re doing something impeccable.”

The answer came slowly, but there was something in it this time: a quiet determination. The faintest flicker. “Then I’ll save it for when she’s better again.”

Espeon was silent for a moment, wondering just how long that would take. Years, he knew, but how many? One? Two? Five? Ten? That much time just to deliver one message? It was almost admirable, he thought, and Espeon nodded his approval.

They were nearing the porch, and Espeon had one last thing to sort out. In barely more than a murmur he asked, “Will you take a name?”

He frowned in thought.

Espeon continued, “It would fit with your cover either way. If you were inspired by a foreign performer, a name wouldn’t be unreasonable.”

“And I can’t use my own,” he surmised.

Espeon nodded. “You have minutes to make a choice that takes parents months,” he said, stopping just in front of the door. “I hope you—”

“Then I got it,” the Buizel cut in. Espeon blinked and looked back, only to see the faintest smile on his face. He didn’t get it, but he opened the door anyways, and his guest stepped in.

Sneasel stared up at nothing as she laid back on the couch. Her leg hung off the side as she idly kicked it back and forth. A blanket was tossed onto the floor in a rough, frost-dusted bundle. She reminded Espeon of a sick teenager, or perhaps with a look like that on her face, a stoned one.

Espeon couldn’t see the look on Hayden’s face, but he had to imagine it was bewildered. A little unbelieving, a little hurt, a little relieved. This was Alice. It didn’t look like her, or sound like her, and it barely even acted like her, and yet it was supposedly her. It was a lot to accept.

She blinked, and her eyes were a little out of sync. “You’re outta water,” she slurred. “But I’ve been chewing on ice from the chest. You’re good for now.”

“I’ll make a run for it later,” Espeon answered in his usual apparent indifference. “How are you holding up? Feeling any better?”

Sneasel managed a shrug. “Still sick,” she groaned. “Headache won’t go away. Sucks.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Espeon said, which wasn’t a lie. It wasn’t like he took pleasure in sedation. This one had been worse than the others before it.

He stepped a little closer into the room, stopping beside the Buizel. Just as Espeon thought: disbelief, hurt, relief. It wasn’t an expression he was unfamiliar with. He’d seen it on his own teammates when he’d been grievously injured, all those years ago. Or cycles. It made no difference now.

When Hayden looked over to him, he was desperate but careful. He didn’t say a word, but the look in his eyes pleaded for an answer: is it okay? Like a father afraid he might hurt an infant. It should have been funny, but it wasn’t. Espeon nodded.

“I brought someone else with me,” Espeon continued, noticing her eyes grow just a little. “He’s new in my line of work. I brought him in to help you out.”

She propped herself up on her elbows to stare at them both, but soon focused on the Buizel. It was the same tamed wonder of a city girl seeing a deer for the first time. He put on a nervous smile and waved back at her as Sneasel only continued to stare.

An invisible hand nudged his back, and he took in a deep breath. “Hey there,” he called. “How’re… uh, how’re you feeling?”

“… Sick,” she answered again, still sizing him up.

“Sick,” he repeated. “Right. Yeah. You just said that.” He tittered, looking away for a moment. Though it didn’t take long for him to pick up his resolve again, and he put on his smile as he took a few steps closer. “I’m here to help with that, actually,” he said. “Do you need anything?”

“… I dunno,” she answered. “I’m still tired.”

“You need to eat,” Espeon chimed, strolling past the Buizel and into the kitchen. “There’s some shredded Taillow in here I hid away. Have a little before you pass out. It’ll make you feel better.”

Sneasel furrowed her brow. “You hid food from me?”

“And you were rummaging through my stuff,” Espeon countered.

Sneasel winced, then grumbled as she eased herself back. Her head rested on the arm of the couch as she stared up at the ceiling. Though after a moment, she glanced over to the Buizel, who was starting to walk closer. Sneasel frowned. “What do you want?”

“Nothin’ much,” he answered, reaching into his bag. His paw clasped around a short wooden rod with a set of holes meticulously carved out of the top and a reed at one end: a recorder. “Just hoping to cheer you up,” he said, then started to play. The digits of his paws stretched as much as they could to cover the holes as they danced like a puppet master’s.

As the first few notes played, Espeon’s ears perked up. He’d been rifling through the ice chest and pulling up the false bottom, but he immediately stopped. He craned his neck to look over the kitchen table. What was that idiot doing? It was way too soon to risk that! Yet if he stopped him now, Sneasel would know something was up. Even if it wasn’t a common song she might know, that instrument was likely…

And yet, she only laid there, taking in the shrill notes with a strange resignation and amusement. It was a look Espeon couldn’t quite comprehend. She’d shaken her head and stared up at the ceiling through half-lidded eyes.

“You’re kinda weird,” Sneasel said at last.

He laughed a little, then sheepishly pulled the instrument away. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve been told that before.”

She raised her head just enough to squeeze her paws under, then squirmed a little as she found a more comfortable position. “So, that’s really it?” Sneasel asked. “You just came along to cheer me up?”

“Well, yeah,” he answered earnestly. “I’m a performer. That’s what I live for. And when I heard about you, I… I had to come and help out, y’know?”

Espeon turned back to the ice chest. He didn’t know how much of that had been luck, but it had been too close for comfort. But still, it was good that she was okay. And good that Hayden was, at least on the surface, taking this well. For now, anyways. He let himself believe that things might actually get better.

But it would take time, and it would only get worse as the months crawled by. More incidents and more resets. More people to watch. More humans to worry about, which meant a shorter time frame. More talks with the shepherd, more chances for everything to suddenly go out the window, more desperate gambles just to keep her alive while the shepherd focused on a new, shinier toy. Maybe things would get better, but things were bound to get a lot worse before then. He knew that all too well.

His face neutral, an invisible hold scooped up the bowl of shredded meat as Espeon started back to the den.

“Let me guess,” she said. “You’re an ex-Wildie too? Or did Espeon let you in for some other reason?”

“Nah,” he answered. “I’m not, but one of my friends is. I know to be delicate about all this.”

She looked at him from the corner of her eye, then closed them as a small smile spread across her face. “Then I’ll take it,” she said. “If it means someone else to talk to besides that nerd, you can be as weird as you want.”

The Buizel laughed, but Espeon saw the brief shimmer of tears that he blinked away, masking overwhelming joy and relief. This would be hard on him. He knew the boy deserved a better confidant than him, but there was nobody else.

He extended a paw out to her. “Glad to be aboard,” he answered. “You can call me Joker.”

At that, Sneasel opened an eye again. “You’ve got a name?” she asked. “Where’re you get that from?”

He shrugged dismissively. “It’s a long story,” Joker answered.

And Espeon slowed his pace, if only a little, contemplating whether or not to intrude. It felt out of place to ruin their moment. Espeon knew things would only get worse for them, for everyone involved, but Hayden at least saw the light at the end. Things might only get worse, but at the end of it would be the smallest of victories. He’d reach into the grave and finally save a life from this wretched place.

…


  She’s been opening up more, from what I’ve heard, ever since I was brought on, which is great news. I don’t get why she was trusted to someone like Espie in the first place for something like this. If I was stuck with a grump like him I’d go mad.



  I think it’s the new work she’s been given. When Espie brought her to work under Persian, she started thriving there. It’s more extreme than anything we did back in our world. And it makes me uncomfortable. Espie tells me I’ll get used to it. It’s to help her out. And I can see that. Even when we’re out stealing things, I recognize the glee on her face as Alice. I need to stop being selfish.



  Nobody knows how long it’ll take, but I’ll do whatever’s needed. There’s nothing left to go back to. Whoever reads these, please give me the chance. I’ll bring her back for you.


—Joker

…

The memories stopped as Espeon clicked on the bar at the side and dragged it to the bottom, scrolling pas pages and pages and cycles and cycles of observations he didn’t care to read anymore. Just that one little name had done it for him. The thought of seeing a few of Joker’s entries made him annoyed.

He’d failed. He brought Joker into this, and now that was another human life reduced to ashes.

The energetic guitar riff from the music horn evened his mood out somewhat, but he was still fed up with everything. Something had to be done. The cursor blinked at the bottom of the screen, awaiting the newest entry. And as much as Espeon wanted to vent to the page, to scream at the shepherd, to give Joker at least something, he couldn’t.

The riff gave way to light, springy piano, and Espeon found himself saying the lyrics as he typed.


  Bisharp has turned against us. He aimed to kill a human last night and succeeded. He went so far as to channel Bright Star. None of his handlers stood a chance. They should be recovering right now, though the extent of their injuries is not immediately apparent. He is after Gwynevere. Stay on your guard.


Hayden was killed, if you didn’t already know. Add him to your list.

When Espeon hit the enter key to start the next line, he damn near stomped it.


  This line of communication isn’t safe anymore. Taking action Zulu Whiskey - 932 - 04. Extract Carrion before Bisharp finds him too.


He stopped for a moment. It had been a few days since he’d heard from Kuroba. Perhaps Bisharp already… No. He would’ve heard if that was the case. He continued typing.


  I’ll remain here. Even with Hayden gone, there’s still plan B. I intend to use it. Should you have any objections, you know how to find me.


—Phantom.

Espeon considered adding a warning not to pull the plug, but he thought better of it. Challenging them right now could only make things worse. He submitted the file as it was.

He looked behind him. Weavile was still laying there, idly kicking her feet as she listened to the music. She was so close. In her sedated state, she was even roughly singing along in English. All she needed was that last push. And yet, that look in her eyes, puffy and half-lidded… It wouldn’t be an easy push.

Gently, he eased himself away from the computer, pulling the sheet over the monitor as he made his way over to the couch. The sounds from the music horn changed again to a light, playful guitar and a singer. It was a short song, so Espeon went along to this one too.

“Her Majesty’s a pretty nice girl, but she doesn’t have a lot to say,” he sang quietly, hopping up on the couch beside her. He poked and prodded at the cushion as he made a comfortable spot for himself. “Her Majesty’s a pretty nice girl, but she changes from day to day.”

Settling in, Espeon was surprised to feel a frigid paw fall atop his head. It gently ran down his neck and between his shoulder blades. He glanced up at her, but Weavile still stared up at the ceiling, seeing something he couldn’t. She looked… peaceful, though far from content. She had to be if she was actually petting him.

“You’ve a lot of nerve,” he said between pats, shaking his head before resting it on his paws. “But I suppose I’ll allow it. Just this once.” Besides, it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Even with her cold paws, there was a semblance of delicacy in her touch. And if it made her comfortable, who was he to stop her?

After the guitar faded away, the album turned to a song Espeon didn’t quite recognize. He was just starting to place it when something else caught his attention. When the vocals kicked in, Weavile hadn’t joined them. She lingered in the silence for a moment, and then she spoke, hoarse and quiet and weak.

“Thanks.”

Espeon said nothing. Seconds crawled by, and he didn’t so much as lift his head.

“Don’t thank me,” he said gingerly back. “Save it for when you’re rested up. When Riley helps you out.”

Weavile drew in a breath as she continued to look up at the ceiling, though she didn’t see anything anymore. Now she was searching for something. The album had faded into nothing more than background noise. “Riley…” she whispered, contemplative.

Espeon swished his tail, brushing it across her stomach to draw away some of her attention. “Yes, the Explorer you butted heads with,” he answered. “You’ll see him before long, but not until you’re recovered. Two days or so.” Of which, not all was for the sedation. She’d be a wreck when her head was clear again. More than likely, it would take something like four.

And during that time, Espeon would have to put off everything else. He’d have to delay his next visit to Persian, and paying a dreadful visit to Kuroba, and doing anything more than a scant amount of scrying. And the library would likely have to be ran by that Glaceon most of the time. And whatever fragments of the syndicate would come barging to his door.

Resigned, Espeon called to her. “Weavile?” She stopped mid-pet for a moment, then went on. So did he. “Thank you for your patience. It’ll pay off soon, I promise.”

And Weavile just snorted. “It’s okay,” she answered. “Two days isn’t… isn’t too bad. Just so long as it’s soon.”

Espeon couldn’t muster a response. It was almost funny.

  



51. Little Boy Blue


    
    
  They’d agreed to meet at a spot sixteen miles north, atop a hill with two boulders covered in moss. If Riley climbed one, he would see a hook-shaped lake to the south, and a great chimney-shaped rock far to the east. There they would wait for each other for two days, where on the second night they would make their way towards that chimney rock.


 


  But when Markus came up with that, there was one major flaw that Riley only just now realized. How the hell was Riley supposed to know what sixteen miles was? He was still bruised and battered, as berries could only do so much, so on top of being lost, he was slowed. And he had no idea how far he had gone.


 


  It was nothing short of a miracle that he found it. The setting sun was suddenly interrupted by a lumpy silhouette atop a hill, and as Riley approached, he moaned with relief to see two mossy boulders. And then promptly groaned when he saw he was the first one there.


 


  For someone so prepared, how had Markus let Riley get here first? It wasn’t just that Riley barely knew how to range, but he wanted to actually talk to a friendly face again. One that didn’t spout vague statements and remind him of how scummy he’d been, or taunt him with his memories.


 


  “One of you two better show up soon,” he grumbled, then hopped onto the closest boulder.


 


  He adjusted his bag and his scarf before taking his seat, then set the broken oar on his lap. It was only a staff with splintered edges now, thanks to the Nidoking.


 


  Thanks to that monster and its gnashing fangs. Thanks to its relentless hunger and rage. Thanks to its furious cries and garbled speech. Thanks to its
  
    —
  


 


  A shiver ran down his spine. Meditating! Time for that. Riley squeezed his eyes shut and raised his aura sensors, finding refuge in the world around him.


 


  Everything was painted in grays and blacks, and the sky was pale like fog. Auras scampered and lurked around. A Rowlet fluttering onto a branch, a Hoothoot waking up in the knot of a tree, a Yungoos running to its den— night was coming, and so was the nightlife.


 


  Minutes crawled by as Riley focused in on their auras. They were calm, for the most part, like pools of water that stirred in tiny, unnoticeable ways. Just what were they feeling? What were they trying to tell him?


 


  If a rabid beast like that Nidoking could feel things, could they? What was the difference between a Wildie and—


 


  “You’re a goddamn idiot, you know that?”


 


  “
  
    JESUS—
  
  ” Riley screamed and fell backwards, landing on his head in the dry grass.


 


  A cloaked figure strolled around the boulder and loomed over the groaning Riolu. “Nope. It’s just me,” he said. “Did you want to see him? Because as you were, someone could see you from miles away. Don’t you know how to hide?”


 


  Riley winced, but scrambled back up. “Sorry, b-but that’s— I-I didn’t—”


 


  “Spit it out.”


 


  “Your aura!” Riley scrambled back to his feet, meeting Markus’s quizzical stare. “You…” 


 


  He closed his eyes and twitched the muscles in his neck. The aura sensors raised again, and Riley summoned himself to the world of grays and blacks. And sure enough, Markus didn’t exist there. The items he carried were, but they were faint, like a drawing that had been erased.


 


  The hood shifted slightly as Markus tilted his head. “… You can sense auras?”


 


  “Yeah, but—” The sensors dropped and Riley opened his eyes again. “You… You don’t have one.”


 


  “… Huh.” Markus clicked his tongue, shifting his gaze around as he considered that fact. And as things calmed down, Riley couldn’t help but notice something… 
  
    off
  
   about him. Something about the way he held his head, like he was holding his chin up higher than usual. 


 


  But before he could press, Markus nodded as he came to some sort of conclusion. Which turned out to be no conclusion at all. “I’ll ask more about that later,” he said, “but goddamn. You’ve been through a lot, haven’t you? You’re more attuned to your body. 
  
    And
  
   you roughed it up, too.” Markus gestured to the fresh scars along Riley’s arm and chest. “Did the illusions win?” Presumably he was smirking under his cloth mask.


 


  Riley’s ears drooped. “I wish that was it,” he murmured, climbing back up the bounder until he was about eye-level with him. “There were others there. More than just Wildies. Like, that… the Nidoking.”


 


  Markus raised an eyebrow. “What, the one from the assault on the Guild? Bullshit. It would—”


 


  “It’s not bullshit,” Riley blurted, clenching a fist. “I had to push it into a lake in order to survive the fight. If it knew how to swim, I— I would’ve died.” Markus paused, looking over the boy as his eyes softened a little. Probably he believed it. Good. Riley continued. “
  
    And
  
  , and, I got into another fight that same day. I don’t know how, but, I ran into Kirlia.”


 


  Markus raised his brow, though the wrappings masked the full extent of his expression. “Gallade’s kid? You mean that?”


 


  Solemnly, the boy nodded. “It was close, and I don’t think I should have won, but I made it out. Dragged him out of a fire. Hope he’s doing okay—”


 


  “
  
    Wait.
  
  ” The word was so forceful that Riley froze in place, slammed down on him like a gavel. “He’s still alive?” he asked incredulously. “You left him on our trail?”


 


  “Wh…” His fists clenched tighter. “Was I supposed to kill him?” Riley challenged.


 


  Markus threw up his arms. “Maybe,” he contended. “Or do, oh I don’t know, 
  
    literally
  
   anything else.”


 


  Riley took a step forward. “I wasn’t just going to leave him to die! He’s still a friend!” he barked.


 


  “Friend?!” Markus shouted back. “He’s 
  
    trying
  
   to 
  
    kill
  
   you!”


 


  “So what?!”


 


  “
  
    So— SO WHAT?!
  
  ” he screamed, grabbing at his hair as he grinded his teeth. “Don’t— Riley, do you know why you’re out here?! This affects more than just you! You’re supposed to be part of us!”


 


  Riley crossed his arms firmly across his chest. “I’m 
  
    not
  
   killing him.”


 


  “Then you’re killing 
  
    us!
  
   You left a pissed-off Psychic on our tail! I’m sick and fucking tired of dealing with these fucking Psychics!” He whirled and growled and punted a stone into the trees. “God fucking damn it!” Markus roared, and squeezing his eyes shut.


 


  Riley blinked, mouth ajar as he stared up at Markus in utter disbelief. What was even going on? And there was a strange shimmer on his face, too, a faint sparkle in the evening light. “What the hell is your problem?!”


 


  Markus glared over his shoulder at the boy. “My problem?” he growled. “My problem is that I have to save our asses. My problem is that you left a mess for us to clean up when I’ve already got shit to deal with. My 
  
    problem
  
   is—… Forget it.” Markus shook his head, crouching down as his fingers started sketching symbols in the dirt. “I’m too tired for this.”


 


  Riley’s anger dimmed as he inspected the symbols. There were a number of them going every which way. Arrows pointing all over the place, shapes, letters in both English and the native script, but Riley couldn’t make heads or tails of them.


 


  “What are you doing?” he asked accusingly.


 


  “Getting ready to leave,” Markus answered. “Get your stuff in order. We’re going.”


 


  The boy’s ears twitched. “E-excuse me? But we both walked all day!” he exclaimed, gesturing to the distant forest. “And, and we’re waiting for Festuum. A-and we need to talk about what we found—“


 


  “Those can wait.” Markus leaned up against the rock and lifted one of his legs up, revealing a strange paw strapped to the bottom of his boot like snowshoes. He undid the straps with one hand while his other reached into his cloak to remove a burlap sack. “We need to go. Now. Festuum can catch up. I know what he’s capable of.” He dug around in the sack to pull out a different set of straps and paws.


 


  Riley bristled. He wanted to ask what the hell those false paws were for, but a more pressing question forced its way out. “What the hell has gotten into you?” Riley blurted.


 


  And the question went ignored. Markus finished putting the covers to his boots, then turned to the boy. His irritation was still there, bright yet distant. “Get on my shoulders,” he ordered. “I’m gonna backtrack a bit to get a trail started, then you’ll hop on to get rid of your tracks.”


 


  Riley furrowed his brow. “Don’t ignore me. What happened to you—”


 


  “
  
    Riley
  
  ,” Markus cut in. “Please. We can do this later.”


 


  The Riolu bit his tongue, huffing before balancing his new staff on his shoulders. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s hit the road then. But we’re not dropping this.”


 


  …


 


  “Gibberish,” Mergo deduced, squatting next to a line of incoherent symbols drawn into the dirt. Most of them were basic shapes like squares and circles, and half were sullied by a passing Delcatty. “Is this a human language? Or some kind of cant?”


 


  He scowled. A clue sat in front of him, and he couldn’t decipher a word. Perhaps it was just a distraction.


 


  “Disappeared,” Abby noted coldly. “The Delcatty just up and vanished, as if lifted into the sky. Came from the west, and then…”


 


  “Mm. Braviary aren’t too far from here,” Mergo suggested without turning.


 


  “Possible, but doubtful. They wouldn’t stray this far for food unless something was happening. And lifting something of that size for that far is… unlikely,” he mused.


 


  “That Festuum rockets away on a Hydro Pump. Could be that.”


 


  Abby shook his head, turning his attention from the dainty feline tracks to a set of stout, broad, beastly prints. “Propulsion-based flight is tiring and leaves evidence. Even something as clean as your Psychic couldn’t go far. And yet, no trace of a culprit. No grooves of a Hydro Pump.”


 


  After a second longer, Mergo gave up on the symbols and stood beside the hunter. “Teleporting?”


 


  “Nope.” The answer came instantly, catching the Gallade by surprise. Abby couldn’t help but smirk. “There are little ripples left whenever someone teleports. They’re invisible to the eye, but I’ve learned to track them. And pesky Psychics never see it coming.” A snicker. “You all think you’re 
  
    so
  
   untouchable.”


 


  Mergo hardened his gaze. “Watch it.”


 


  ”Oh relax,” Abby dismissed. “I’m just teasing, my liege.”


 


  Slowly, Mergo drummed his fingers along his upper arm, thicker skin making a clearer, distinct tap than what he was used to as a Kirlia. “None of that,” he said. “Just call me Mergo.”


 


  “… You know,” said Abby, “if Bisharp was lying to you, you’ll come out of this looking like a sympathiser.”


 


  Mergo spat into the dirt. “Humans don’t own names. If we want to move forward, we can’t be afraid to use them. We have to join the rest of the world,” he explained. “We aren’t the people we were in the days of Garchomp. And we can’t go on being a confused mishmash without any identity. We need customs, traditions, culture. We need to 
  
    be
  
   somebody first. So I’m starting with me.”


 


  There was a short pause before Abby snorted. Before Mergo could harden his stare, Abby looked up to him with a pleased smile. “I’m glad I found you, you know that?”


 


  Mergo blinked, his words failing him. He couldn’t think of just what to say to that, so he just looked away. Abby let out a short laugh before returning his attention to the Delcatty’s tracks.


 


  “They continue in the same direction Riley was heading,” he said. “In all likelihood, these are our prey right here.”


 


  Mergo frowned. “Your reasoning sounds weak.”


 


  A smirk. “I was hoping you’d catch that,” he said. “Now to hope you believe what comes next.” The Absol led him a few paces forward, back to the boulders and right to the middle of the Pangoro’s tracks. He pointed a paw at one of them. “This Pangoro started right here,” he deduced.


 


  Silence. Mergo’s eyes traced the tracks over and over, but they went further back for a long while. At least fifty yards.


 


  Expecting silence, Abby explained. “It doubled back in its tracks to make it look like it wandered in, but they start right here. It’s not too hard to see if you’re looking for it. See?” He pointed with one paw to the end of the Delcatty prints, four feet from the Pangoro’s. A reasonable jumping distance, sure, but the prints completely changed. It was impossible, unless—


 


  “That right here,” the hunter grinned, “is what we call a Ditto.”


 


  Mergo raised a brow, shaking his head. “Ditto aren’t real,” he said, more for himself than anything else. He knew Abby was a little eccentric, but Ditto? Really?


 


  “Our prey has changed its tracks,” he said. “Ditto or not, that’s the kind of thing from myths. Does prey like that not deserve a mythical title?”


 


  He kept shaking his head. He couldn’t stop. Riley? With something mythical? What else were they up against now?


 


  “The hunt is on, Ditto.” Abby grinned before sniffing at the tracks. “Just what kind of tricks do you have?”


 


  …


 


  All night Markus ran with a broad stride, panting quietly despite his cargo. His gear was light, but the Riolu on his shoulders didn’t help. Once every hour or so, Markus took a break to breathe and drink from his canteen, stretch a little, but two minutes later he’d pick Riley up and jog again.


 


  The sun came up and he still ran through the dry grass and protruding stones. Morning progressed, which turned to noon, and Markus slowed to a trot to let a weary Riley fall asleep on his shoulders. But he would not stop. The sun started to fall. Afternoon turned to evening, and his feet were killing him.


 


  Their growling stomachs roused Riley awake under an orange sky, and he irritably looked around. The chimney rock was much, much closer. Maybe a few miles away. They would be there soon.


 


  Then the movement and jostling of Markus’s body registered, and Riley looked incredulously down at his carrier. The smell of sweat hit him like a punch to the face. Markus was absolutely drenched.


 


  “Jesus,” he exclaimed. “You’re 
  
    still
  
   running?”


 


  A nod was his only response.


 


  “… How?” he asked. “I got 
  
    real
  
   tired after the two hour sprint, but you’ve been awake and running for… I don’t know how long. You gotta be superhuman. How are you not injured? Or, like, dead?”


 


  “Cross country. Rucking. Mind blank. Focus… next step.” His voice was weak and breathless. Riley could smell all the sweat that marinated the man. Being under all that cloth in a hot summer sun wouldn’t help either. Every step must’ve felt like his last.


 


  “Man, you 
  
    need
  
   a break. How much farther until the next rendezvous point?”


 


  “No. Creek.”


 


  “Creek?”


 


  “Creek. Ahead. Southish. Look.”


 


  After a moment to process Riley did as instructed, balancing on Markus’s right shoulder and sweeping his gaze to the… “Which way is south?”


 


  Markus nodded to his right.


 


  “… Ah, right. Thanks.”


 


  He started looking carefully. The grass was too tall to see a creek from far out, but he remembered that water had a sort of smell in dry areas. Increased humidity and potency of other surrounding smells. Now that Riley knew what to look for, he was realizing just how sensitive his nose could be.


 


  Sure enough, after some ten minutes later, he caught the scent of mud. Riley turned in its direction to see a channel of cleared grass a hundred yards off. The boy tipped excitedly, pointing straight and exclaiming, “The creek! The creek!”


 


  Not a second more was wasted. Markus pivoted and turned to the right, nearly throwing Riley off his shoulders. The boy yelped and caught onto his hood, pulling it back to reveal the layers of sweat-soaked bandages. His strides grew longer as the distance closed rapidly. Water. Cold, running, refreshing water was right in front of him.


 


  Yet even thoroughly exhausted, Markus still had the restraint to not jump into a pool. He came to a clumsy stop and slid on his knees to the water’s edge, flinging a flailing Riley over his head and into the creek. He shrieked and sank into the chilling, fresh snowmelt, then splashed and sputtered as he pulled himself into the shallows.


 


  Riley spat, then glared up at Markus, who had cupped his hands and drank carefully but greedily. “Man, be careful! I can’t swim!!” he yelled, trudging back to the banks—


 


  “Stay in the water,” the man ordered.


 


  Riley stopped and frowned. “What? Why?”


 


  “Your scent. Wash.” Markus unraveled one hand and scooped some wet sand from the creek. “Scrub well. Thorough but gentle.” He let the sand wash away and started taking off his layers of robes. “You smell like a wet dog.”


 


  The boy bristled. “I-I didn’t have time to, like, bathe or anything, alright? A-and 
  
    you’re
  
   the one sweating like—”


 


  “Riley.” His gaze flicked up to the boy impatiently. “Just… give me five minutes to breathe. Please. I’m tired.”


 


  With a huff, Riley obliged. He bent to scoop a clumsy pawful of sand, and he scrubbed it through his fur and the underlying skin. It felt like a coarse brush, or a steel scrubber, but sure enough it washed weeks of grime away. Clear water turned reddish brown as dried blood and ash and mud were carried off in the current. The scars on his arm and chest were still tender however, so Riley gritted his teeth and scrubbed delicately around them.


 


  Behind him, all the cloaks had been removed and placed in the water. So had the masks and bandaging and the socks. All the gear was placed precisely five feet from the bank. The saber, the canteen, the journals and ink, small sacks, a leather satchel, and some other things Riley had never seen Markus take out. A bulky knife in a leather sheath, a coil of rope, a compass and a map case, flint and steel, twine.


 


  “Alright.” Markus, wearing a horribly stained white T-shirt, jeans, and nothing else, waded into the creek. And after a moment, Riley froze. There was a long, fresh scar running up Markus’s neck, all the way from his collar to his chin. The flesh was raw and pinkish red, and it hadn’t been that way before.


 


  The words caught in Riley’s throat as he rubbed at his neck. “Y… y… you—”


 


  “Look away,” Markus announced, grabbing the waist of his shirt and pulling it up. “Need to wash, clothes n’ all.”


 


  “W-wait, but, the scar—”


 


  The shirt came off, and as Markus’s hands traveled to the waist of his pants, Riley panicked and turned away as fast as he could. Once had been more than enough.


 


  After sloshing around, Markus sat down in one of the pools where he was up to his neck, and he rubbed sand across the stained shirt. The sun was almost setting, but there was no hurry for either of them. Scrub, soak, wring, scrub, soak, wring.


 


  “… The scar,” Markus said quietly, and Riley’s ears perked. He lifted the shirt out of the water and inspected its color. Some spots were showing signs of white again. “I’ll explain more later, but I got into a fight.”


 


  Riley raised a brow. “You? You always seemed too scared to fight.”


 


  “Too smart,” Markus corrected. “But, I was seeing red. I’m just lucky that I disengaged in time. A quarter inch deeper and my throat would’ve opened up.” He wrung the shirt, streams of water trickling into the creek. “Should heal up fine enough. Salves and dried berry peels kept it from getting infected.”


 


  “But, who’d you fight? How’d you get away?”


 


  Markus grumbled. “The librarian,” he answered. “And I got out of there using a Rollcall Orb. Threw down a smokescreen and lit the thing up. Got the 
  
    fuck
  
   outta there.”


 


  “Th-the librarian? You mean Espeon?” Riley blurted. “But I thought Festuum was gonna find him. Why—”


 


  “That’s right,” Markus cut in. “I don’t know. And you were stuck in the woods for a week. So, I’m waiting for him to get here. No point in talking about it.”


 


  Riley bristled. He turned around fully to stare at the back of Markus’s head. “Okay, maybe, but I could still give a second opinion. I thought we were supposed to be working together.”


 


  Markus looked back over his shoulder, shooting the boy a spiteful glare. “I thought the same,” he said. “And then you left your friend on our trail.”


 


  “Oh c’mon, don’t change the subject. We’re—”


 


  “Kid, no, I’m not going over all that. I’m too tired for that kind of talk. I ran 
  
    all day
  
   to try and clean up your mess. My blisters have blisters.” He jabbed an accusing finger at the boy. “And 
  
    you’re
  
   scarred to shit too. Your ‘friend’ did that, 
  
    right?
  
  ”


 


  Riley faltered. “He…” He looked down and traced a digit along his arm. “Yeah, Kirlia did, but it’s… What was I supposed to do? He’s just in a shitty situation. Can you imagine the pressure on him?”


 


  “The pressure to drag you back and execute you.”


 


  Riley winced. “… Y… yeah, but… I mean…”


 


  Markus snorted as he shook his head. “That’s what I thought.” He dunked his shirt again. “Look, kid, you need to let it go. Whatever you had is gone. People grow apart. Life happens. You need to stop being so naive and grow up.”


 


  His ears twitched. Riley’s paws involuntarily clenched into fists.


 


  “Mistakes like that don’t fly when other people pay for them. Think about—”


 


  “I’m not naive,” Riley grumbled.


 


  Markus raised a brow. “Come again? You’re too quiet.”


 


  Taking a sharp breath, he stared a hole into the side of Markus’s face. “Don’t call me naive,” he growled, and Markus raised his other brow. “I’m doing my best out here. I’m not just some kid that needs to grow up into a cynical, paranoid asshole like you.”


 


  Markus flared his nostrils. “Say that again—”


 


  “A cynical. Paranoid. Asshole!” Riley swiped a fist into the river, throwing up a curtain of water between them. It sprayed into Markus’s unblinking face. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? Do you think I’m just— just wandering around all starry-eyed? That it never occurred to me? Do you— Markus it would’ve been 
  
    so simple
  
   if I just left him behind! The forest was burning! I wouldn’t have even had to do anything!”


 


  Riley drew in a sharp breath. He could feel his heart beating, his lungs heaving, his temper growing. Markus didn’t say a word.


 


  “Don’t treat saving his life like some impulsive, childish decision!” he exclaimed. “Like I just thought ‘oh yeah, he smiled at me once or twice, who cares if he tried to kill me?’ Like I just didn’t think about the consequences! Like I need you to tell me what I did was stupid! 
  
    I already know that it’s stupid!!
  
  ”


 


  His breath hitched as he wiped at his eyes. Damn it, he was actually starting to cry over this.


 


  “I’m sorry,” Riley rasped. “I’ve made things more difficult, and I’m really sorry for that. But I’ve done a lot that I’m not proud of. And god damnit, I’m not adding anymore to it.” He jabbed a digit straight at Markus’s chest as if to impale him. With the look in his eye, that very well could’ve been the intent. “Call me an idiot. Call me hopeless. Or a kid. Or whatever you want. But I 
  
    won’t stand
  
   for you brushing me aside like some airhead who thinks that everything will be okay because of 
  
    friendship!
  
  ”


 


  He brought down his fist again, swiping it through the river. Blue sparks of aura shimmered amidst the spray as a bucket’s worth of water crashed onto the banks. Riley was heaving now, his fury slowly burning out as the two stared at one another. Markus didn’t seem pleased, but he was a little more thoughtful than before. Speechless. Not scared, but something similar.


 


  It felt like an eternity had passed before one of them finally spoke again. Markus looked down and wrung his shirt again. “We’re both stressed,” he observed. “We almost died. Our blood is up. Should’ve taken that into account.”


 


  His anger sparked up again, and Riley opened his mouth to shout again, but Markus cut him off.


 


  “I’m sorry.” He twisted his shirt the other way and wrung it again, getting the last drops out. “I’m tired and sore and irritable. And I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. Belay my last.”


 


  Riley scrunched up his brow. “‘Belay my last?’” he echoed.


 


  Markus paused for a moment, then let out a sigh. “It… It means I take it back,” he admitted. “The ‘naive’ part, anyways.”


 


  For a long moment, Riley merely stared at the back of his head, wondering just what kind of face he was making. Hearing him give an apology of any sort sounded strange somehow. Even though he’d only known Markus for a short time, it felt unbefitting of the man, and wrong to overhear. It was like hearing his dad apologize.


 


  Riley picked up another pawful of sand and went back to scrubbing, turning so he wouldn’t have to see Markus when he stood up again. “Thanks,” he said back, blinking the last tears away. “And I’m sorry for explo—”


 


  “Don’t,” Markus barked, and Riley reflexively stopped. There was a long pause, as if Markus was weighing his words, yet all Riley could hear was the sound of the man dunking his head in the river. Don’t what? Don’t apologize? There was no way Markus was in agreement with him, was there?


 


  His head came back up, and he shook it like a dog and flung water everywhere. His hands ran through his hair to keep unkempt locks of hair out of his eyes. And then, Markus settled again. Drops plipped off the end of his hair and into the river. He drew in a sharp, spiritless breath.


 


  “I’m tired,” Markus murmured, hollow and lost. “I’m so, so tired. I just want this…” He sighed. “This day to be over.”


 


  The water churned and sloshed as Markus stood up, trudging back to the shore. He flung his damp shirt over his shoulder and slapped it against his back. Presumably, his other clothes were with him, and he started slipping into them.


 


  “I’m going to sleep,” he said. “I’ll be out for a while. If you can, try some foraging close by. Wild onion and garlic grow in these parts.”


 


  Riley glanced back over his shoulder. “How am I supposed to find those?”


 


  Markus answered with a dismissive groan as he collapsed into the grass. “Use yer sniffer,” he slurred, his eyes already closed.


 


  
    But I don’t know how
  
  , Riley almost said, but held his tongue. He could probably figure it out. He knew what wild onions looked like by now, and with a nose like his, he could probably figure it out.


 


  In the shallows, Riley took a deep breath and plugged his nose before dipping his head in the water. With his open hand he did a cursory job at washing away the sand, then hurriedly brought himself back up again. His front paws rested on the bank of the river as Riley bent over and shook himself dry like a dog. It came so naturally that he barely thought twice about it.


 


  He emerged carefully to grab his things, trying his best not to disturb the man anymore and let their argument fade away. Riley’s paw grabbed the end of the staff and picked it up, twirling it before smacking it into the ground. He felt better by holding it, even if it was chewed up by that Nidoking, even if he had no idea how it was real. He felt safer.


 


  Markus’s head turned slightly, just enough so he wouldn’t have to shout. “And I want you to think for a while,” he called. “If you knew what you were doing back there, and you willingly left him on our trail, then I want you to seriously evaluate why you prioritize him over our own safety. Just come up with an answer that satisfies you.”


 


  Riley blinked. There’d been no contempt or resentment in his tone, but the words themselves made him bite his tongue. He just had to accept that they wouldn’t see eye-to-eye on this.


 


  “M’kay,” he answered.


 


  Markus’s head fell back onto his arms, then he rolled over on his stomach. His bare foot fumbled around his possessions for a moment, finding and dragging his saber to his side, where it rested next to him almost like a teddy bear.


 


  “Wake me up when you start nodding off,” he mumbled, then shut his eyes, out like a rock.


 


  And Riley was alone again. A few sparse Wildies scampered through the grass overhead or soared in the evening skies, but aside from them, there was nobody. Everyone was back on the other side of the mountains.


 


  Save for one, at least. Between him and Astraean, in the distant hills on the western horizon, there was the forest he’d vowed to return to. And somewhere not too far had to be Kirlia, likely still on their trail. And there wouldn’t be a dungeon like the Tunneling Treetops to save them this time.


 


  He wondered if they could talk again if they saw each other. Maybe fighting back had been a mistake. Perhaps, if he’d fought only to restrain Kirlia, and he knew the right words, he could’ve gotten through to him. Even though that rhetoric made it seem impossible.


 


  But why did he want that?


 


  Riley clicked his tongue. Markus’s question wormed its way into his head, and now he couldn’t shake it. Why did he want to smooth things over again? Kirlia was nuts, and Riley had no ground he was willing to compromise on, yet he still wished he could get through to him. Why? Because it was the right thing to do? Because he wanted things to go back to normal?


 


  He could already hear Markus’s retort in his head. 
  
    Keep thinking like that and you’ll end up dead. Get your head out of your ass and see things for how they really are, kid. Just let go.
  


 


  Riley rolled his eyes. Just being around him was making him cynical. How long would it be before he was a bitter, paranoid mess like him?


 


  His eyes fell upon the man in question, finding him utterly still, save for a slight rise and fall of his chest. A man as tired and sore as him should’ve been more splayed out, or snoring, or… something, yet with the pose Markus was in, he seemed ready to spring at the first sign of something being off. Like the veil of sleep was thinner than foil. How rested would he be when he woke up?


 


  What the hell had happened to this man? 


 


  Then his gaze fell to the items poking out from under the cloak, and chief among them, the journal, just barely poking out. It taunted the boy. ‘Classified’ material. Answers. And perhaps the man’s own thoughts. Perhaps he could see just what the hell was up with him lately. It was an invasion of privacy, but at the same time…


 


  Riley carefully crept towards the journal, keeping an eye on Markus the whole time, then delicately set a foot on the cover as he pulled it closer. It was old, weathered and plain, but it still held together well enough to take a beating. Riley glanced one more time at Markus, and when he didn’t stir, carefully knelt down in front of the journal. He peeled back the cover.


 


  Taking up the whole first page was a drawing of a flower that Riley 
  
    knew
  
   he’d seen before. Light, slender petals blossomed outward in a circle from a simple core that was drawn in with a cross-hatch. It looked like a flower someone would use for that one game he only distantly remembered, ‘loves me, loves me not.’ And underneath the flower was a short message written in English: 
  
    Don’t stop— the path is lined with them.
  


 


  He’d almost forgotten that Markus was a bit of an artist. He’d drawn all those diagrams himself, hadn’t he? That… On second thought, he preferred to avoid that subject.


 


   Riley flipped through the pages until he started finding blank ones, then started searching back for the most recent entry. It was a little longer than the other posts before it, but not by much. Dirt and wet smears stained the page, and the script was messier than usual, but it was far from illegible. He started reading.


 


  
    Day 4875, 12th of Raikou
  


 


  
    Been moving for the past two days with no sign of pursuit, but I can’t let my guard down. It’s a Psychic.
  


 


  
    Talk with Joker fell through when Espeon showed up in the middle of it. Started talking about how I was a curious case. He revealed himself as human, but he said something else. I asked him how he knew about me, and he said it’s his ‘job.’ He’s working for somebody.
  


 


  
    We ended up fighting. I cut his neck, but he took my knife and gashed my throat. I don’t know what I was thinking. I knew I couldn’t win, and I had to use a Stun Seed and a smoke bomb to escape alive with a Rollcall.
  


 


  
    I was so close, Festuum, and I botched it. I could almost see it. Opportunity was in my hands, and I let it slip through my fingers. And now he knows about me. He’s preparing for me. I complicated everything.
  


 


  
    I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.
  


 


  
    I just want it all to be over. I don’t know how much longer I can do this for. 
  


 


  Those last few words rang again and again in Riley’s head. He didn’t know just what to make of them, but they didn’t sound good.


 


  Espeon? The librarian? God, another person to worry about. And he knew just how frustrating it must’ve been to have answers dangled in front of his face like that. The same happened with Riley when the Forest of Mirrors showed him a sliver of his own memories.


 


  Only, Markus had been here over a hundred and fifty times longer.


 


  Riley looked over to the man one last time, reading his weary, impassive face. 
  
    Day 4875
  
  , the journal said, written in rough, scratchy script. 
  
    I don’t know how much longer I can do this for.
  


 


  Silent, guilty, Riley closed the journal and carefully tucked it under the cloak again. He didn’t feel like reading any further. That single page was already more than enough. He hadn’t been expecting… that. Hopefully Festuum would be here soon, since that was something Riley had no clue how to approach. He’d only made things worse.


 


  He let out one last sigh as he tore his gaze away from Markus. “What the hell have I gotten myself into?” Riley whispered.


 


  …


 


  Things had been quiet for Kangaskhan ever since those boys left. A few travelers had used her sons’ bedroom for a night, and her friends from town had stopped by to check up on her just the other day. And three days before, a few bandits had come by to pester her and steal some of her food, but she’d chased them off with little more than some bruises to show for it.


 


  She didn’t want to admit it, but perhaps Markus had been right. Maybe she 
  
    did
  
   need to find her friends from town while she still could. It’d be safer for her. And yet, the very thought of depriving her sons of a place to rest their weary heads should they ever come home…


 


  Kangaskhan hadn’t settled on an answer, and she knew she wouldn’t anytime soon. Instead she sat on the porch in a great, sturdy rocker with a book in her hands, enjoying the sunset while she could. It was one of Excalibur’s chronicles that she’d already read half a dozen times, but ever since Gallade’s untimely demise, she’d found herself reading through them again. Perhaps it was a form of grieving.


 


  
    Frozen and Hollow
  
  , said the header atop each page, and at the footer, 
  
    Gwynevere
  
  .


 


  She was near the climax of the book, as Team Excalibur fought against Kyurem in the depths of his lair. Their attacks did little to slow it down as they chipped at his frozen body, and the air inside the cavern was rapidly getting colder and colder. And for as agile as Bisharp and Gallade were, the cold slowed their movements, and Kyurem was able to rip into them. And more importantly, get to Gwynevere.


 


  In the back of her mind, she’d been wondering if this Bisharp was the same one that had taken Gallade’s life, but she knew it had to be a coincidence. She’d seen the funeral herself. She saw the casket go into the earth. It had to be. Fate had just been cruel to him.


 


  Yet something else caught Kangaskhan’s eye as a silhouette moved against the sunset. She squinted and raised a hand to her brow to see someone atop the hill with the sun to their back. All she could tell was that they were decently sized, and probably bipedal. And walking closer. To a farm in the middle of nowhere. Alone.


 


  Kangaskhan swept her gaze left and right as subtly as she could. She couldn’t see anyone else, but that didn’t rule anything out.


 


  “Good evening!” Kangaskhan bellowed, closing her book and setting it on the table beside her. “What brings you all the way out here?!”


 


  No answer. The figure descended the hill and made their way towards the fence. It wasn’t a run, but they were clearly hurrying.


 


  Kangaskhan swallowed as she stood up, starting her way down the stairs and resting a hand on the railing. Dread crept up her spine. As she watched the visitor hop the fence and start towards her, she started to make out more features. Two perked ears, fur the color of blue steel, a chest of light gold, a canine snout… A Lucario. Perhaps, Riley had evolved and made his way back?


 


  But it wasn’t. As she drew nearer, the newspapers ran through her head again, and she saw just how grayed this Lucario was. And the look in her eyes. Even from here Kangaskhan could feel an intense gravity.


 


  “E-evening,” she said again. “The road’s the other way. What brings you out here, hon?”


 


  “Where is my son?”


 


  A single question, a mere four words, struck Kangaskhan like someone just threw an anvil into her.


 


  “O… Oh,” she fumbled. “So it’s you, then. F-from the papers. I was…” Kangaskhan sighed a little and fidgeted her hands together. “You have my sympathies. I lost my own daughter a while back, but I couldn’t ima—”


 


  “The Carnival,” Lucario interjected. “He frequents this area and these rivers. You’re the only one around here who lives alone with beds to spare. I did my research. Tell me where he is.”


 


  Kangaskhan blinked. “I-I don’t know what you’re—”


 


  In an instant, Lucario was right in front of her. A jagged blue streak of lightning marked the hundred yards she crossed to stare straight up at Kangaskhan with a burning intensity. This close, something else was clear: the desperate, tired look on her face. Her pupils had shrunken and there were bags under her eyes. Her fur was unkempt and her spikes marred with dirt and soot. Wisps of blue flames danced along her wrists. And the smell. The air was zingy and metallic like a lightning storm, awakening every cell in Kangaskhan’s body to scream of the danger she was in.


 


  “Do 
  
    not
  
   lie to me,” Lucario warned through gritted teeth, her chest heaving. “Where is he? Where did he take my son?”


 


  “I-I-I don’t…” she squeaked.


 


  How could anyone be that fast? There was no way she could stand up to her, could she? Did she really have no other choice than to betray her sons? And Riley, too. He was such a sweet boy, and there was no telling what would happen if… With that look in her eyes…


 


  Kangaskhan was shaking, “They, they never told—”


 


  Lucario swiped a paw into Kangaskhan’s side and shoved her to the side. She shrieked and tumbled into the banister as it cracked and bpent away from the porch. Any harder and she would’ve barreled right through. The door was thrown open. Gasping, Kangaskhan regained her balance and looked back just in time to see the tip of a blue tail disappear inside.


 


  Kangaskhan stumbled after her. “W-wait,” she coughed, rounding through the broad archway, “What are you…”


 


  Her eyes were closed, and her black sensors hummed as they levitated. Lucario’s head turned towards the guest bedroom like a compass pointing north, and immediately, Kangaskhan’s heart sank.


 


  Was she able to see the secret space under Markus’s bed? The strongbox? All the tomes? All the notes? Cycles upon cycles of research? Markus had always protected those things like they were his own life. They were everything he had, everything he made. The fruits of all his struggles.


 


  Kangaskhan gritted her teeth. If she let anything happen to those… 


 


  “They went north!” she exclaimed, and immediately felt sick. She looked down and away as she contemplated the bitter taste in her mouth. Her heart twisted. “They… I know they’re going north. They mentioned the Forest of Mirrors.”


 


  She wondered if they would forgive her. Perhaps they might. They were good boys at heart. Yet, this was a choice she didn’t have the right to make for them. Kangaskhan only knew that she would never forgive herself for this, regardless of what her sons did.


 


  Lucario said nothing for a long, agonizing moment filled only with the low hum of her sensors hovering, gauging Kangaskhan’s aura. The air was tense. Not only was she standing in front of an executioner, but also fter selling them out. If Lucario didn’t believe her and decided to take her out, she would have little qualms with that.


 


  But her sensors dropped, and her eyes opened once again. They were still shrunken and weary, but the intensity had dimmed. “Thank you,” she said with a nod.


 


  Kangaskhan winced. How strange that gratitude could sting so badly.


 


  Lucario started towards the back door, but Kangaskhan acted quickly. “H-hey,” she called. “What— what are you going to do when you find them?”


 


  She stopped for just a moment, her eyes on the ground. For a moment she looked sorrowful, regretful, lost. But then she found something, and her paws balled into fists. “If the Carnival tries to stop me again,” she said as she started to walk, “I will remove him.”


 


  Terror and disgust consumed Kangaskhan. ‘Remove him.’ Her son, removed. She knew well Festuum’s resolve and Markus’s tenacity. They wouldn’t surrender. After all they’d been through, finally having another lead, another ally… She was sending the mother there to kill them.


 


  There was no time for a second thought. Kangaskhan reached to her side and gripped the edge of the kitchen table, lifting it up with her brutish strength. Lucario started to turn. With a fierce cry she whirled around and hurled it into Lucario. The table splintered and cracked in half, sending wooden boards and fragments flying into the wall. The legs went clean through and clattered onto the porch. And in a thin layer of dust, amidst rays of evening sun that filtered through, Lucario stood, staring back at Kangaskhan. It was like she had storm clouds in her eyes.


 


  “I can’t,” Kangaskhan panted. “I can’t let you do that. Not to family.”


 


  “‘Family,’” she echoed, stepping over the fragments of the table. Wisps of aura flared in her paw as she formed a glowing cyan sphere. “Then, you understand why I must do this.”


  



52. Riders on the Storm


    
    
  Everything conspired against Riley to drag him into slumber. The air was comfortably cool, the river babbled beside him, his naps throughout the day were shaky at best thanks to the constant jostling, and he was hungry. The handful of wild onions and garlic (and the two other roots he bit into by mistake) he found hadn’t been nearly enough, and most of it was set aside for Markus anyways. The guy needed as much as he could after what must have been a full day of running.


 


  But it was for that reason that Riley had to stay awake. Regardless of their dispute and who was right, Markus needed sleep, and Riley wanted to help. Ideally he wanted to stay up until the first signs of dawn, but the night was long, and he barely had any distractions. The best he could do was occasionally raise his sensors, but there was barely anything to see in the middle of nowhere.


 


  For a while, Riley tried rehearsing apologies in his head, but they were loose and aimless and directed at everyone all at once. He was too tired to organize his thoughts. And after that, he went for exercise. Every time his eyelids started to droop, Riley sprang up, got on all fours, and cranked out forty pushups. Or he’d do fifty situps, or hold a plank position, or jumping jacks. He drew them from the back of his mind and, after a small struggle trying to keep his balance, managed to keep himself awake with them.


 


  But that was a double-edged sword, and after a few more hours, Riley was more tired than ever. Everything felt sore and his scars were still tender. After one set of pushups, he gingerly set himself down on the banks of the river and eased his weary body into the shallows. The cold water eased the pain and soothed his weary body, though at the same time kept him alert. The current was a little forceful, and if he got swept up and had to cry for help, he’d never live it down.


 


  Riley let out a sigh as he stared up at the night sky. Thin, wispy clouds snaked across a stunning starry sky. It was a sight to behold, at least. And on these quiet nights, Riley had often found himself looking up, playing ‘connect the dots’ in the vain hope that he could recognize something. He hadn’t found the big dipper yet, nor Orion, but those were the only ones he really knew. Some part of him felt like Rose mentioned the constellations before, but he couldn’t remember exactly what.


 


  “Should’ve paid more attention,” he mumbled, cursing himself. Maybe if he’d listened or asked questions on his own, he wouldn’t have had to squint to see whatever shapes that might’ve been there.


 


  Maybe he could ask them about that next time he saw them. Or maybe even Markus and Festuum, if it wasn’t classified. Or maybe even Kirlia. Kirlia was smart. Maybe he knew something about the stars.


 


  Shaking his head, Riley propped himself up on his elbows and performed another check. His sensors hummed and levitated until they were parallel to the ground. A few small auras lurked at the edge of his radius, and another one was swimming upstr—


 


  The boy froze as he concentrated. Something was wrong with that aura. It was incomplete. It churned and flowed and flared like any other, but its middle was hollow. Like the pit had been removed. He didn’t know enough about these to know what the hell that meant, but Riley was immediately on edge.


 


  He jumped from the river and rolled to his staff, which he held defensively as he stared down the aura in question. In the water, he couldn’t make out a shape.


 


  “D-don’t come any closer,” Riley warned. Should he wake Markus for this? This absolutely felt like a situation where he should.


 


  The aura stopped. Riley opened his eyes in hopes that he could see something more, and thankfully, it was a bright enough night. He saw a figure lurking under the water some fifty feet away, waiting. A head emerged with a small splash, but he couldn’t see what it was.


 


  Riley doubled down, gritting his teeth and twirling the staff in his paws. He didn’t fumble it, so hopefully it would scare them. “Tell me who you are,” he growled, “or I’ll—”


 


  “
  
    Oh-oh, here she comes
  
  ,” a familiar voice sang back to him. In English. Riley blinked. “
  
    Watch out boy, she’ll chew you up. Oh-oh, here she comes. She’s a man-eater.
  
  ”


 


  Slowly, the end of the staff in his paws fell to the ground. Riley’s mouth hung open. Disbelief, and a little bit of fear. “… Festuum?”


 


  “Yup.” A slender arm emerged from the water, shimmering in the starlight, and waved at the boy. “Gonna keep swimming now, if that’s okay,” Festuum called, then continued breast stroking upstream.


 


  Riley shut his eyes and raised his sensors again, hoping it had just been a trick earlier, but the aura was still the same. The energy that surrounded Festuum was heavy and encompassed his whole body, and the hollow was still there.


 


  Festuum eased himself into the shallows with a low sigh. He looked over Markus for a moment, smiled with relief, then put his attention on the wary Riley. When he saw the scarred chest and arm, he frowned.


 


  “Did you get your ass kicked by illusions?” he asked.


 


  “N-no,” Riley answered quickly. For a moment he’d forgotten that they were allies.


 


  Festuum snorted. “Oh my god, you totally did!” he said, snickering under his breath. “How’re you gonna explain that one? That’s gonna be 
  
    gold
  
   when you pass that off.”


 


  “No, I—” Riley shirked back a step. “Look, it’s a long story. I ran into some things.”


 


  “Psh. Okay.” Festuum rolled his eyes. “Let me guess, they showed you your girlfriend Rosie, and—”


 


  “No.”


 


  “—and you ran straight into her, only for her to be a thorn bush in some little metaphor about roses and thorns? Or maybe a joke.”


 


  Riley groaned. “Are you done?”


 


  Festuum frowned. He paused for a moment, then set his bag down by his feet. “Guess so,” he relented. “Sore subject. I’ll lay off.”


 


  An awkward silence settled in as Riley looked away. It wasn’t all that sore of a subject, but, that aura… Should he bring that up? Was that something Festuum would even know about? Nobody could see their own auras. And it wasn’t like Riley knew what it meant either. If he said anything, Festuum might assume he’d be onto something. And from there… It was better to keep his mouth shut.


 


  Although, Markus didn’t say much when Riley said he had no aura, so maybe it would be fine? But even then…


 


  “Hey, kid,” Festuum called. “Is everything okay? You don’t look right. What happened in those woods?”


 


  Riley hesitated, then looked back up to meet his gaze. Festuum was still Festuum. He let out a low sigh. “A lot,” he answered. “First there was that Nidoking running around, throwing trees and killing things. And my scarf got draped around that thing.” Riley shook himself dry, ears and tassels flapping, then took a seat in the tall grass. “I thought it was a challenge or something to overcome, like you’d said, but no. It was just the real thing. And— and if I hadn’t knocked it into a lake, I’d be pulp.


 


  “And then I found Kirlia by pure chance. I tried to talk to him, but he insisted on fighting. And I…” Riley let out a sigh. He tucked his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. “I mean, I won, but I don’t feel like I’ve won. He’s still on our trail. And I don’t know if anything I said got through to him.”


 


  Festuum hummed. Slowly his eyes traveled west, approximating the path Riley must have taken. “Still on our trail?” he parroted. “So, he’s alive and well.”


 


  Riley clenched a fist. If he had to hear this twice…


 


  “Good,” Festuum went on. “The last thing Astraean needs is for him to die too. Though, I suppose he’s coming after you still. Unfortunate.”


 


  The boy blinked. “You…” He looked up. “You’re not mad?”


 


  “Mad?” Festuum furrowed his brow. “I mean, there’s more work to do, but how can I be mad? You ain’t a killer. It’d be like screaming at a fish to climb a tree.”


 


  The Nidoking came back to mind, and its wrathful flailing as it sank into the deep, dark waters of the lake, but Riley pushed the thought back.


 


  “Uh…” Riley sheepishly rubbed at the back of his head. “Thanks. I-I think.”


 


  Festuum gave a thumbs up with one hand while the other dug through his bag. After a moment, he pulled out two peaches and tossed one to Riley, who snatched it out of the air before he even realized what it was.


 


  “You look thin,” he said. “I grabbed these a few days back, so they’re still good. Eat up.”


 


  For a solid minute, Riley stared at the peach like it was a priceless gem. After so many days of eating grass and flowers, and the brief blessing of blackberries and that one Sitrus, and that Twinkie that might have been just a hallucination, to hold a whole peach in his paws felt surreal. He wanted to stay and admire it, but the scant amount of raw onion and garlic had done nothing for him. Riley greedily stole a bite, his teeth nearly grazing the pit. Sweet juices seeped out of the sides of his muzzle as he chewed, appreciating every single second of it.


 


  Festuum let out a short laugh. “So you like peaches,” he observed. “Noted. They aren’t exactly easy to find, since most people grow Pechas for their practicality, and they’re sweet enough, but I’ll grab some more if I find any.”


 


  The boy nodded, then swallowed. “Thanks,” he said. “I hope there’s one left. Markus ran all day to get here.”


 


  “
  
    All day—
  
  ” Festuum pursed his lips and stared at the man on the ground, dead to the world. He looked ready to scream. “God damn it,” he cursed. “I swear, if he injured anything, I’m going to slap him.”


 


  “Yeah, about that,” Riley chimed. “How can he run that far? I remember we had to run for two hours, and I wanted to die. But he went for a full twenty-four, only taking like two minute breaks, 
  
    and
  
   carried all that gear and me. In the sun. Dressed like that. Shouldn’t he have ripped something? Or succumb to heatstroke?”


 


  Festuum nodded. “Yup,” said. It was almost a hiss. “He can handle running, but, that’s 
  
    really
  
   pushing it.”


 


  “… Uh…” Riley frowned. “I don’t remember humans being able to run for that long. Don’t most people struggle to run a mile?”


 


  Festuum cast a sidelong glance at the boy, weighing his options. “He… He ran a lot of cross country back in the day,” he explained. When Riley’s frown deepened and he crossed his arms, Festuum relented. “Alright, alright. But don’t tell him I told you, okay?”


 


  Riley perked up. Secrets? Something classified? Even in the dark, the twinkle in his eyes was plain to see.


 


  A quiet laugh escaped Festuum. “Settle down. It’s nothing too juicy, alright? It’s just the food here,” he said. “All the borderline magic berries are insanely nutritional. Over time they’ve kinda made him into an Olympian.”


 


  Riley blinked. “An… Olympian?” he repeated. “Really? But, he doesn’t seem that strong. Isn’t he scared to fight?”


 


  “Mmhm.” Festuum nodded seriously. “Riley, you’ve just been in two tough fights. Think about what they did to you. And what you did back.”


 


  Furrowing his brow, Riley obliged. He remembered how the Nidoking carved grooves into the ground and hurled trees like they were javelins. He remembered slams with its arms that tore apart the bridge, and a whip of its tail that tore away the cliffside. He remembered when Kirlia drilled holes through the trunks with those Psyshocks and bashed Riley over and over again in his telekinetic grip. And he remembered that final punch Riley delivered, cracking the tree Kirlia was up against.


 


  Solemnly, Riley stared at Markus. “I’m… I’m stronger than him,” he said, bewildered. It wasn’t a surprise, but it felt bizarre to admit. “And I’m faster, too, aren’t I? And everyone else: they have lightning or fire or ice, or poison or psychic powers, or…”


 


  Festuum shut his eyes. “He’s as strong as any man,” he said. “Maybe even stronger. It’s hard to say. Yet the only thing he can really do is run.”


 


  It wasn’t news to Riley, but something about it hit him differently this time. Maybe it was just him, but having no choice but to run sounded maddening. He imagined if he couldn’t have blustered to Bisharp about vowing to become stronger, or if he met up with Kirlia again and been forced to run away. Or worse than that, to never have any of it to begin with. No sense of adventure or glory. The world of his dreams right in front of him, but unable to be a part of it.


 


  
    I don’t know how much longer I can do this for
  
  .


 


  “
  
    Jesus Christ,
  
  ” Riley whispered. His English slipped out without him realizing. “What did he… how the hell does he do it?”


 


  Festuum thought for a moment. His tongue loosened up around his neck as he took a bite from his peach, which he chewed carefully. “Shot in the dark,” he said, swallowing, “but do you remember the story of Sisyphus?”


 


  Riley frowned. “Sis… syphilis? No, that’s…”


 


  “Sisyphus,” Festuum corrected. “It was this guy who pissed off the gods and was sent to the underworld. And he was punished with pushing a boulder to the top of a hill, but every time it reached the top, it rolled down the other side. And he’d have to do it again. But the story is always spun so that he just laughs to himself and climbs down to start over, defying the gods that wish to break his spirit.”


 


  “… So, he’s driven by spite?” Riley surmised, looking over Markus once more. It sounded possible but unlikely. “Spite for who?”


 


  Festuum shrugged. “Fate, probably,” he answered, then took another bite.


 


  Questions still remained, but Riley couldn’t quite sort through them all. And he didn’t know how he felt about learning more quite literally behind Markus’s back like that. If he needed to, he could just grow a pair and ask him directly. And besides, something else just crept up.


 


  Riley moved his gaze over towards Festuum, trying to mask the intensity of his curiosity. “Hey,” he said. “Hey, Festuum. Can I ask you something?”


 


  “You just did.” He paused to bite and chew, almost as if leaving time for a laugh track. Riley just rolled his eyes.


 


  “You told me when we first met that you weren’t a human, right?” the boy asked.


 


  “Ayup.”


 


  “But, you wouldn’t ask me about Sis… Sisyphus unless that was a human story. You know, not from this world.” He paused just long enough to see Festuum glance at him from the corner of his eyes. Riley gulped. “A-and, you mention other human things. Like music. And places. And…” The hollowed aura came back, but even now, he opted to keep that one suppressed. “And, I was just wondering, how do you fit into all of this?”


 


  The babbling creek sounded distant. The gentle summer night breeze brought out its winter fangs for a split second. The stars above seemed to dim as Festuum merely continued to stare back at the boy. The atmosphere had changed, but Festuum hadn’t done anything. He was utterly humorless.


 


  As the thief stole another bite, Riley swallowed nervously, wondering if he’d asked the wrong question.


 


  “You’ve been up for a while, haven’t you? Got bags under your eyes,” Festuum observed. “I’ll take your watch for ya. Eat up and get some shuteye.”


 


  Riley blinked. “It’s… It’s that much of a secret? Or, do you not trust me yet?”


 


  “It’s not about trust,” Festuum answered. Perhaps it was just Riley’s own trepidation, but there was something eerie about how peaceful Festuum was. “I just don’t wanna lie to you. And this is something I can’t tell you for your own safety.”


 


  “But, I’m already wrapped up in all this, aren’t I?” he interjected. “What difference does it make if I know or not?”


 


  “Because right now, you can still leave.”


 


  Another cold wind blew across the plains as Riley tried to get a read on the uncertain gravity that fell upon him. Why wouldn’t Festuum meet his eyes?


 


  “And if I told you,” he went on, “that would change. You’d be one of us. And as much as I like having you around, this isn’t the kind of life for you. I wanna leave that door open.”


 


  A few different questions came to mind. Why would a single answer mean he’d be stuck with them? Was it one of those ‘if I told you, I’d have to kill you’ deals? What would be so intense compared to everything he already knew that it’d prompt this? And was the gesture here supposed to be an act of intimidation or mercy?


 


  However, Riley asked none of these, for one reason or another. He couldn’t make up his mind about any of those. And besides, something else had caught his attention, and he thought back to the page of the journal he’d stolen a glance at. A small, bubbling worry surfaced.


 


  “Is it 
  
    your
  
   kind of life?” Riley asked gently.


 


  Festuum’s eyes opened a hair wider as they looked off into the distance, towards a horizon dark and promising nothing but another horizon beyond it. As if tapped on the shoulder, Festuum turned in subdued but genuine surprise, as Riley looked on in concern.


 


  After a moment, Festuum started to smile, and he shook his head as he suppressed a laugh. “Now ain’t that adorable,” he cooed.


 


  Riley bristled. “Th-that’s not an answer,” he objected.


 


  Festuum raised a single hand defensively. “I know, I know,” he said. “I’ve been at this too long to say, but so long as I’ve got a friend to fight for, then… yeah.” His gaze fell down to Markus, still dead to the world. “It is. After all, someone’s gotta slap him when he does something stupid.”


 


  Riley said nothing. He couldn’t tell whether that was a deflection or not. Maybe he was just looking too deep into things…


 


  Festuum shot a smirk back. “Sweet of you to check up on me, though. But it’s nothing worth losing sleep over.”


 


  Eventually, Riley reluctantly nodded. The mere mention of sleep cast a hex upon him, and he pushed everything into the back of his mind. Tomorrow, he knew, would be a busy day. “If you say so,” he said, then turned back into the grass. After shaking himself dry, Riley tossed his staff and fell onto his back, his paws resting behind his head. “G’night.”


 


  “Sleep tight.”


 


  …


 


  The first hints of morning lit the east with a wall of gentle blue fire as Festuum gently set a hand on Markus’s side. “Hey,” he whispered, shaking him softly. “Wake up. I gotta get some sleep too.”


 


  His eyes shot open and focused on Festuum. His breathing stopped.


 


  “Yeah, yeah, I caught up,” he dismissed. “Followed the river here. Swam for the most part. And here I was thinking I’d beat you there. But I guess whatever carved up your neck must’ve put some pep in your step.”


 


  Slowly, Markus propped himself up with one arm and sat up. He stared at Festuum as if he were an apparition.


 


  “I know,” Festuum said, “Riley was supposed to wake you up. But he was tired and grumbly, so I took over for him.” He turned towards the Riolu dozing in the grass with his limbs splayed out. “Apparently the two of you had a bit of a spat. And, I mean I get it, but you can’t expect—”


 


  Markus lurched forward and firmly embraced Festuum, who let out a startled croak. His arms were rigid and held him like a vice, and his head rested on Festuum’s shoulder. Part of the pink tongue stuck to Markus’s cheek, but he didn’t show any signs of caring. He was shaking.


 


  “… Markus?” Festuum said gravely. “Markus, what’s wrong? A-are you okay?”


 


  “No.” His voice was hollow. “Just… give me a minute.”


 


  Tensed and with a pit in his stomach, Festuum nodded. “Right, bud,” he whispered, patting Markus gently on the back. “Take your time.”


 


  It hadn’t been the first time this happened, but it’d been a long while. At least two springs before. They’d grown less and less frequent, but they had always frightened Festuum on a base, pathological level. It was the way Markus held him the same way a man holds his dog close: someone who would never leave, someone whose affection was unconditional.


 


  Neither of them could say anything. Fearful thoughts whirled in Festuum’s head as he looked at the edge of the fresh scar. Whatever happened, it hadn’t been good. And it had been more than just a close call. Markus wasn’t a stranger to all this. Something worse than death, perhaps.


 


  Eventually, Festuum heard Markus start to breathe deeply, and he could practically hear the count in his head. Four, five, six… hold. Exhale… Five, six, seven… hold. He went through the process two more times, and without a word, Markus withdrew his arms and started to stand up again. His face was back to his usual weary brand of calm.


 


  “Glad you’re back,” he said evenly. “Get some sleep. I’ll wake you up in a bit so we can brief each other.”


 


  But Festuum just stared right at him, silent, unamused.


 


  Markus furrowed his brow. “Don’t give me that. If you got here as quick as I did, you’re dead tired—”


 


  Festuum’s hand shot forward as he held out his palm. “If you’re not gonna talk about it,” he tisked, “then hand them over.”


 


  “… You’re joking.”


 


  He shook his head. “Not this time.”


 


  Markus glared at him while Festuum retained a stone-faced expression. Grumbling, Markus relented and started fiddling with his belt. He flicked a clip and detached the scabbard from his left side, traced his thumb along it delicately, then placed the saber in Festuum’s hand. Soon after came a bulky knife in a leather sheath that had seen better days. The few words that had been there had faded into illegibility.


 


  And yet Festuum only continued to stare. His fingers moved in towards his palm as he beckoned.


 


  Markus stood a little bit straighter, gritting in teeth as he clenched a fist. He sucked in breath and started to say something, but he couldn’t muster a response. Markus could feel his resolve crumbling, and soon he deflated. He marched over to his gear and grabbed the ratty cloak, then with it bundled in his hand he reached for his right hip. Something clacked as he removed an object from his waistband, and after tightening the cloak around it, he dropped it into Festuum’s hand. It was heavy.


 


  Letting out a sigh, Markus looked over to Riley’s sleeping form, watching his chest rise and fall. “Just… don’t let him see it,” he said, dejected.


 


  Festuum tucked the weapons into the grass beside him, then looked back to Markus with softer eyes. “Still don’t trust him?”


 


  “N…” Markus hesitated. “No, I do, depending on what he says. No spy would talk to me the way he did.”


 


  Festuum nodded. “Yeah, he told me about that.”


 


  “It’s just, I don’t trust him to keep quiet about 
  
    that
  
  . He’s excitable.”


 


  “Roger,” Festuum said, then stretched his arms above his head. He twisted around so that the horde sat tucked underneath him as he laid down. “I don’t need too long. Just give me an hour or two before palaver.”


 


  “Mm.” Markus cracked his back before turning back around, surveying the area around them. Already his belt felt far too light. His hands reflexively traced over his left thigh, held over his right hip.


 


  As he started to walk away, Festuum called out to him. “Remember man,” he said tenderly, just above a whisper, “it’s ‘cause I care.”


 


  Markus stopped mid-stride. Though Festuum couldn’t see it, he imagined something changed in Markus’s face. A faint smile, perhaps, or the look in his eyes? Regardless, Festuum smirked as he shut his own.


 


  “Yeah,” Markus answered soberly. “Thanks.”


 


  …


 


  It was only a little into the morning when everyone was awake. Riley stood and stretched and drank more from the creek, the snowmelt chilling his muzzle. Just by the bank Markus was tending to a small fire. Another of the possessions he carried was a small saucepan, in which simmered some white rice that Markus stirred around with a small, stained wooden spoon. The garlic and onions had been roughly chopped and mixed into it. Apparently Markus had a fair bit of rice, though unfortunately nothing to eat it out of. Not even a second spoon. After letting it cool for a bit, they each took turns eating a spoonful and occasionally rinsing it off in the creek.


 


  “I remember telling myself that I’d never take another hot meal for granted again,” Riley reflected, holding a clove of garlic atop a spoonful of rice. It was one step above the bare minimum, but it was still beautiful to him. After eating grass and tree bark and flowers for a week, this and the peach were blessings, no matter who prepared them. He looked up to Markus as he stole a bite for himself, then passed the spoon on. “Thanks.”


 


  Markus shrugged as he scooped out his own bite. “Hot food fuels the muscles. Fuels the spirit. Figured we all needed some,” he said casually. He glanced back to the boy, and Riley was continuing to watch him, as if sizing him up.


 


  Festuum nodded. “It’s no coffee, and it’s no Kanga, but it’ll do fine.”


 


  “Mmhm.” Markus took his bite then passed the spoon over to Festuum. He chewed slowly, weighing over his words with as much care as he could muster. His weathered face scrunched up and he scratched at his jaw. It wasn’t something he was all that good at. Whatever skills he had in that regard had rusted long ago. And yet, it seemed like they might be needed anyways.


 


  “Hey, Riley,” he called with uncharacteristic softness, and the boy’s ears twitched. “I’ve, uh… I’ve been thinkin’ all morning. About the things I’d said, and uh…”


 


  Riley frowned. He looked over to Festuum for guidance, but the thief was too busy trying to find the best bite in the pot. Probably on purpose, the sly bastard. Focusing back on Markus, Riley felt that same sensation from the day prior. It felt 
  
    wrong
  
   to hear him like that, but Riley wasn’t about to stop him now. 


 


  With a quiet sigh, Markus went on. “I’ve been stressed to hell for a while now, and when I’d heard about Kirlia…” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I got frustrated. And even though I knew you had a rough time too, I decided to offload it on you. That wasn’t cool of me. So…”


 


  His fist clenched and relaxed as he drew in a deep breath. 


 


  “… So, I’m sorry. You’re new to this. I shouldn’t be expecting you to make those cold calls,” he relented.


 


  And Riley froze, playing that back in his head. He glanced over to Festuum to see if it was just him, but the Greninja was just sifting through the rice and keeping his nose out of things. Perhaps he was just… No. There had been an unspoken word there at the end.


 


  Riley raised his head again to stare at Markus cautiously. “Thank you,” he said measuredly. “I got emotional too, so I didn’t help things. Sorry for that. But I’m not gonna let myself make those… ‘cold calls’.”


 


  Markus looked up again to meet his eyes, yet said nothing, and showed very little. Perhaps only an ounce of surprise.


 


  “But, I still want to get to the bottom of this. And…” His expression softened up, and the boy looked down to his loose fist. “And, and I wanna help you get home too. Let you go back to somewhere that you can relax, y’know? So, uh…” Riley reached his paw out for him and offered Markus a small but sincere smile. “Water under the bridge, yeah?”


 


  Slowly, a smile crept up from the corner of Markus’s lips, and he shook his head as he extended a fist to bump Riley’s paw. “‘Preciated,” he said with a quiet laugh. “Yeah. Fine by me.”


 


  Riley felt himself falter an inch. “Is… Did I say something kinda funny?”


 


  Markus shook his head. “Nah. Just a sense of… 
  
    deja vu
  
  .”


 


  The boy furrowed his brow and opened his mouth to speak, but Festuum chose that very moment to lob the pot over to Riley, who yelped and fumbled to catch it. “Let’s get this started, yeah?” he said. “One of you two start. Something scarred you both up, so I feel like establishing the risks should take priority.”


 


  “Agreed,” Markus nodded, then gestured over to Riley, who was looking back at them while scooping himself some of the rice. “You wanna go first? Yours was… eventful.”


 


  After swallowing and handing the pot over, Riley obliged, explaining what happened for what was probably the third time. He went into detail about his tracking and encountering the Nidoking, the scarf, the illusions he saw, his brother, his conversation with Uxie…  though he steered clear of Jade. It didn’t seem like something they would know about, and honestly, that was something he didn’t want to relive.


 


  But he did pay special attention to the memory. Every detail he could remember from the walk with Luke. The animals they saw, the terms they mentioned, Oregon, GRC M1A, Willamette, coors, juvie, everything. And with each term he brought up, he measured the others’ reactions to see if anything might have been helpful.


 


  When it was over, Festuum stared into the mostly empty pot and furrowed his brow. “
  
    Willamette
  
  ,” he repeated, sticking to English.


 


  “Juvie, huh?” Markus said thoughtfully. “I’d believe it.”


 


  Riley bristled. “H-hey.”


 


  “What? You were drinking coors. And you said you were like, what, fourteen or so?”


 


  “So what?” Riley blurted, then added a moment later, “what’s coors?”


 


  “Beer,” Markus answered.


 


  Riley’s ears drooped. “… Oh,” he whispered.


 


  “Yyyyup. Nothing that’d get you sent away on its own, but, it’s at least 
  
    one
  
   law you broke right there.” The man shrugged dismissively. “Though it sucks that you couldn’t place that anywhere. Without a year, it’s hard to form a timeline of events. So… Damn it.” Idly he kicked at the dirt.


 


  Festuum was still frowning. His eyes hadn’t moved. “
  
    Willamette…
  
  ”


 


  “That’s why I hate those stupid Legendaries,” Markus went on. “The hell does Uxie have to gain by living in the woods making ghosts appear? Just what, copying your intellect? And if she can tap into your head, why does she— hell, 
  
    all
  
   of them— just give you the tiniest scrap of information? Like, honestly.” He threw up his hands into the air. “She just gives you that little tease? What, is she treating your memories like a drug? First one’s free?”


 


  Riley winced. “M… maybe, but, she was still… helpful,” he answered. It was true, most of his memories were still missing, but there were also tiny bits of trivia and memories that had came back to him. Like, he remembered legoes, even if he had no memory of playing with them. And, of course, everything with Jade.


 


  “Yeah yeah, I know.” Markus let out a sigh, then turned over his shoulder to the northeast, far past the great chimney rock. “Nubihas, right? City of dust? The place at the eastern edge of the desert? If Uxie says it, it might be worth checking out.”


 


  Riley perked a little. “You mean, you believe me?” he asked. “Or, her?”


 


  “Well, kinda, yeah,” the man answered. “If you’re a spy, then you’re so unorthodox that I’d never catch you.” And Festuum nodded confirmation, though he was still staring and pondering.


 


  Riley rubbed at the back of his head, fairly sure it was a sort of compliment, but then quickly went on. “Do you know anything about the place? Have you gone before?”


 


  “Can’t say I have,” Markus answered, folding his hands together. His thumb rubbed over his knuckles. “Remote location, risk of heat stroke, dehydration, 
  
    and
  
   ghosts? Fuck that.”


 


  Riley’s ears twitched. “Gh-ghosts?”


 


  “Ghosts,” Markus repeated. “Rumors say the place is haunted. Probably means it has close ties to the departed, so Ghost-types live there. I do not like Ghost-types. But at least Festuum can rend through spirits.”


 


  “Hm?” Festuum sat up. “Oh yeah, Shinkai.”


 


  Riley blinked. “Shin… Shinkai?” he echoed. It didn’t sound familiar, but there were so, 
  
    so
  
   many words like that which hovered at the edge of his memories. 
  
    Saisho wa guu
  
  …


 


  Nodding, Festuum held out his hand as shadows pooled in his palm. “Shinkai.” The darkness swirled and started to rise into a hilt. As he gripped it, a curved blade sprouted from the guard, and Festuum snatched the black sword out of the air. “It’s the name of my weapon.”


 


  The boy’s eyes glimmered as he looked the weapon over, his tail wagging behind him. “Woah,” he whispered. “Is that, like, a super Night Slash? Or…”


 


  Festuum let out a short laugh. He looked over and nudged Markus with his elbow, but his friend only rolled his eyes. The thief looked back to Riley. “Kinda,” he said. “It’s just a bladeshaping technique. Night Slash. But, you know, I named it.”


 


  “Named it?”


 


  “Well, yeah. ‘Cause a name gives you something to believe in,” Festuum explained. He leaned forward and twirled Shinkai around, then rested the tip in the grass. “Think of it this way. You know how some Pokémon call out the names of their attacks? It’s ‘cause it gives them something to put their spirit into. Put their all into it. ‘Take this! Mach Punch!’ Or, whatever. But, if you name your attack yourself, that’s putting your soul into it. It makes the move stronger. Gives it extra properties.”


 


  Riley frowned. “That… doesn’t sound right.”


 


  “Right? Who cares about right?” Festuum threw out his arms to either side. “It just is. Like, try it. It’ll—”


 


  “Focus,” Markus barked. Festuum winced, and the blade started to evaporate into mist, as if he was trying to hide it away. “Some other time. We need to finish up first. Riley, is there anything else you need to say?”


 


  Riley hummed, rifling through his week spent with the illusions. And while he saw a lot, he couldn’t think of anything else that could be important. He shook his head.


 


  Nodding, Markus leaned forward a little bit. “Guess I’m next then,” he said. “I found Joker setting up for another circus. Lured him away with music to a little clearing I had prepared. Had an orb ready in case things hit the fan.”


 


  “Hit the fan? With Joker?” Riley snorted. “I mean, I’ve talked to him. The dude will fight, but he’s not just gonna attack you.”


 


  Markus looked away as he flexed his fingers. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “That’s the impression I got too. But, things… went south. And I thought something was about to go wrong. But, then Espeon showed up, and that just put a stop to everything.”


 


  Festuum blinked. “Es… Espeon? Like, 
  
    that
  
   Espeon? The librarian?”


 


  “Yeah.” Markus placed his hand on the hilt of the saber, tracing a finger along the guard to draw comfort from it. “He said he knew what we were doing. That we all met up, and that Riley’s with us now. I asked him who told him, and he said it was his job to know.”


 


  The boy jumped to his feet. “H-he knew?!” he exclaimed. “How?! What kind of job…?!”


 


  Festuum was silent. His gaze flicked between the two, concealing his thoughts.


 


  A low sigh escaped Markus as he folded his hands together. They were shaking. “I don’t know,” he answered. “I was angry. I demanded answers, and when I got none, I got stupid. I attacked. I landed a cut, but he blasted the knife from my hands. Tore up my neck something fierce. So, I… I ran”


 


  Festuum set a hand on Markus’s shoulder, firm but soft. The shaking subsided as the two looked at each other, but it didn’t go away. Riley too felt his energy start to wither. He’d already known this was a sore spot, and his own eagerness probably only rubbed salt in the wounds. For a moment, everyone was looking down.


 


  “I ran,” Markus repeated solemnly. “I couldn’t find out as much as I wish, but he seemed confused by… well, me.” His gaze flicked up to Riley, who sat up straight and swallowed. “And he said he could track you.”


 


  A shiver ran up the boy’s spine as he stared back at the man. His muzzle hung open just so slightly. He saw Festuum’s pink eyes shrink and look back at him, but he took no notice. “… Wh… What…?”


 


  “‘I’ve been watching that blue furball since he woke up in the Whispering Prairies. I know where he is at all times— well, 
  
    almost 
  
  all times— which led me to you,’” Markus parroted, even copying Espeon’s snobby tones. “Word for word.”


 


  “That…” Riley shook his head. He looked over his shoulders, then up into the sky, but saw nothing. “That… 
  
    can’t
  
   be, can it?”


 


  Riley’s knees tucked into his chest as he tried to even imagine it. How could someone have been watching him this whole time? Gallade was a Psychic, wasn’t he? He’d have noticed. 
  
    Someone
  
   would have noticed. And even if he was, wouldn’t Espeon have done… 
  
    something?
  
   Anything? And why would a librarian want to watch him anyways?


 


  It felt like minutes before someone finally spoke up. Festuum cleared his throat as he looked the boy over. “It could’ve been a bluff,” he proposed. “Try and get us to doubt each other, or something?”


 


  “It could’ve been,” Markus nodded. “But he also showed up out of nowhere when Joker was in danger. So I’m willing to believe it.”


 


  “And you can’t go back to check,” Riley whispered. “With Kirlia chasing us down, it’s too dangerous to turn around. I… I’m sorry, I…”


 


  “It’s whatever,” Markus dismissed. It wasn’t, but he was making an effort to convince himself. “We’ll make our way back to him eventually. And besides, Festuum might’ve found something out too.”


 


  Frowning, Festuum let out a sigh. “Can’t say I did,” he admitted. “I went into his library and threw a stack of books on his table. All transcripts of human books. I asked him what he had to say for himself, and he just… 
  
    looks
  
   at me, like I’m pestering him. And he says ‘You can only check out two.’”


 


  Markus snorted, shaking his head back and forth. “Goddammit,” he murmured, wiping the smirk off his face with his wrist.


 


  An exasperated Festuum threw his hands into the air. “Right?! And I just… I mean, I pressed, but he didn’t say anything. So I just… left,” Festuum went on. “Scouted the place out to see if I could find anything. There’s an upper floor with a few more rooms than needed. But with the towns on alert these days, I wasn’t gonna risk breaking in. So I hurried back.”


 


  Slowly, Markus nodded. “Understandable,” he permitted. “We’ll get to that another time. For now though, I suppose we have a desert to traverse.”


 


  Festuum groaned and swung his head back. “I 
  
    gueeeeess
  
  . Even if I’ll shrivel up and die if we have to walk in the sun for weeks,” he lamented. “Do we even have what we need for that? ‘Cause I don’t think we do.”


 


  “Probably not,” Markus mumbled. “Three canteens, some trail rations… We’ll need to hop from oasis to oasis and probably do some stealing. And maybe even dip into some Mystery Dungeons just to resupply. 
  
    And
  
   make it through the Implentur border at the Crimson Spire.”


 


  Riley frowned. “Is… that a hard thing to do?”


 


  Festuum held up a hand and shook it side to side. “Ehhhh… depends,” he said. “For most people, yes. The Captain in these parts is pretty tough and knows what she’s doing. But, there aren’t many of them, so if you’re smart you can get by unnoticed.”


 


  Riley’s ears drooped. “C… Captain?” he said. “Like— like how Scizor was a Captain? Same rank of strength?”


 


  “Suppose so, yeah,” Markus allowed. “Her name’s Nera. And if she gets you, you’ll be immolated.”


 


  “I-immolated?” Riley shot up to his feet again. “You’re not being literal, right?”


 


  Markus solemnly shook his head. “Immolated,” he said again. “It’s how they deal with humans over there. ‘Burn the rot away,’ or something like that.”


 


  The boy gulped and stumbled backwards. He felt faint. The rays of morning sunlight on his fur started to feel hotter and hotter, the scarf around his neck searing him.


 


  Festuum chuckled and smiled down at him. “Relax,” he said soothingly. “We’ve done this a few times before. Just follow our lead and you’ll be safe.”


 


  “Y… yeah,” Riley shivered. “Sorry. Between that and Espeon, I’m just kinda… jumpy.” He closed his eyes and balled his paw into a fist, placing it against his chest as he drew in a deep breath. “But I’ll do it. Whatever you need me to do, just say the word.”


 


  Markus raised a quizzical brow. “Even if you might die?”


 


  “I… I need to get to the bottom of all this,” he insisted. “I can’t be complacent in this. I’ll fight tooth and nail if I gotta.”


 


  Festuum snorted. He nudged Markus, who nodded and started scooping out the last of the rice from the pot. The Greninja stood up fully and stretched his arms above his chest, popping his elbows. “Then I guess there’s only one last question to ask,” Festuum said, looking Riley dead-on. “Do we make a stop for your friends?”


 


  A sudden weight pulled Riley’s gaze down as he stared at the grass again. The illusions of Rose and Pyro flashed in his head for the dozenth time. The answer had been obvious before. Of course, if they were willing, he’d take them in a heartbeat. What else had those practice apologies been for? Yet now Riley thought of his fight with Kirlia, the monstrous Nidoking, this captain ahead of them. He thought of the dangers that Bisharp would pose when their paths crossed again. Dangers that might be overcome with their help, or dangers that would only lead to them getting hurt.


 


  That last thought would not settle well. Riley knew that they wouldn’t like that, or at the very least it’d annoy him. A pit formed in his chest as he heard their lectures in his head. 
  
    Honestly, charging off by yourself again? Here I thought you’d have learned something
  
  , Rose would scoff. 
  
    We’re supposed to do this together, jackass. It’s like you have a deathwish or something
  
  .


 


  Riley let out a sigh. “I… We don’t need to see Scizor at this point. Let’s just go straight for the city Uxie mentioned.” Solemnly he reached down to scoop his staff off the ground. “I wanna keep them as uninvolved as I can. Let them go back to their lives before I broke in.”


 


  The Greninja nodded thoughtfully, strolling over to pat the boy on the back. “Fair call,” he commended. “We’ll still talk to her eventually, but we’ll do it subtly. And after all this. Sound good?”


 


  Nothing really did.


 


  “Yeah,” Riley answered, defeated. “Then let’s pack up our things and head out.”


 


  …


 


  Abby sniffed at a churned pile of soil beside the creek, inspecting it thoroughly and meticulously as Mergo stood behind him. The evening sun cast long shadows across the prairie, and the heat of the summer day was starting to fade. Both of them were tired, and both of them were incredulous, Abby all the more.


 


  Soil and sediment sat tossed atop a small bed of cold ashes and coals. The dirt and grass around it had been brushed and stirred— obviously tampered with, but still hiding any indentations and prints. Traces still remained though. Grains of cooked rice, some clumps of blue fur along the river. It was obvious that it was a camp, but there were some things that only Abby could see.


 


  “Impossible,” the hunter whispered, turning over his shoulder to face Mergo. “They widened the gap. This fire is over a day old.”


 


  Mergo blinked. His mouth hung ajar as he approached the buried ashes. “A day?” he repeated. “That can’t be. We barely took breaks.”


 


  “And so did they,” Abby mused. “It’s the only sign so far that they stopped for anything short of a few minutes. Here I’d thought they just marched through the night, but these ashes tell a different story.” He sniffed at them again whilst Mergo got to his knees and brushed aside the sand atop them. “Cold, strong, but not smoky. Maybe a day and a half.”


 


  “Riolu can run far, but not this far,” Mergo thought aloud. “And he wasn’t even the one running. A Pangoro couldn’t make it this far 
  
    period
  
  , let alone this time of year.”


 


  “But perhaps a Ditto might,” he muttered.


 


  “
  
    Abby.
  
  ”


 


  “I know, I know,” the Absol sighed, “but just… humor me. There’s 
  
    clearly
  
   something unusual here. Something that ran forty miles in a day with something else’s feet. We even saw it change its tracks. It doubled back in them to give false trails, and it chose a creek to camp by to lose us with.”


 


  Mergo rolled his eyes. “We already went over this—”


 


  “
  
    But
  
  ,” Abby cut in, smiling faintly as he pawed at a spot by the ashes, “it gets exhausted just like you and me. I don’t think you can smell it, but there’s sweat all over. Despite its ability, it has limits.”


 


  His brow furrowed, Mergo knelt down in front of that same patch of soil. Indeed, he smelled nothing out of the ordinary, and he turned to face Abby. “What’s your point?” Mergo asked, though he was halfway to the realization himself.


 


  Something lit up in Abby as a broad, excited grin sprouted on his face that caught Mergo by surprise, trapped by eyes that sparkled in the setting sun like rubies. It reminded him of other kids on their hatchdays. Seeing such… 
  
    glee
  
   from the hunter was strange to him.


 


  “Either this is a god, or it’s an undiscovered Pokémon,” he whispered. “One neither you nor I have seen before. Ditto or not, we’re on the tail of something phenomenal.”


 


  Utter silence. Mergo felt his heart skip a beat, his breath catch in his throat. It was just as improbable as a Ditto, but the fervor with which Abby said that forced Mergo to reconsider. A new species of Pokémon? The last Pokémon discovered had been well over two hundred cycles prior. What would a new one be doing in the middle of Arushar? It had to be impossible…


 


  Giggling, the Absol trotted to the banks of the creek and leapt to the other side. “Now let’s see, where did they cross at?” Abby whispered, sniffing at the ground. “There’s a mistake somewhere. There has to be. A bit of fur, a hint of smoke, sweat, trampled grass… They probably went further upstream before heading out, didn’t they? Hm.”


 


  Placing his hands together, Mergo disappeared in a flash of gold, teleporting to Abby’s side. “You’re sure about this?” he asked. “It’s not just some trick? We didn’t just pick up a false trail?”


 


  “Oh, don’t insult me,” Abby scoffed in mock-offense. “You’re speaking to a former Lordblade, remember? I don’t pick false trails. This Ditto is clever, but I will find them. That is a promise.”


 


  The confidence was reassuring, but Mergo only furrowed his brow. Something about it didn’t sit right with him. It wasn’t that it was unthinkable. His father dying had been unthinkable, befriending a human had been unthinkable, and yet those happened. As strange as it was, this wasn’t out of the question just yet. But that wasn’t what worried him.


 


  “Then what is it doing with Riley?” he thought aloud. Was Riley trapped with it, or were they working together? And if it was the latter, just what kind of force would choose him?


 


  Riley claimed Uxie had helped him. If that was true, then, perhaps…


 


  The hunter hummed softly without tearing his eyes from the ground. “Are you worried?” he asked.


 


  “About?” Mergo said, distracted by a haze of his own thoughts.


 


  “About anything.”


 


  He blinked, then turned to stare at the back of Abby’s head. “You… just mentioned a possible legendary,” Mergo objected. “What else would I have to worry about?”


 


  “Your little friend, perhaps.”


 


  The Gallade squinted. “Pardon?” he said accusingly.


 


  Abby sniggered. “Oh, is he more than a friend? That’d make 
  
    some 
  
  sense. Although, Riley only arrived here recently, so you must’ve hit it off—”


 


  “
  
    Abby
  
  ,” Mergo barked, lurching forward to stand beside him. “Quit playing around. What are you getting at?”


 


  The Absol cupped a paw over his snout as he held back a short fit of laughter. He glanced behind him to meet Mergo’s incredulous stare. “That you’re showing a remarkable amount of concern, and he clearly means 
  
    something
  
   to you,” he answered, and Mergo’s hand twitched. “But for some reason, you’re trying to hide it. It’s cute.”


 


  “It doesn’t matter—“


 


  “It’s clouding your head,” Abby interrupted, firm despite his demeanor. “Because you don’t know 
  
    what 
  
  you think. I don’t need to be an empath to see that.”


 


  Mergo’s thoughts went in two directions. Part of him winced and fell back whilst the other bristled and stood to challenge the accusation. It was true, and how 
  
    dare
  
   he. Mergo squeezed his eyes shut and drew in a deep, recalibrating breath. He was supposed to be in control now. Slowly, he felt the two stray sides flow back to the center.


 


  He’d never admit to it, and hardly even to himself, but Mergo had no idea what he was supposed to feel here. In the brief moments where he wasn’t following his duty, he found himself… thinking. Thoughts that went nowhere. Thoughts that he brushed away like a school of Wishiwashi, only for them to flock around him moments later. Perhaps, if he at least gave them a voice, it might settle them.


 


  “Very well,” he allowed. “Then, you’re right. I don’t know what I want.”


 


  Abby glances back at him for a moment, but said nothing. It was a start.


 


  Sighing, Mergo went on. “I know what he wants, though. When we met up, he didn’t want to fight. He kept asking me to help him.” 


 


  He trailed off, remembering that brief time in the den. For how short it had been, he remembered everything so vividly. His cold skin, the dark that was occasionally interrupted by lightning, the dagger in his hand, and the smells. Mud, yes, but also the emotions in the air. Riley’s fear (mint) and hope (saffron). Mergo’s eyes drifted away as he remembered all the things that’d been said. And the few things that hadn’t.


 


  “But, I couldn’t,” he said. “He’s a human. And humans only bring more humans. He’s just… an issue that needs to be solved. I couldn’t.”


 


  Nothing. A gentle wind rustled, the creek babbled, their steps swished through the grass. The sun was falling behind the mountains, and as their shadows crept over the fields, the summer heat faded away. And Abby wasn’t saying anything.


 


  It was supposed to have taken a weight off his chest, yet Mergo’s strides only felt heavier. The thoughts had not settled like they should have. If anything, they were only pestering him more. He didn’t get why people would talk like this if it only made things worse.


 


  When Abby finally spoke up, his tone was cold and cautious, like he was testing thin ice beneath his paws. “Then what’s the issue?”


 


  It was a question Mergo didn’t know how to answer. He had one, but every time he grasped it, he froze up. It slipped through his fingers as he sat there, mortified. Quietly, he said back, “I don’t know.”


 


  Yet again, nothing. Mergo could feel himself wilting in the evening sun, each step feeling heavier and heavier. Why had he said any of that? He knew it was irrelevant, and dwelling on it would only get in his way. All that mattered was continuing forward, forward, without end. He had to. He owed it to everyone he’d left behind.


 


  Mergo forsook his father’s wishes and evolved before he earned it. He’d continued on even when his teammates had begged him to stop. He was out here alone with Abby, who he hardly knew, and still found himself unnerved at times. It could not be for nothing. It would not.


 


  “You’re still young,” Abby said at last. “As impressive as your visions are, you haven’t fully grown into your role yet. It is nothing to be ashamed of. However…”


 


  Here the hunter paused, and Mergo could feel the stab in his gut.


 


  “… It is something you must learn to avoid, for the sake of everyone who will need you,” he went on. “You will only get in your own way like that. And if you keep doing that, you won’t help anyone.”


 


  The Gallade exhaled, raising his head to nod. “Right,” he said solemnly, attempting to ignore the echoes.


 


  
    You’re alone, Kirlia.
  


 


  
    I won’t follow someone around that doesn’t know where he himself is going.
  


 


  
    Nobody is born in this world to be alone.
  


 


   Drawing in a deep breath, Mergo opened his mouth to speak, but the hunter suddenly gasped.


 


  “
  
    There
  
  .” Abby stopped and swept a paw through a clump of rivergrass. “My, they waded through the creek for a while. I was beginning to think they might’ve gone the other way.”


 


  Alerted, Mergo perked and glanced to Abby’s paw, but he hardly saw anything. “What is it?”


 


  With an eager smirk, Abby lowered his head and slashed his horn just above the soil, cutting away a large clump of grass. As he brushed it away into the wind, Mergo saw it: two parallel circles, stamped shallowly into the dirt just an inch and a half apart. Some kind of print, but he didn’t recognize these ones. And considering whatever was dragging Riley could change them to whatever, it could be any—


 


  “Greninja prints,” Abby whispered. “They reconvened, and they’re traveling together again.”


 


  Mergo blinked. “The carnival?” he asked. “Not another trick?”


 


  Abby shook his head. “There’s a Quagsire right here that walked alongside them. Could be a coincidence, or maybe they were a few hours apart, but changing to a Greninja would be stupid anyways. We’re looking for one.”


 


  After a moment, Mergo nodded. That made some sense. Whoever Riley was following was clever, and even though Mergo was new to tracking over long distances, a play like that didn’t seem fitting for something so dangerous. “Then, we’re against three now,” he said. “We’re outnumbered.”


 


  “True,” Abby said, turning away from the creek to follow the trail. “But that Festuum isn’t particularly strong. Capable, but I’ve beaten him before. And if we have the element of surprise, it shouldn’t be an issue. Oh, and of course…” The hunter looked over his shoulder and looked the Gallade up and down. “With those blades of yours now, we can stand up to their Ditto, too. Hopefully all this travel has gotten you used to it by now.”


 


  Mergo nodded. After taking that stone, he would have to prove as much. He would have to earn his father’s blessing. He would have to win. He had to.


 


  Abby followed the trail with his eyes roughly into the horizon. “And in this country, I’ll find them. I’ll close that gap,” he claimed. “Three days. Four, maybe five if that Ditto has another trick. But we’ll have to move now. Are you ready to rough it?”


 


  The Gallade leaned forward and broke into a jog, catching up to and overtaking Abby. His fingers locked together and his elbows extended into sharp points. “Lead the way,” he ordered. The Absol smiled before pouncing ahead, breaking into a light dash that only pushed Mergo to hurry more.


 


  “Aye aye.”


 


  …


 


  The sun had risen, and Lucario had missed a third night of sleep in a row. The veins in her eyes were creeping towards the center steadily, and she could feel the exhaustion weighing on her. Perhaps tomorrow she would find somewhere to rest for a while.


 


  But Lucario could not let herself do that just yet. Her son was in danger, and his safety took priority over her comfort. And after traversing to and all the way through the Forest of Mirrors, she finally found something.


 


  Two great mossy boulders almost twice her height stood atop a lightly-wooded hill, and it was here where Lucario knelt, tracing a paw along the myriad of tracks that ran through the area. They stepped over each other, zigging and zagging, forming a complicated weave. It was impossible to tell one from another anymore. They could have gone in any direction. And those symbols. She’d must’ve sat in front of them for fifteen minutes, but she couldn’t make heads or tails of them.


 


  Lucario could feel the hopelessness sink in. She clenched a paw into a fist and gritted her teeth. They had to have gone this way, but where? Was she supposed to go back into the forest and demand for the spirits there to tell her? That would take too long. Only the stars knew what would happen to her son if she stalled anymore.


 


  She could only imagine it. Her boy, confused, afraid, being dragged along by that foul thief across the land to do whatever heinous things they were up to, wrapping him further into the lies that Bisharp planted into his mind.


 


  Snarling, Lucario stood up. Cyan sparks flickered from her paws as she looked around her like a wild beast. There had to be 
  
    some
  
   shred of him being there. In a flash she vanished, leaving a thin white trail behind her as she raced around the area, searching high and low for anything that stood out. She found brown feathers and tan or yellow tufts of fur, but nothing that she recognized. So it had to be hidden.


 


  Lucario took a sharp turn mid-dash and burst towards the boulder. She slid down to get her leg and arms underneath it, and with a furious roar she pried it from the ground, revealing a circle where no grass grew. Clods of dirt flew out as she gritted her teeth, lifting the boulder over her head and throwing it out of the way. It hit the grass and left a sizable gash in the earth as it rolled and rolled away, only stopping when it crashed into two of the trees. Frightened Wildies squawked and yelped as they scampered from their dens and their perches.


 


  Frantically she looked around the ground, searching for a shred of evidence that might have been hidden. If it wasn’t here, she would throw the next. And if not there, she’d start uprooting bushes and digging out trees. She’d turn over every square foot of soil to find whatever that thief might have hidden. She had not hurt that Kangaskhan for no reason. She 
  
    would
  
   find the path. If she had to, she’d even—


 


  Blue. The faintest hint of blue caught her eye as she marched around the circle of dirt like a feral desperately searching for seeds to eat, and Lucario broke into an instantaneous dash to appear right in front of it. A small tuft of blue fur lay tangled amidst the moss, right where the other boulder had been. Lucario whimpered, then snatched it and held it close to her chest.


 


  It was tangled and filthy. When was the last time he had washed and groomed? With all that was going on and all the misinformation spread, he must not have had the time to take care of himself. Oh, poor Riolu. He must have looked so sick by now…


 


  Holding back sobs, Lucario closed her eyes, and her aura sensors levitated. The whole world around her, sprawling through the trees and down the hill. Auras from some three score Pokémon flared, but she ignored them all. Blue flames ignited in the hand that held her son’s tuft, and as if pulled by a gentle wind, the fur started to drift to the northeast. Steadily.


 


  Her sensors dropped, and Lucario tightened her grip on the only piece of him that she had. Wiping at her eyes with her other arm, she turned to the northeast with a newfound vigor that would get her through another day. And maybe more.


 


  “Just hold on,” she whispered hoarsely. “I’ll save you. Just a little longer.”


 


  …


 


  The three marched into the desert with a pep in their step, led by the tinny tunes of the harmonica like rats by a pipe. The sun was only getting hotter, and the three had donned tan cloaks to protect them and hide their shapes, but spirits were still high as Markus played song after song the best he could, and Festuum gave it his all alongside him. It was infectious. Riley couldn’t help but get roped into it as the songs got more and more familiar.


 


  They seemed to pull from further and further back in time, and with a little prompting from Festuum, he was even able to sing along, and maybe even twirl or jump if the song called for it.


 


  “
  
    One evening as the sun went down, and the jungle fire was burning~
  
  ,” Festuum sang, tilting his head up to make his English sound smoother. He turned just enough to see past his hood and make sure Riley was ready. “
  
    There once was a hobo hiking. And he said—
  
  ”


 


  When a webbed finger pointed to him, Riley jumped right in to the best of his ability. 
  
    “Boyz I’m naht turring~. I’m headed fur a land thatz fur ahway, bezidez the kristl fowntins. Zo come with me, we’ll go and zee the big rok kandee mowntins~.
  
  ”


 


  Grinning, Festuum nodded and raised his head again. “
  
    In the big rock candy mountains, there’s a land that’s fair and bright~!
  
  ” His rhythm and tone were in perfect sync with the melody of the harmonica, and Riley couldn’t help but laugh and be amazed. “
  
    Where the handouts grow on bushes, and you sleep out every night~. Where the boxcars all are empty, and the sun shines every day~. On the birds and the bees, and the cigarette trees, the lemonade springs, where the bluebird sings, in the big rock candy mountains~!”
  


 


  They went through the whole song, passing it back and forth between the two. Riley hopped from one foot to another as he danced the energy out of his system. It wasn’t their first time with this one, so he had a good grasp on the lyrics, and he made it almost perfectly to the end.


 


  When the end came, Riley had danced his way to the front of the group, climbing a small sand dune in two bounds and holding his arms out. “
  
    I’ll zee you all thiz koming ffall, at the big rok kandee mowntins~!”
  
   he crooned, then looked down at the others with a broad smile and sparkling eyes. His tail wagged under his cloak. “How was that?”


 


  “Better,” Markus noted. “Pronunciation needs work, but you’re not stumbling or dragging words out. You’re relearning quick.”


 


  “Picking up on a lotta things quick,” Festuum commended. “Ever since the festival I knew you had the knack for it. If I get the chance, I’m 
  
    so
  
   stealing you a minstrel outfit.”


 


  Riley pumped his fist and turned around, jumping and leaning back so that he slid all the way down the dune. “
  
    Hell
  
   yeah,” he cheered.


 


  Festuum followed suit. A spray of sand clung to his legs, but he had long-since accepted that he was going to be covered in sand for a long while. “Didn’t know you were into playing dress-up,” he teased. “Dancing, yeah, I picked that up from the festival, but costumes?”


 


  “No, not that.” He looked back over his shoulder and shook his head. “The whole English thing. It makes me feel like I’m closer to remembering something again. And, uh…” Riley scratched at the back of his neck. “I mean, dancing like that means I’m agile, so that’s good too.”


 


  “Mmhm.” Markus rolled his eyes and tucked the harmonica away in his belt, staying tall atop the dune. “Just don’t get too loud, alright? Sound carries. If their ears are sharp, they can hear us at about a thousand yards out.”


 


  “Yeah yeah, Dad, we get it. We’ll keep the noise down,” he theatrically sighed. “Why’d you even bring it out in the first place if you’re that paranoid?”


 


  Markus shrugged. “Morale,” he said, his thumb pulling at his hood as he surveyed the horizon. “But you’ve got a point. We’re in Nera’s back yard right now. We’ll hold off for a bit. And for now…” He pointed with his other hand towards an outcrop of red rocks some three miles away. “There. We’ll camp there.”


 


  “Wait, camp?” Riley spun around as Markus continued on after them. “It’s barely past noon. What, are we gonna start traveling by night?”


 


  “
  
    Bingo
  
  ,” Festuum chimed. “Easier to press through the cold than the heat, so it’ll save us on water. And it’ll be easier to sneak, too.”


 


  Riley nodded, but frowned as he looked his companions over. His own body was used to this heat, but Markus’s hair was damp with sweat, and Festuum was already looking a lighter blue than usual. “You think the shade will be enough to get any shuteye in?”


 


  Festuum hummed thoughtfully. “… Probably at least a catnap,” he supposed. “Maybe more. I still haven’t caught up on my sleep, so who’s to say?”


 


  And so they marched again. The dry savanna grass was just on the horizon behind them, and all that awaited ahead was sand and sagebrush. To the northeast loomed a mountain range that they would have to cross through in a week or so, its stone a cool and inviting gray. And beyond that, some unknown number of miles away, was the ruined city they set out for. And between them was nothing but sand. Miles and miles of miles and miles.


 


  They hit the outcrop in under an hour, and Festuum fell on his back and slid down the dune atop his cloak, coasting into the shade of an overhang. The rocks were tall and jagged in irregular formations. Some were rooted deep while others looked like they had fallen atop casually. He let out a relaxed sigh and rested his hands behind his head. “Ahhhh…” Festuum shut his eyes and crossed one leg over the other. “This… isn’t much better.”


 


  “You’re out of the sun,” Markus said, walking up alongside him. He pulled at the wrappings on his neck and let them fall loose at his shoulders. “Just give it a few minutes and it’ll feel like heaven.”


 


   “So you say,” Festuum mumbled, casting his gaze up to Riley, who was strolling closer with his staff on his shoulders and his arms draped over it. Festuum clicked his tongue, and the whole thing cracked like a whip. “Man,” he groaned. “Why couldn’t Uxie have told you about some rain forest instead? Or, like, a swamp. Or anywhere that actually rains.”


 


  “I ain’t looking forward to it neither,” Riley agreed. “Even if I’m not dying, getting by is gonna be tough. And the water’s gonna be warm all the time when we need it.”


 


  “Already on it,” Markus cut on. He was on his knees with his knife held in his hands, digging a hole into the sand. “A few feet down and it gets cold. Relatively. Gonna put a few things down here.”


 


  “Right.” Riley nodded, then dropped his bag and his staff on the ground. “I’m gonna go climb one of these rocks to see if I can see anything,” he said, then squatted to jump.


 


  In only a second Markus put the pieces together, and he whirled around to the boy. “Wait, Riley—”


 


  But it was too late. A Quick Attack sprung him halfway up the rock, and the moment his paw pads hit the stone, a sizzling pain greeted him. Riley screamed and fumbled for any sort of foothold, but everything he tried continued to burn. By reflex alone he let go and fell back into the sand, blowing on his paws.


 


  Festuum winced. “You alright?”


 


  “Rocks absorb a 
  
    lot 
  
  of heat out here,” Markus said, rubbing at the back of his head. “It’s like putting your hand on a hot stove. We could cook on these things if we wanted to.”


 


  “I noticed,” Riley said between puffs. “I’m— I’m okay, but—”


 


  “Screw the desert?” Festuum offered.


 


  Riley nodded, gingerly testing his paws again on the ground. Hardly more than a sting. “Screw the desert.”


 


  The Greninja snickered and adjusted his position, slipping his arms out of the sleeves and letting them act as a miniscule amount of extra cushion. “Atta boy.” 


 


  “If they’re not burned,” Markus called, “could you come over and help? You’re stronger than me, so you can dig faster.”


 


  And the boy blinked. It was something he’d already known, but hearing it straight from Markus’s mouth still caught him off-guard. Human instincts, perhaps, equating size to strength.


 


  “Y-yeah,” he said, then hurried on over. “I can barely even feel it.” And as Markus backed away on his knees and sheathed the knife again, Riley went to work jabbing and scooping out of the small pit. Streak after streak was thrown up and away, and a few into Markus’s own face. He spat and sputtered and fell out of the line of fire, but Riley kept his head to the ground and hadn’t even noticed.


 


  “How deep do I go?” he asked.


 


  “‘Til you can tumble right in,” Markus said, tossing his wrappings aside in a loose bundle. “And then about a foot further.”


 


  “G-got it.”


 


  Peace settled again. Markus and Festuum took the time to recuperate in the shade, keeping a passive eye out as Riley went to work coating himself in a fine layer of dust as he continued to burrow. Steadily he made his way deeper and deeper, and the sand stopped scalding his hands. A foot down or so, it was even starting to get pleasant to the touch. A while in though, Festuum started to sing again, something calm and serene to pass the time.


 


  “
  
    Sun is shinin’ in the sky. There ain’t a cloud sight. It’s stopped rainin’, everybody’s out there playin, and don’t ya know.
  
  ” Festuum tilted his head back to stare at the others. “
  
    It’s a beautiful new day, hey-hey.
  
  ”


 


  Markus perked up a little. He turned his head just so slightly and wrinkled his brow


 


  “
  
    Runnin’ down the avenue. See how the sun shines—
  
  ”


 


  “Quiet,” Markus interjected.


 


  Festuum frowned. He twisted around on his back in something resembling breakdancing until he plopped down, sitting and staring at the side of Markus’s head. He held up his hands and splayed his fingers, and with the most serious look on his face, began to press them down onto the air in front of him. The phantom sound of piano keys rang out as Festuum mimed playing a simple but energetic base. His foot tapped, and on alternating beats sounded a drum of some kind. Markus bristled and whirled. Riley’s ears shot up as he turned in wonder.


 


  Louder than before, Festuum started again. “
  
    Runnin’ down the avenue. See how—
  
  ” 


 


  “
  
    Quiet
  
  ,” Markus hissed, lurching forward to slap Festuum’s hand away.The thief flinched, and the invisible band went back into the aether. “I hear something, damn it.”


 


  Complete silence. The other two strained their hearing towards the direction Markus seemed to be focusing. It was faint, but they could just catch a high, buzzing wind that sounded far off. Unusual. Ferals, perhaps.


 


  Lowering his head, Festuum exhaled. “My bad,” he whispered.


 


  Exhaling, Markus turned around to the southeast, partially crouching. “It’s fine. The dunes dampened the noise,” he whispered back. “I’ll be back in a minute. Stay low.” And with his hand over the hilt of his saber, Markus took off with the weightless grace of a gazelle, vanishing between the rocks.


 


  After watching him, Riley leaned forward and rested his elbows on the sides of the hole, turning back to Festuum. “How… How’d you do that?” he asked.


 


  “Hm?”


 


  “Th-the whole…” Riley raised his paws and mimed playing. “That. That thing. How’d you do that?”


 


  The Greninja sat up a little bit straighter. “Oh, uh… Yeah. I never did my illusions in front of you, did I?”


 


  The boy smacked his palms on the ground and leaned forward. “Illusions?” he whispered. “That was an illusion?”


 


  A pleasant smile grew on Festuum’s face as he brightened up a bit. “Yeah,” he chimed. “I mean, I can’t do much bigger than myself, but I picked up a lot when I was a performer. Like, uh, this.” From his presented palm shot a tiny yellow spark the size of a firefly, which only made it about a foot up before bursting apart without a sound. And as the boy’s eyes gleamed, Festuum suppressed a chuckle. “I would’ve thought you’d be sick of illusions by now.”


 


  “Well, kinda,” he admitted, “but I didn’t know you could just pull them out like that. How do you even do that?”


 


  “Hehe.” With his arms folded across his chest, the Greninja shut his eyes and raised his chin thoughtfully. “Well y’see, it’s a delicate art, but I can manipulate the light or sound in the air with—”


 


  Markus’s boots skidded to a stop as he slid on his knees with a manic look in his eyes. His hands performed an elaborate dance in the span of two seconds, unbuckling straps, dropping his bags, undoing his belt. His breaths were heavy through his nostrils. Festuum’s excitement and Riley’s curiosity died in an instant.


 


  “What is it?” Festuum asked gravely.


 


  “Sandstorm.” Markus, moving faster than his thoughts could keep up with, reached over and snatched Riley by the armpits and yanked him out of the hole.


 


  “H-hey!” he protested, but Markus was too busy shoving everything he could into the pit. Canteens, cloths, ropes, his bag, and not much else.


 


  “A small sandstorm. Probably artificial,” he went on, then whipped his head to stare Festuum down. “Bury everything and hide.”


 


  Riley’s ears flicked. Artificial? Why would a Pokémon be out here making a sandstorm? There was no way they could outrun them in this terrain. There were plenty of places to hide, but none of them were any good. Looking left and right, Riley found his bag and his staff and dove for them, then looked back to the others. They were finding spots amidst the rocks to start digging.


 


  “How big of a group was it?” Festuum asked.


 


  “Dunno. But they were moving fast. We probably have two minutes. Maybe three, but aim for two,” Markus answered. “Riley, are you listening?”


 


  “Y-yeah.” Riley swallowed.


 


  “Good. You’re not gonna have time to dig yourself in fully, but you need to do what you can,” he explained. “Make yourself as smooth with the ground as possible. And then, I need you to lay flat on your stomach and hold the cloak over you, okay? Like you’re hiding from monsters under your blanket. Pull it taut. Use your arms and legs. You get that?”


 


  “Hiding from monsters,” he echoed, digging faster and faster, throwing sand hither and thither. He could hear it now, clear as a bell. A hissing wind that sounded like a swarm of insects, and underneath that, a high whining noise that send shivers up Riley’s spine. “Got it. Got it, I can do that.”


 


  “It’s gonna be noisy, and you’re probably gonna get buried,” Markus went on. His knife was out again, and he was using it to carve out a large channel for him to expand with his hands. “But when the storm stops, that don’t mean it’s okay to get up again, got it? Count all the way to five hundred in your head. That should wait out any lurkers.”


 


  “Hiding from monsters, count to five hundred.” Riley repeated it a few more times in his head. He wondered if he’d be able to collect himself enough to count for that long. He didn’t even know what they were up against, but Markus’s fear had gotten to him. This was Nera’s backyard, so did that mean Nera herself was breathing down their necks?


 


  Festuum and Markus had dug enough of their trenches, and with the edge of the sandstorm starting to peek out from behind the rocks, they put their gear underneath them and laid flat atop it. They pulled their cloaks taut and hid underneath, the color blending in almost seamlessly with the sand.


 


  The boy drew in a deep breath. He hadn’t known what he was doing, or if it was good enough, but he was out of time. He put the staff down, adjusted his bag until it was against his stomach, then threw himself down. His legs and arms pulled the loose flaps in towards him, and after offering a prayer to forces unknown, squeezed his eyes shut and hoped.


 


  Grains hissed by as the winds started to blow, scraping and brushing against the outcrops, buffeting Riley’s tent like hail. Instinctively he tucked his tail between his legs and gritted his teeth. His ears fell flat against his head. The light passing through the fabric dimmed to almost nothing, and the high, buzzing whine was grating at him.


 


  That was the worst part about it, Riley thought. He couldn’t see what it was. If it weren’t for the winds acting as an audial veil, he might hear where they were and how many. And if he weren’t hiding, perhaps he could see them, and know whether or not something lurked just feet above him. If he just knew, maybe he could fight his way out of this mess, but how would he know if something was ready to pluck him out of the ground like a weed? How—


 


  The feeling of his sensor against his arm hit him, and Riley remembered the ability all at once. He grasped onto it so suddenly that there wasn’t time for second thoughts. The sensors hovered and vibrated against the cloak as Riley clenched the muscles in his neck. Blacks and grays painted over the world of dim brown around him, revealing the jagged rocks, the broad gaps and channels between them, the millions of granules buzzing by in the wind, a pale sky that seemed as empty as it did during the day. He could see Festuum’s hollowed aura just twenty feet or so away, and Markus was nowhere to be seen.


 


  And then there was one, clean and smooth, that zigged and zagged in the air, taking sharp turns overhead as it did laps over the outcrop. Two more on the ground, rougher and smaller, that climbed over the rocks and lurked for a moment before hopping to another. Only three, but Riley knew his radius was small. There could be more. And thankfully, none were breathing down his neck just yet.


 


  But that fast one. Every time it zipped over Riley, heading one way or the other, he felt his entire body tense up. Part of him wondered if it was moving too fast to even see him. Part of him was sure it could. Part of him wondered if there was even a chance if it had. The aura was dense. Denser than Festuum’s. Denser than his own? No way to—


 


  It stopped. Ten feet above him and a little bit to the right, the aura came to a stop, looming there. Riley’s heart leapt into his throat as his sensors dropped. How could it have—


 


  He felt himself die a little inside as the high-pitched whine got a little bit louder, and Riley realized that his sensors had vibrated right up against the cloak that was supposed to shield him.


 


  …


 


  Four-hundred-ninety-eight… Four-hundred-ninety-nine…. Five-hundred.


 


  With a gasp for breath, Markus emerged from half an inch of sand with his knife at the ready. He looked left and saw nothing. He looked right and saw more of the same. Up had similar results, as did his back and front. The coast was clear, and the sandstorm was continuing to the northwest.


 


  Festuum surfaced with a gasp of his own, counting a little bit slower, and spat and spat over and over again. “God,” he grumbled, grimacing as he extended his tongue back out. “I’m gonna be picking this from my teeth for weeks.”


 


  “Tell me about it.” Markus wiped off his pinky and started digging around his ear. “This ain’t coming out for a while. I can only imagine how Riley’s doing with his ears.”


 


  The two waited for the boy to take his cue and rise up next, but he didn’t. Aside from the wind that was getting quieter and quieter, there was nothing.


 


  “… Riley?” he called. “It’s safe. Come on out.”


 


  Still nothing.


 


  Something was wrong. Festuum started towards where he’d last seen the kid. The passing storm had changed everything, but he’d only been just over here, hadn’t he?


 


  “This ain’t funny,” the Greninja grumbled, then turned over his shoulder to Markus. “Help me look. He might be suffocating.”


 


  The two rushed into action, swiping their hands and hoping to feel the ratty texture of the cloak, or the soft feeling of fur. Each brush got faster and violent as if they were reaching into the grave to pull him out. Maybe he’d dug too deep. Maybe he was buried. Maybe, maybe…


 


  Festuum’s hand felt something, and without giving himself time to process, his fingers dug and gripped around it, and he pulled it free with all his might. And he looked in dreadful wonder at the wooden staff in his hands, three feet long and broken at both ends. Riley’s staff. With no Riley to be found.


  



53. Ain’t No Grave


    
    
  Despite twelve summers of endless training and study and dedication, Captain Nera had been assigned to this cursed scar upon the land to be forgotten.



  Nera sat perched atop the spire with a cold contempt in her eyes, staring out at a hostile, empty expanse of land underneath a hostile, empty expanse of sky. Her crown of flames flickered and danced in the scalding winds: winds that brought only death. By day, they were the fumes of a forge that rolled across the desert relentlessly, and by night, they were the howls of damned souls as the gates to the underworld would unleash a frozen gale. Nobody should have had to live there. The tall, twisted spire surrounded by a network of arches and plateaus was itself a monument to what this land wrought.



  And yet, it was hers now, thanks to her family.



  The Infernape closed her eyes. She always had such bitter thoughts at the day’s end and start. When things were temperate, she’d remember what her willpower would have her push through, and she would curse the weather for taunting them all. And as soon as that was done, she would enjoy the rest of that short time.



  She raised her flute and placed her fingers appropriately, but her ears caught something. They perked behind her to tune into a faint buzzing sound that Nera recognized climbing up from the base of the spire. The seeds of alarm were uprooted, and she carefully waited for the usual…



  “Captain Nera,” a Flygon sounded off, landing a few paces behind her. Tied to her tail with a length of chain was an upside-down Riolu, dirty and beaten with his arms bound behind his back. He thrashed and fought and pulled his chains taut. “Lieutenant Porus, reporting from tour.”



  “Report,” Nera answered, looking over her shoulder. The first thing she noticed was the ferocity in his eyes like a Wildie in a trap, and the first thing he noticed was the dead apathy in her own.



  “Let me 
  
    go
  
  ,” Riley growled, pulling and twisting his body to free himself from his restraints. It wasn’t working. His breathing was restricted and he couldn’t get any leverage. And even if his anger hid it, panic was clouding his mind. This was Nera? Did he have even a chance? Her stare was getting more intense.



  The flames atop her head flickered as she lowered her flute, turning fully to stare at him. Her eyes went to the scarf next, and then to his ear…



  “I found him in an outcrop to the southeast,” Porus said. “He matches the description perfectly, but I figured you would know for sure. Is this the human?”



  Nera stalked forward. Her shadow blocked out the sun, and her flames replaced it. Without a word she reached forward and placed a hand on his back, raising him to get a better look as Riley kicked and fought.



  “Don’t 
  
    touch
  
   me,” he growled, and yet, he could feel his anger slipping. It wasn’t working. And moreover, she held him with a delicate care as if he were an artifact unearthed. Her hand brushed up his spine, over the sunbaked scarf, and to the top of his head where she ran her fingers over his burned ear. Riley fidgeted and tried to pull away. Her hand was shaking.



  Drawing in a deep breath, she moved it down to his neck and pulled at his scarf. He gasped and turned towards her as a sudden feeling of cold overwhelmed him. “
  
    Hey!
  
  ” Riley exclaimed, then snapped his jaws to bite at her. Her other hand shot forward in the blink of an eye to catch his muzzle, shutting it in a firm but gentle hold. Riley couldn’t move his head. He pulled back and tried to glare at her, but he wasn’t going anywhere. And she was merely looking at his neck now that the scarf was loose, tracing a finger over the fur.



  The golden collar, Nera couldn’t help but notice, was missing. And there didn’t seem to be a scar on him. Nera let out a sigh, then set Riley down carefully.



  “It’s him,” she confirmed, hardly more than a whisper. “How did you find him?”



  “Traveling light. He hardly had anything in his bag,” Porus answered, then tossed over the dusty bag with the emblem ripped out. A handful of dried berries, some rope, and a half dozen iron thorns clattered out. Riley gritted his teeth but otherwise did nothing. “He was in all likelihood not traveling alone, but I wasn’t going to risk him escaping, given what he means to you.”



  Nera nodded thoughtfully. Word had been that he was with the Carnival. That had been weeks ago, so things might have changed, but there was no harm in being careful. He would have to be secured. Riley would not be allowed to get away.



  And as she looked back down at him, Riley could sense that from her. Something behind the apathy that was more than mere duty. He felt himself waver and his ears fall flat against his head.



  “Lieutenant,” she called, and the Flygon stood a little straighter. “Prepare one of the cells for our guest. I wish to speak with him for a moment.”



  “Yes, Captain,” she sounded off. She turned around and adjusted the chain on her tail, unfastening it and letting it clatter onto the ground. After snapping to a salute, she pushed off the ground and took off towards one of the spires.



  And there Riley remained. Nobody was holding his chains, yet he knew he couldn’t get away. Not right now. Not with his arms free. Not without leaving his bag behind. He had to have faith.



  The Infernape took two steps forward and knelt before him, putting herself on eye-level with the boy. A hot wind blew over the plateau, making her crown of flames flicker and dance like a flag. So too did Riley’s scarf.



  “Tell me,” she said, “are you taunting us? Or is it all a coincidence?”



  Riley swallowed. He could feel his heart beating, beating, beating in his chest. He looked up to the top of her head, and all he could think of was that one word from their palaver three days before: ‘immolate.’ Something he could not let happen.



  “Taunting who?” he asked.



  “Parading around in that body.” Nera reached a hand forward to brush the underside of his muzzle, to which Riley forced himself to bear. “Showing him off to his family. Is it deliberate, or a coincidence?”



  Riley winced, but forced himself to face her. “N-no,” he said. “I was just passing through, and she saw me. I… I wish I could’ve talked to her more, but I… didn’t.” God, he’d been a mess when all that went down. If he hadn’t been chased out of that city, could he have even had a sensible conversation with her? Would she even want to?



  But Nera furrowed her brow, sizing the boy up. He seemed earnest, but she knew better than to trust someone based on appearances alone. Especially when humans were deceitful by nature. Time to prod.



  Nera leaned forward and placed a palm on the ground beside her. Her knuckles flared as tiny fires breathed sparks into the wind. “Who?”



  And at that, the boy blinked. “Who?” he asked, appalled. “Lucario. Or, if she had a name, I don’t know it. Who else would it be?”



  His rhetorical question received no change in reaction. The Infernape continued to stare, to measure him. But what for? Was he missing—



  His breath caught in his throat as he rolled over the possibility once in his head, twice, thrice… And with a sinking feeling in his chest, he whispered, “Who else could it be?”



  And after a second longer, that had been enough. Nera had her answer. She put her hands on her knees and pushed herself back up, and the Riolu’s gaze followed her. Nera let out a weary sigh. “What do you want then?” she asked. “What’s a human like you doing out here?”



  But Riley wasn’t having it. He narrowed his eyes at her and clenched his paws into fists. “Who else could it be?” he repeated.



  “I asked you a—”



  “
  
    And I asked first
  
  ,” Riley growled, stomping his foot as he took an aggressive step forward. Imperceptibly, Nera’s eyes grew wider. The boy exhaled sharply. “I’m not some mastermind murderer criminal. I barely have a 
  
    clue
  
   what’s going on, and I’m trying to get to the bottom of it all. I just wanna fix this and smooth everything over. Make it all right. So if you know 
  
    anything
  
  , say it. Please.”



  His heart pounded. He could feel his own blood boiling, boiling, boiling in his veins. He’d had enough of people teasing him like hanging treats in front of a dog. If she were to slug him for running his mouth, Riley wouldn’t have any regrets, captain or no.



  Nera’s crown of flames dimmed. Instincts she thought long gone started to bubble once again. She caught herself falling victim to his pleas. She knew she couldn’t, but even still, that earnesty, and that damned voice… She felt the presence of prying eyes more strong than ever. She could not let herself be weak.



  Sighing, Nera shook her head and took a step forward, grabbing the length of chain and wrapping it around her hand. And with her other, she reached to grab the loose end of Riley’s scarf. He gasped and tried to pull away, but he was too slow. With one good tug the loose bundle around his neck was undone, and the scarf was in her possession.



  “H-
  
    hey!
  
  ” Riley cried. “That’s mine! Give it back!” He jumped up and bit for the loose end, but Nera raised her leg and intercepted him with her foot, shoving him back. “He gave that to me! Give it 
  
    back!
  
  “



  Her crown flickered, and Nera didn’t take her eyes off the boy. “Did he now?” she mused, humming. A moment later though she turned and pulled the boy along. “It looks like we have much to talk about.”



  “Damn 
  
    right
  
   we do,” he snapped, jumping again to get a hold on the scarf. Nera stuck her arm out and shoved him away. His neck felt cold and his breathing was shallow. He needed the scarf. He needed the scarf.



  Captain Nera shook her head. “I need to sort a few things out first,” she said. “We need a royal witness so your immolation can be official.” Nera didn’t need to look to know that Riley’s eyes just grew three sizes. His silence spoke volumes. “Until then, we’ll have you locked away in one of the spires here.”



  ‘Immolation.’ Riley imagined himself tied to a stake with a bed of kindling underneath him. He imagined a torch tossed atop it. He imagined the overwhelming heat as he fought in vain against his restraints. Just that quickly, everything he’d endured for and all the pain he’d caused would be for nothing.



  “You… you 
  
    can’t
  
  ,” he insisted, his mouth ajar. His voice cracked. With every step his body felt heavier, colder. He bucked and pulled at his chains again, yet he couldn’t break free. Desperate, Riley looked up to Nera, shaking with his ears flattened, and begged. “I— I need to fix this. It 
  
    can’t
  
   end like this.”



  Nera bit her lip. She felt her grip on the chain slacken. A part of her had awoken and risen from the darkest crevice, screaming a dozen frantic thoughts, but another part of her spiked the former back. It wasn’t fair to use that voice against her.



  “… I have to,” Nera answered, and her grip grew tight again. “Your stay at the Crimson Spire won’t be hospitable, but I’ll do what I can to ensure it’s not miserable. But that… That is all I can do.”



  Riley leaned back and planted his heels in the ground. He wheezed and kicked to try and jump away with a Quick Attack, yet Nera held on to his restraints like a string to a kite and pulled him back to earth. He landed flat on his stomach and gritted his teeth. There was nothing he could do, save for squeezing his eyes shut and trying not to cry.



  …



  “He’s screwed.”



  Markus kicked at the sand and launched a small pebble into a jagged part of the outcrop, where it bounced and skittered away. It hurt to admit that. It had taken nearly an hour to work up to the point where he could admit that. For a while, Markus had been thinking about possible pursuits he could make, or ambushes, or stratagems, but each one had too many complications. They didn’t have the resources to do anything safe.



  Festuum hadn’t been much better. He sat in the shade from the sunset, a cloak underneath him as his knees were held to his chest. “We don’t have the time,” he murmured. “By the books, he has at 
  
    most
  
   four days. We can’t make it 
  
    anywhere
  
   to grab… anything. I… Markus, can we even save him?”



  He was hardly moving. His mask and wrappings were loose, and Riley’s staff rested in his hands. He’d noticed that it was perfectly straight and smoothed and the perfect width for his grip, but that observation had long since been buried by all the other thoughts. At the moment, he was using it to draw sketches in the sand.



  “There wasn’t anything we could’ve done,” he noted, quiet. “Attack them during a sandstorm? They had a massive advantage. And they were probably alert. We’d only get captured with him.”



  Festuum let out a longing sigh. “… I…. I like the kid, y’know,” he lamented. “Made me feel… Well, made me feel. He was fun to mess with. Right now they’re probably getting a kick out of him.”



  “Or maybe they’re listening carefully,” Markus said, his voice hoarse. “He could be telling them about us to scare them. Or lying and saying there’s fifty of us. Or saying he’s alone. But I promise you, he’s singing something to them.”



  The Greninja’s head sank further until his face was buried in his arms. “What the hell are we gonna do, man?” he pleaded.



  Markus exhaled through his nostrils, and dust plumed off his face. “Move on,” he answered. “He told us what Uxie said. And we have a vague idea of where his friends will show up.”



  Festuum blinked. The chill of night came early as he drew his head back up to stare at the back of Markus’s head. His mouth was ajar as he rifled for a word to say. His heart twinged.



  “What…” Festuum swallowed. “Markus, I… I must’ve heard you wrong,” he said gravely.



  The staff continued to scratch, scratch, scratch away at the ground, amplified by the silence between them. Idle scratching, aimless scratching, drawing simple patterns in the sand and crossing them out. Festuum could see that much.



  His hands tightened around his forearms. “Markus,” Festuum stressed.



  “We fucked up,” he barked back, hanging his head. “He’s gone. Nera has him.” Festuum could just see his mouth pull back into a sneer. “Because of course she does. Of-fucking-course.” His hands were shaking as they white-knuckled the staff.



  And so were Festuum’s. Fury and disgust lifted him to his feet as his tongue drew back into his throat and away from the slimy green wrap around his neck. A grimace formed as he marched towards him. “So you’re abandoning him,” he accused.



  “Life stole him,” Markus countered. “I don’t have a choice. I never have a choice.”



  “You 
  
    do
  
   have a choice,” Festuum insisted. “You sound just like Command did. Are you really going to put him through that? 
  
    You 
  
  of all people?”



  Gritting his teeth, Markus threw the staff aside and jumped to his feet, kicking the sketches away. His face was red and his eyes were grim. “And what the 
  
    hell
  
   am I supposed to do?!” he bellowed, throwing his arms out. “In case you forgot, I’m next to 
  
    useless
  
   in this hellworld! I got into 
  
    one
  
   fight, and I was a quarter inch from getting my throat ripped out!”



  “You don’t have to—”



  “And then it’d all be 
  
    meaningless!
  
  ” Markus roared to his friend, to Nera, to the whole damned world. “Everything I dragged you through, everything Kanga’s done, every night I slept under a fucking log, everything this nightmare has done to…” His chest heaved in and out, in and out as Markus took rapid, raspy breaths.



  Festuum bit his lip. In the past few sentences, Markus had said more than in the previous decade. He felt paralyzed. Was he supposed to comfort his friend or refuse to budge from this point? Markus rarely ever needed a delicate touch before.



  His strength left him, and Markus fell to his knees. He put on a shaky smile and let out a humorless snort. “Gallade’s dead and his secrets are gone. His kid is on our tail and will probably try and kill us. That fuckin’ Espeon is out there doing 
  
    God
  
   knows what, Bisharp’s doing the same, and just… Of course. Of 
  
    course
  
   Riley’s gone too.”



  A trembling hand reached towards the ground and grasped at the sand. It spilled out onto the desert floor, into a colossal hourglass. Wasted time, wasted efforts, as far as the eye could see.



  His voice rang hollow as his facade of a smile withered away. “We’ll find his friends, and they’ll turn traitor and try and kill us. And then those desert ruins will turn out to be a joke. And just…” He let out a sigh so empty that Festuum could hear his spirit drift away with it. “I’m… I’m so tired.”



  Before he knew it, Festuum had made up his mind. With silent steps he closed the gap between them and squatted beside his friend. He raised a hand to place on Markus’s shoulder, but he opted not to. Markus wasn’t in the right space to be comforted.



  “I’d like to tell you a story,” Festuum offered, hardly more than a whisper. “Some of the details are fuzzy, since I don’t remember everything, but I think you’d like to hear it. Is that okay?”



  Markus glanced at him from the corner of his eye, but otherwise didn’t react: a tentative approval. Festuum nodded.



  “A long time ago, a man saved my life when I washed up on the beach,” he explained, distant ethereal. “When I had nowhere to go, he gave me a roof. When I had nothing to be, he gave me purpose. His life wasn’t the best. I knew he was in a place he didn’t want to be. But even still, I was lost, and this was a man I respected more than anyone. I followed him like a Lillipup.



  “He moved on one day, and I was happy for him. I went with him. Little did I know that we were going to hell.”



  Here, Festuum paused. A bitter yet content smirk flashed on his face.



  “He was fine, of course. People could yell at him all day, he could run for an hour, he could be given any punishment, and he wouldn’t bat an eye. I wasn’t that strong. We couldn’t be any different. I laughed too easy, all that running made me sore, and every time I had to hold those poses for hours, I just kept wondering why I was even there, y’know? What had I gotten myself into? But… All I had to do was look across the compartment, and I’d see him give me a quiet nod. ‘You can do this.’ It would get me through another day.”



  He stopped for a second to catch his breath, taking the opening to read Markus again. There was something in his eyes. They were a hair wider than before.



  “And so,” Festuum exhaled, “I shouldered a task far beyond myself and survived through to the end with him. Broken, deceived, regretful, but stronger than anyone could ever want to be. And thus we were molded into killers. We went where we were told, did what was asked, and lived lives we could hardly call living. I remember our contracts ran out, and I asked him what we would do next. And he just… shrugged. He told me he extended his, but I was free to do what I wanted. So I sighed and extended mine too. I had already followed this man to hell.



  “And then, years later, came his last mission.”



  Silently, Markus tensed his shoulders. He glared over to Festuum with a fire ignited within him, but he didn’t object. Festuum shut his eyes and went on.



  “Our intel was wrong, and the mission went south. We had to evacuate. He was in charge, so he was the last one out. He was covering for a rookie to get to the extraction point, and for his reward he was cut off. I think someone triggered a trap. Part of the building was collapsed, and he was still inside. The pilot didn’t want to, but time was urgent. We flew away. I tried to jump out to get him, but the others were stronger than me. I couldn’t get out.



  “And when we got back to Command, they wouldn’t do anything. He was almost guaranteed to be dead, they said. It was a dangerous mission and the bastards probably wouldn’t have the chance to take him prisoner. They’d perform recon and do some intel, but the jungle canopy was too thick, and the region was impossibly big. Chances were slim. Days went by and they found nothing. Weeks went by and they heard nothing. He was just… MIA.”



  Markus’s hand slowly grasped at the sand and formed a fist so tight it could crush somebody’s beating heart. His jaw tensed.



  “One-hundred-and-thirty-eight days later, he was found again by the locals. Malnourished, sick, jabbering to himself, but alive against all odds. Escaped an encampment after eleven days of torture, avoided pursuers for weeks, endured the elements for even longer… He stayed on mountaintops to hope satellites would pick him up, but they were dangerous. Nobody was there to help him. For four and a half months, he’d just been abandoned. I visited him every day I could while he was in the hospital, of course, but he was pissed about it all. That anyone weaker than him would have died to all that, and nobody had gone in to save them.”



  “Sounds like he’s always had shitty luck,” Markus said through tight lips.



  Festuum shook his head, ignoring the comment. “When he found everything out, he promised me something,” he soothed. “He said that he wouldn’t be a pawn anymore, and that anyone who turned their back to their men was lower than human. And when his contract ran out, he left to go work somewhere else. I followed, of course, more sure than ever that I made the right choice.”



  For a long, long while, neither said a word. A hot wind blew by as the story settled. It had been a long time since Festuum had even talked about those days. He didn’t like to think about them much. For every fragment of nostalgia, there was another fragment of constant fear, of discomfort, of worry, of pain. But at the same time, he had made a friend for life there, and that came with its share of joys.



  It must have been at least a minute before Markus opted to break it. He drew in a quiet breath and struggled to speak. “I… I didn’t remember that last part of the story,” he murmured. “But, it does sound… right. I think.”



  Soberly, Festuum nodded his head and stood upright. Here his hand settled firmly on his shoulder, pressing his fingers into the muscles.



  “Riley needs you, Chief,” he insisted. “He needs both of us. It might be suicide, but… I’m tired too. I’m tired of watching you killing yourself like this. You’re throwing everything away for the sake of an uncertain future. It’s time to do something for the present.”



  His head turned to meet Festuum’s gaze, but he had already looked away. Giving him the privacy was the least he could do.



  Festuum cleared his throat. “You can stay here if you’d like. Process everything and make up your mind,” he said. “And when that’s over, you can either follow me or play it safe. That’s your call. But I’m gonna make a bet on the kid.”



  Festuum shut his eyes, sucked in a deep breath, then adjusted the straps on his bag. He reached for the cloak he left on the ground and loosely draped it over him. All the while, he didn’t give Markus another look. If a man like him wanted to cry, wanted to grimace, wanted to do anything, Festuum would at least let him keep his dignity about it. Markus didn’t want their last time seeing each other to be shamed.



  The thief waved behind him, then began away into the desert. “Good luck,” he wished. “May you find peace, man. You need it.”



  If that would be the last time he were to see him, Festuum didn’t know how he would feel. He supposed that was something he’d discover later. Perhaps Markus would need time for everything to settle, and he’d make steps towards finding a place he could relax again. Maybe a more permanent solution with Kanga. Or perhaps Markus would only see that he lost everything. That had been a conclusion Festuum had been trying to avoid, but it was still true. And if neither of them came home again, what would Kanga think then? Could Markus break her heart? Or, perhaps…



  “W… Wait,” Markus called.



  Festuum stopped. Only then did he realize his heart had been pounding.



  The man staggered to his feet. He wiped away neither tears nor a grimace. However he’d reacted to it, Festuum would never know. Markus hung his head and couldn’t rip his eyes away from the ground, but even still, there was an old fire given fuel inside.



  “I’ll… I’ll help,” he relented. “The man you were talking about— it seems like you… like you put a lot of trust in what he said.” Markus exhaled. “Maybe I should listen. He had things more figured out than I do.”



  Festuum leaned to the side and smiled with relief. “And I think he’d be happy to hear that,” he said, then turned again and started to walk with a vigor and urgency that wasn’t there before. “Now let’s go. We got a kid to save.”



  Markus adjusted his gear and pulled up his hood. “Right,” he answered. “We’ll have to wait until we get there to do some investigating, but I’m already starting to get a plan underway.”



  Festuum raised a brow. “Oh? Let’s hear it then.”



  “It’s called 
  
    Operation: Vienna Summer
  
  .” He’d switched to English for the title.



  “
  
    Vienna Summer
  
  ,” Festuum echoed, tasting the name. “Not bad. Not bad at all. What’s it about?”



  After a short pause, Markus shrugged. “Dunno,” he answered, dipping down to grab Riley’s staff as he followed. He tucked that between his belt and his pants. “I haven’t gotten any further than that.”



  A bemused snort of laughter escaped as Festuum shook his head. “
  
    There
  
   he is.”



  …



  A thin sliver of icy blue hovered just off of Riley’s paw as he sawed back and forth on the bar of his window well into the night. Dawn wasn’t far off. Maybe an hour or two away? It was hard to keep track of time. It felt like it had been an eternity, but the sky was getting even darker now. If the turn of phrase was right, he had to hurry. He had to get out of here.



  Every couple of seconds, he couldn’t help himself. Riley would squeeze his eyes shut and raise his sensors, and the world around him would be painted in grays and blacks. He would see the small confines of the cave he found himself in, and the metal door with a single open slot. He’d see the door to another cell that was empty. Out the window he saw the outside of the spire, and beyond that, a pale sky and foggy depths to plunge into. And in a narrow hall between the cells, an aura was on patrol. She was currently laying down where the hall turned off into more pale fog. He couldn’t see far beyond it.



  Riley knew he was being stupidly reckless. Any noise he made risked alerting the guard, and this one was already curious about him. But he didn’t have years to make an escape. He didn’t have time to hang around and bide his time. And even if he did, he felt like he’d freeze to death if he stayed any longer. And all he needed was one more minute.



  It was as cold as the grave in there. Markus had warned him about desert nights, but did he mean to this extent? The wind that blew through his window made him feel like winter came early. It was like they locked him in a freezer, and that wool blanket wasn’t enough to shield him. Oh, if only he had his scarf back. If only he had that perpetual sunbaked feeling again wrapped around his neck. He needed it back. He’d kill for it. He’d—



  Nails clicked on the rock outside, and Riley tensed. The needle evaporated as Riley let go. He fell to the floor, pulled the blanket over himself, and went back to shivering. And he waited.



  A shadow passed over the hole in the cell as the guard peered inside. Riley could feel her eyes on his back, watching him like an animal in a zoo. The irony was not lost on him.



  “Are… Are you okay?” asked a Houndoom tentatively. Her voice was rough and raspy, yet still delicate in its own way.



  Riley bristled. He said not a word.



  Houndoom exhaled. “You shouldn’t be shivering like that if you’re from here. Are you sick?”



  Still he said nothing. He hoped he wasn’t. Riley had never been this cold before.



  “Or… Or, is this… a human thing?” she whispered, as if afraid someone else might hear her and chastise her curiosity.



  ‘Human thing.’ Riley shut his eyes and he drew in a deep, chilled breath. What was ‘human thing’ even supposed to mean? Shivering. He was shivering, and that was a ‘human thing.’ Everything he did these days was.



  Riley bit his lip as he held himself tighter. What did they expect from him? Did they think he was some jittery Lovecraftian abomination hiding under this skin? Some flesh-hungry alien?



  When no response came, the Houndoom’s voice was little more than a whisper, delicate and ginger. “Are… Are you scared?”



  His ears fell flat against his head. The shivering stopped as, for only a moment, Riley forgot the cold. He wanted to turn around, to read her face.



  She let out a low sigh, and a long pause followed as she mulled over her words. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she lamented. “I don’t like this either. It’s supposed to stop it from happening to us too, but…” Her claws scratched against the metal as she grit her teeth. For an instant, the light of a small flame flickered on the walls. “It’s… It’s not…”



  She didn’t finish the statement, but whatever the word would have been, Riley understood. It wasn’t fair. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to stay quiet.



  The shadow left the peephole, and nails clicked back down the hall. Maybe she knew there was nothing she could say for something that must have gone on for ages. Maybe she felt powerless too. Maybe, maybe, maybe a hundred little things.



  When he heard nothing again, he looked over his shoulder and saw nothing. He raised his sensors and saw that the Houndoom was curled up at the end of the hall, her aura moving much slower than what he thought was normal. The coast was clear again.



  Setting the blanket aside, Riley shut his eyes and focused again. Aura ebbed and flowed to his arm, and he focused and focused and focused to slow its course. And just when it stopped, he fired a small burst from his palm the size of a torch flame, which his digits compressed and shaped into a tiny needle. He raised his sensors again, and when he saw nothing changed, he hopped up to the window again as quietly as he could.



  All that was left of the central bar was the tiniest piece on the top. If the snap wouldn’t have alerted Houndoom, he would’ve ripped it away and be done with it. As it stood though, he went back to his restless routine, filing away at the bar as quietly as he could. And soon…



  The final piece gave way, and Riley swooped his other paw in to catch the bar, which he set atop his blanket as carefully as he could. He braced for the cold wind and peeked his head out.



  The flat face of the mesa stretched on for a long ways, and from the angle he was at, he couldn’t see the bottom of the canyons that divided the stone like rivers across a prairie. A few tunnels hid on the cliff faces, and there were likely dozens more that he couldn’t see. More spires arose irregularly of varying size, and the largest was, of course, in the center. Yet aside from dust in the freezing winds, he didn’t see any movement.



  He looked back over his shoulder towards the gap in the door. That Houndoom was going to get in trouble for this…



  Sucking in one last breath, Riley twisted his body to fit through the bars, and took the forty-foot plunge. He hit the ground and rolled. His heart was pounding. There was no time to waste. He had to move, and he had to do it now. He had to get his scarf back and book it.



  Captain Nera had pulled it right off his neck that evening, so there was a good chance it was still with her somewhere. It would be safest there. Even though Riley 
  
    knew
  
   he hadn’t any idea of the Crimson Spire’s layout, and all those tunnels meant that there could be some secret chamber somewhere, yet he had no idea of where to begin. And that central tower probably had connections to all those other places, and a door right on the front. It would be a great risk… But it was one he was going to take.



  He knew it was stupid. Riley knew damn well that he could, and probably should, just leave without it. He should’ve grabbed a canteen and ran east as far as he could. But Riley had bled for that scarf. He stole it back from the neck of a monster, and Gallade had entrusted it to him. It had history. Maybe it even played a part in everything that was going on. And whatever power it granted him, Riley would need every ounce of it if he hoped to stand up to whatever got in his way. The very idea of leaving without it made him feel… wrong. He needed it back.



  Riley crept closer to the first canyon and peered over the edge. A sharp drop led to a bed of red sand some hundred feet below. Tunnels and passageways were burrowed into the cliff face at varying heights. A few of them were connected by rope bridges that swayed in the winds. Most, however, were isolated from the rest.



  For a moment, Riley wondered what made these tunnels. None of them seemed to be the same shape or size as the others.



  But then he saw flickering light from a tunnel at ground-level, and it was steadily getting brighter. Closer? He had to move, and he had to do it now.



  Riley backpedaled away from the cliff, then dropped into a runner’s four-point stance. He pushed off the ground as hard as he could and leaned forward. Just shy of the edge, he kicked away with a Quick Attack, leaving a white streak behind him as he soared. His arms swung in circles as if he were trying to drag himself further through the air, and…



  His upper half hit the other side while the edge of the cliff smacked into his gut. Riley grunted and started to slip, but his feet went to work pushing off the cliffside. Loose rocks skittered down as he pulled himself up and over the edge, rolling away and laying flat on the ground. He sucked in a breath and waited.



  As the seconds crawled by, the desert remained still. The wind abated. Nothing climbed atop the mesa, nothing cried out down below. All was quiet.



  Riley frowned. When Festuum had first told him about this place, he made getting caught out to be a death sentence, but here he felt like he could practically walk out of here if he wanted to. Of course this place didn’t have spotlights or drones, but this was too…



  No. Riley shook his head and got up again. They 
  
    had
  
   to have a trick he didn’t know about. It wouldn’t be this simple. Riley wouldn’t let himself get caught unprepared.



  He snuck his way to the central spire, inspecting it in the starlight. There were a few things resembling dusty windows, but their interiors were dark with thick curtains. A wooden door at the ground level stood shut in front of him. The whole thing was jagged and irregular, save for a rounded top that seemed almost hand-smoothed. It reminded him abstractly of a barbershop pole.



  Holding his breath, Riley shut his eyes and raised his sensors to peer inside, but he stopped a few steps away from the door. He couldn’t see beyond it. The glass window warded the grays and blacks from showing him what was inside. No gap under the door, no crack in the stone, no hidden slot offered a way through.



  Swallowing, Riley instead opened his eyes and placed his ear against the door, with the touch as delicate as a fly’s. He kept his breath held and waited… Waited… two… three… four… five… six… Nothing. He didn’t hear so much as a draft. Bracing himself, Riley reached up to the doorknob and, ever so quietly, he twisted it.



  The door was unlocked, and it swung outward without protest. A stale, musty smell wafted over Riley as he froze in place. An unlocked door seemed too convenient, but, he saw no shred of movement inside. There was only a cleaned wooden table with room for six chairs, a few cupboards, and a window that let in faint starlight. Nothing else. Closing his eyes and raising his sensors showed nothing lurking, and a stairway carved into the stone on the other side of the apparent dining room.



  Looking left and right on reflex, Riley tiptoed into the room and eased the door shut behind him, and twisted the knob so it didn’t spring back. He hunched over and started towards the other side of the room. The silence inside the spire was eerie. All he could hear was his own beating heart, his own stressed breathing. He had to calm down. Riley 
  
    knew
  
   he had to, but it was hard not to think about it. Had that Houndoom looked back into his cell? Did those rocks he kicked get any attention? Were there Pokémon lurking just out of sight, waiting for their opportunity? He had to be quick.



  He ducked under the table, wove around the chairs, and made his way to a stairway whose steps were a bit big for him. His sensors showed they went up for a while, spiraling around the edge of the stone spire. There was a door halfway up that was snugly fit in its frame. Beyond it, he saw nothing, but as he made his way closer, a faint… 
  
    something
  
   alerted him. Something was making noise. Murmuring? Moving? He didn’t know.



  Holding his breath, Riley perked his ear and leaned in close, this time making sure not to touch the door…



  … And a voice, distant and dreamy and quiet, mumbled under her breath. Between its pauses, there was a low buzz that Riley recognized. “… Nera,” she said. “… worry… it’s not…” Something rustled, then settled again.



  
    Flygon
  
  , a wide-eyed Riley mouthed, pedaling to the opposite side of the stairway. He couldn’t win that. If she got off whatever she needed to stun him again, that was it. He shook his head to himself and promptly continued on past, where one more door awaited him.



  And from the tiniest of gaps under this door, there was a dim orange light that flickered on the floor. It shifted around, dimming and brightening, as soft steps strolled around the room. It could have been someone carrying a candle, but that wouldn’t explain why his heart stopped. His paranoia insisted it was Nera. The Infernape was awake. Of course she was. She was up and awake and doing stretches and ready to pound his face into the floor and then burn him—



  
    Focus
  
  . He mentally grabbed himself by the shoulders and forced himself to stop shaking. There was nobody else to solve his problems, to bail him out. Deep, quiet breaths…



  Steadied, Riley crept towards the keyhole and put his face right up to it. Through the thin gap he could see the Infernape’s back as she undid and refolded the sheets on her bed. Behind her he could see a great bay window, and against the wall he saw something that looked like a wardrobe. And Riley held his breath as his gaze honed in on a corner of silk caught in the dresser door. It was a vibrant, otherworldly shade of red that Riley would recognize anywhere. She had his scarf.



  He took a few silent steps back before allowing himself to breathe again. He grit his teeth and pulled on his aura sensors. Why did she have to be awake?! 
  
    Now 
  
  what the hell was he supposed to do? If he tried to hide and wait for her to leave, he would risk someone finding his empty cell between now and then. And that would only work if she actually 
  
    left
  
   his scarf in her room. He’d have better luck if he just knocked on the door and asked for it.



  He blinked. His grip eased up as a distant look came over him. That… actually 
  
    was
  
   his only option, unless he was willing to gamble further. And the worst part was that, as he added up the details in his head, there were multiple points in his favor. Nera didn’t know the extent of his abilities. If he approached her like this, he’d seem naive, and earlier in the day she had clearly been hiding something. They were supposed to talk later anyways, right? There was a fair chance she wouldn’t immediately grab him, and from there, he could keep a conversation going. And the moment her guard was lowered, all he had to do was stun her, then make his escape. Maybe find somewhere to hide and…



  He didn’t like the idea. It felt manipulative, like the kind of thing Kirlia or Markus would deploy. And they’d say it didn’t matter. They would say that the captain was planning on immolating him at the stake, and it was either this or staying around to die. Riley bit his lip.



  With a plan in his head, Riley ascended the final few steps to the door and rapped his knuckle. His heart was pounding yet his face was hardened as the light under the door grew brighter. He remembered their talk before. He remembered his indignation, his annoyance, the feeling of her dangling answers in front of his face like a toy on a string…



  The door opened. The tall figure of an Infernape looked forward, and when nobody was there, her gaze shifted down. Riley stared back at her. Nera’s brows raised a hair, but otherwise, she did nothing but blink. Promising.



  “I want to talk,” Riley demanded, keeping his voice low. “I told you it wasn’t ending like that, and I meant it.”



  Every conscious bit of effort he had was put into maintaining eye contact. He had to think like Markus would, like Rose would, like Kirlia would. If Riley started looking around, it would make him seem like he was up to something.



  With each passing second, the air grew heavier around them. Nera’s crown of flames gradually flickered hotter, brighter, as if waking up. After an eternity, she finally found her words, and her mouth opened at last. “… You broke out.”



  “I came to find you,” Riley corrected.



  Her mouth opened again, then closed, then opened again. “… Y… You have,” she said. “Why?”



  “Because you knew Jade.”



  Something sparked within her. Her crown of flames flared up to its full, fiery whip. A dozen different things flashed on her face in rapid succession— shock, fury, grief, contempt, confusion, god knew what else. But the one thing Riley didn’t see was indecision. He faltered and took a frightened step back, but Nera lurched forward. Her hand seized him by the loose skin around his shoulders. The boy yelped as he was lifted up to her eye-level, where she burned a hole into his face with her gaze.



  “Why are you taunting me?” she growled, her quiet rage more terrifying than any monster’s roar.



  Riley placed his paws on her fingers and fought against her grip, kicking and thrashing and panicking. Bad idea. This was a bad idea. “I’m 
  
    not
  
   trying to…” She was holding onto him like she was trying to rip him apart. He squeezed his eyes shut and pulled back a single finger. “You’re… hurting me,” he croaked.



  Any second now he’d be thrown into the wall. She’d pin him and beat him until everything was dark, and then he’d wake up in restraints. Riley cursed himself. Of course he’d misread her. Why did he pull this on nothing more than a hunch? Why did he…



  But no punch came. Her other hand reached over to hold the side of his chest, and her tight grip relaxed to move to his other side. The pain subsided. Riley almost didn’t believe it at first, but she was shaking. Ever so slowly, he opened his eyes again.



  “Then tell me,” she whispered, “
  
    how
  
   do you know that name?”



  Riley swallowed. “I… Uxie,” he said. “I found Uxie. I-in the Forest of Mirrors, she showed me things about him. She… It’s a long story.”



  Her gaze drifted down as she pondered. She mouthed that name, ‘
  
    Uxie
  
  ,’ and stood there as her confused brew of emotions had time to simmer. Her lips pursed into a tight frown as her hands shook again, but the look in her eyes grew dull and soft.



  “… Very well.” Nera stepped back and placed Riley on the floor. The door clicked shut. There was a tense peace, but Riley was keenly aware that he was trapped with her. “Just, let’s make this quick.”



  Riley finally started to look around, now that he had a moment. The room was more elegant than he had expected it to be. The bedframe was ornate and almost reflective in spots, and the sheets and blankets and pillows were all the same shade of dark, muted blue. Every bit of fabric was pulled taut as to not let a single wrinkle slip. The desk had a small number of papers and folders that were stacked on the edge, and a few sticks of charcoal next to a blank stack. In a way, it reminded him of Gallade’s desk. Other pieces of furniture lined the room. A wardrobe-looking thing, a nightstand, some sort of cabinet next to the desk, and two thick curtains blocking the window. And yet, they were all scuffed and faintly dirty, like they were protesting them being placed in a stone room like this.



  His eyes passed over it the first time, but they quickly flicked back to the desk. Right on the wall behind it was a map, showing a great mesa and a network of tunnels through the stone. He could see rooms deep within, the walls, the doors, but no labels. If he had longer then perhaps he could path out an escape. Alas though, he didn’t want to push his luck.



  Besides, a familiar shade of otherworldly red caught his eye, poking out of the corner of the wardrobe. His scarf was haphazardly shoved inside. Riley felt himself start to lunge for it, but an ounce of reason held him in place. He clenched his teeth and kept his arms by his side. Riley 
  
    needed
  
   that scarf back— merely being without it felt unnatural— but he couldn’t be that foolish. 
  
    Nobody is here to bail you out
  
  , he reminded himself.



  Nera sat on the edge of her bed. Her elbows rested on her thighs while her hands folded together. A low, shuddery breath escaped as she tapped her foot on the stone.



  “I’m… I should hate you,” she lamented. “You’re unnatural. You’ve stolen him. You’re… But I can’t.” Nera squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s not… It’s…”



  His ears fell flat against his head as a twinge of guilt struck him. The weight pulled his gaze down. “I know,” he said. “It’s not fair. I don’t… But I still want to make things right. Which means with his mother, too. So if you know anything, then…”



  Nera shifted and her flames dimmed. She inhaled, then exhaled, then inhaled again to steady herself. “I… I don’t know how to say this, but he…” She paused again. It was a strange thing to pop into Riley’s head, but she looked like she needed a drink. Her tail swooped over into her lap, where she held the end with a closed fist and squeezed. “… He was my brother.”



  His breathing stopped. The plan lay forgotten as his blood somehow ran even colder through his veins. Guilt struck again with the force of a sledgehammer, and Riley found himself unable to move. His mouth opened, yet all he could produce was a quiet, choked gasp.



  She exhaled. Her hand loosened up on her tail tip, and she opened her eyes just enough to stare at the floor. “I haven’t seen him in a long time. Lapis took y—… Jade, and fled in the night when he was still a pup. That was eleven autumns ago, but I still remember him.”



  A small but vocal part of him wanted to leave, to run from her clear discomfort, and he felt his foot lift to take a step away. And yet some force of will kept him in place by the shoulders. He took a deep breath, held it, then bowed his head to her.



  “I… thank you,” he said. “This has to be hard. I wouldn’t think 
  
    anyone
  
   would hear me out like this, but you did.”



  Nera was still. Her head slowly raised to look him over, studying him once again. Her eyes softened. “… Yeah,” she admitted. “It is. But, I’ve had some time to prepare since I heard about Lapis and Io in the past few weeks.”



  Riley looked up. For but a moment, that choked feeling was back. “‘Io?’” he echoed.



  The infernape shut her eyes and let out a slow stream of breath. Her flame momentarily brightened to a sunny yellow. “There were five of us before the family shattered. Lapis… Mother had been the main source of our status, so when she fled with you, we had little holding us up anymore. Father had favors and secrets, so he only fell to a position they made up to keep him sated. I had been a capable fighter, so they kept me. And Io… she was only a cycle older than Jade at the time. She doesn’t remember it well. But that wasn’t the best way to be raised, and she ended up getting into trouble, and she was exiled and had her name revoked.” Here she paused, and her hands clenched down on her tail again. “And then, a few weeks ago, she stole something and tried to smuggle it all the way into Implentur. But you got the job to stop her and her friend the Drilbur.”



  Riley’s fur stood on end. He remembered that one Monferno that fought like a demon and used her splint like a club. The image of her charging at him with a fist coated in fire only to fling sand in his eyes flashed in his head. The very same one? He… Riley didn’t know what to make of it, but it wasn’t pleasant.



  He swallowed. “I… I see,” Riley said, then stood up straight and raised his voice. “Is she okay? Last I remember, we handed her off to some Dewott.”



  Her fingers flexed and unflexed as her lips pursed into a tight frown. “I wouldn’t know.” A hoarse whisper was all she could muster. There was a short, thoughtful pause before Nera cleared her throat. “But, I have to ask something first. And I was honest with you. Please— return the favor here. Did Gallade give you that mission? Or anyone at all?”



  The boy furrowed his brow, pulling back as he sifted through his memories. “N… No,” he answered. “I remember pulling it off the board myself. The name sounded interesting to me.”



  She nodded as if satisfied, but her mind only worked faster. Her gaze darted hither and thither around the room as if connecting invisible threads to invisible points. “Then, if it was nothing but the fickle whims of fate, 
  
    what
  
  … What was he doing with you?”



  In that instant, Riley knew he had to make a decision. If he lied and played innocent, Nera could catch onto him. She was sharp. And maybe she knew something already. Yet if he told the truth, while it might catch her further off guard, God only 
  
    knew
  
   what could come of it…



  The instant passed, and Riley steeled himself. “I don’t know,” he answered, deciding on a half-truth. It wasn’t as if anything he knew could help. “I always suspected he knew about me, but I never got an answer out of the guy. He’s hard to really talk to, and like I said, I’m no mastermind.”



  Silence. Nera narrowed her gaze as her thoughts went back to work, making her crown light up like a bonfire. Though Riley couldn’t hope to guess just what connections she was trying to make, he knew what it felt like to try and make sense of the Guildmaster. It was a familiar, lost feeling, and though her stakes were different, she wasn’t taking it lightly either. For her to even humor him to let him speak, let alone have a conversation like this…



  He wondered what her aura would look like if he closed his eyes. What else was she carrying?



  An impulse nudged Riley forward a step, and before he even knew what he was doing, Riley was approaching, careful and non-threatening. “I don’t think I can give specifics, but I’m onto something,” he said. Nera gave him an increasingly curious glance as he grew closer. Her hands shifted just so slightly. “And if it works, I can stop all this madness from ever happening again. So…” Sucking in a breath, Riley jumped up next to her and lunged forward.



  Nera started to recoil. “What are you—”



  His arms wrapped around her torso as he pulled himself in: one last embrace from beyond the grave. He leaned in as she sat petrified with her arms out to the side. Her crown sputtered and dimmed as she choked off a gasp. Riley could physically feel her heart skip a beat, yet he only held on tighter as his eyes squeezed shut.



  A shaking, gentle hand drifted down to his back as Nera suppressed a shiver. He felt her hug grow tighter, tighter, and her fingers clench into a loose fist as she grasped his fur. For a long moment, neither moved an inch, and Riley had to listen to a grown woman hold back a sob in the back of her throat. His heart panged, but he ignored it.



  Eventually, she brought her arm away, and Riley pulled back and jumped off the bedside. Nera was still shivering. Her hands crept and folded together until her knuckles flared with tiny white flames. Small serpents of smoke slithered up from her pressed fingertips. There was a clear look of revelation written on her face.



  Riley nodded, then glanced over to the corner of his scarf caught in the wardrobe. His heart started to pound again in his chest. Kirlia wouldn’t hesitate. Markus wouldn’t hesitate. Rose…



  But, he was an idiot by nature.



  “So trust me,” he proclaimed, then kicked off the ground with a Quick Attack. An outstretched arm swiped at the scarf as he passed. The warmth flooded through him like he had dipped into a hot spring. The relief was immense, but he couldn’t get distracted just yet. He looped his wrist around it and jumped up for the window.



  “W-
  
    wait
  
  ,” Nera barked, snapping back to reality. She twisted around and tore the sheets off the mattress as she jumped after him. Yet she was too slow. Riley undid the latch and pushed open the window. A frozen wind blew into her room and the curtains billowed as he jumped away. He remembered the wild, desperate look in her eyes. It ran in the family.



  He’d planned to twist around and survey the mesa, praying he might recognize the direction he came from while he was up here. It would give him an idea of where to go and where to hide, but he didn’t even hit the ground before that ceased to matter.



  Nera screamed into the winds a single word at the top of her lungs: “
  
    Dechina!
  
  ” And the moment she did, the spire shifted. Dust puffed off the stone and pebbles skittered and clattered. Riley twisted around to see Nera leaning out the window, and that rounded shape atop the spire began to rise. Glowing yellow patterns emerged on its surface, and a jagged, almost wispy-looking protrusion jutted out of the very top. Two crooked dots emerged there and honed in on Riley.



  In his state of disbelief, Riley hit the ground back-first and let out a pained gasp. He scrambled to his feet and towards the canyon as the thing atop the spire shot upwards as thick, blocky arms and legs burst from its main body. There was a rumble and a 
  
    thwoom
  
   as it jumped high off the spire and crashed down on the mesa between the boy and his escape. The ground shook. A cloud of dust shrouded the monster as Riley slid to a screeching halt. Its heavy steps turned its body towards him, and those two crooked eyes looked down at him.



  It raised an arm, and Riley watched in horrified fascination as its hand retreated into its arm to reveal a dark, empty interior. As the dust started to clear, Riley saw what looked almost like a star against the black void of space right in the center, but it grew into a bright, pale yellow sphere. And then it flashed. Riley hardly had time to react, and he dove to the right as a beam fired from the thing’s arm. Shrapnel flew over him. The newly-created sand scattered into the air and rained onto his back. Riley looked behind him and felt himself go cold again. A channel had been carved clean into the mesa, like a shovel through a beach.



  “SURRENDER,” it bellowed. Its voice was deep and cavernous and absolute. Its arm aimed for Riley again, and that little star began to glow. Riley gritted his teeth and shielded his eyes. Now that the dust settled, he could see it more clearly in the starlight. A Golurk that towered over him. He wondered if it was even bigger than the Aggron from Scizor’s group.



  Something landed behind him, and Riley whirled to see Nera in a three-point stance. She wasn’t advancing. Aside from her crown, there was no fire to be seen, yet with one look on her face Riley could tell she was serious.



  He felt a tremor in his voice, and he suppressed a shiver before raising his voice to her. “You 
  
    need
  
   to let me go!” he barked. “I meant everything I said! If I die, then—”



  “Not another word,” she cut in. Through the wind, Riley could hear concerned voices, shuffling sand, a buzzing sound from somewhere. Intently, Nera stared dead into him, almost through him. “You’re too trusting for your own good. Now 
  
    stand. Down.
  
  “



  Riley’s fur stood on end. He glared daggers at her as he growled like a rabid Wildie. Even after all that, she would try and capture him? Everything that they said had been real, and she seemed to trust him as well, yet she would stop him? After all that? Of course she would. All she saw was some dumb, naive kid who couldn’t handle himself. In over his head. A waste.



  With a frustrated roar, Riley whirled and dove forward with a Quick Attack. The Golurk fired another beam and traced it along his path, carving a hole in the stone. Riley could feel the excess heat on his heels, pushing him to move faster. With only an instant to look beforehand, he jumped into the canyon.



  A Watchog ran out of one of the tunnels and along the highest rope bridge, yellow stripes reflecting starlight back at him. Riley only had time to hear the start of an alarmed cry and see those red eyes turn on him before he was dropping right by. His tail gleamed as it transmuted to metal, and his paw grabbed the side of the bridge. The whole thing sagged and swayed to one side, bouncing back and forth as the ropes protested. The Watchog had been too slow to react, and as the bridge went sideways, he slid right off as he frantically grabbed for anything. Riley returned his tail back to normal, scrambled back up, and ran with hardly a second thought.



  From his peripherals he saw two things. Something bright and orange was falling behind him, and something even brighter was rocketing down and towards him. The legs of the construct had seemingly disappeared, and from the hole in its clay tunic shot a concentrated jet of lavender fire as it propelled itself through the air. It aimed a closed fist at him, and there was a thunderous 
  
    boom
  
   as it launched off like a missile and shot right for him.



  Riley yelped and sprang forward with yet another Quick Attack, just in time to take cover in the tunnel. The fist crashed into the side of the canyon. Dust shook from the ceiling.



  “SURRENDER,” it roared again. Something crumbled outside. The wall as its fist retracted?



  Riley closed his eyes. If it were any other circumstances, he’d be in awe. Now though he needed to focus. His sensors raised, and he could see how the tunnels ahead of him twisted and descended. And he could see Nera’s aura chasing him down. It pulsed like a beating heart, getting faster, bigger, wilder, closer. Closer. God, she was faster than him.



  An intersection was coming up, and down the left he could sense another aura rushing right for him. He could sense it spike in alarm and pick up the pace. Riley reasoned he could make it to the other tunnel in time, although… He dropped his sensors.



  “Grab him!” Nera ordered. Apparently she’d heard it too. “Just make sure you don’t cut him!”



  “Loud and clear!” a gruff voice shouted back. Riley rounded a turn and he could see the figure, illuminated only by the light from Nera’s crown. A tall, bizarre-looking thing he could only distantly recognize as an Armaldo. And between them was the other tunnel. Riley watched as those strange protruding eyes widened, and it put everything it had into beating him there.



  But Riley didn’t veer off. Instead he jumped up to the side of the tunnel and kicked off with all his might. Before the Armaldo knew it, he soared right over his head, then stepped on his strange shoulders.



  “Wha—”



  “Out of my way!” Riley roared, placing a palm right between the shoulder blades. A blast of aura exploded on this thing’s back, adding to its momentum and launching it down the tunnel. Nera herself was just too slow to react, receiving a glancing blow and being knocked against the wall. The impact carried Riley away, laying him out flat on his back, but he was ready. He scrambled up and continued running, and Nera’s frustrated roar echoed through the tunnel as she gave chase.



  The map flashed in Riley’s head again. It was a convoluted mess, and trying to make sense of it seemed like a nightmare, but he had to try. That Armaldo had to have come from 
  
    somewhere
  
  , so if he followed this path, it had to lead 
  
    somewhere
  
  . And somewhere might have something. And something might be useful. If he could just remember… He raised his sensors again.



  He saw an entrance outside with a sheer drop, and next to that was an alcove with a few books and a pile of coarse straw on the ground. And no other turn. And Nera was getting closer again.



  Riley grit his teeth and tucked in his head, getting a running start for yet another leap. He reached starlight and open, freezing air. And as he did so, he saw the jet of lavender fire hovering some fifty feet away. The Golurk’s body rotated and its hollowed arm aimed at him. He didn’t even have time to hit the ground before the orb was back, and that great pale orange beam fired right for him.



  He didn’t think. His arm shot out behind him as aura moved to his paw, and he shot a Force Palm as hard as it could. It only pushed him an extra few feet, but that was just enough. He could feel the searing heat on his face, his legs, his everything. The beam continued on past him, through the canyon, and into the desert beyond. In the distance, a sand dune was scattered into a great cloud.



  Riley hit the ground and somersaulted to regain his balance. He looked left and right and found a tunnel, but he couldn’t take more than a step towards it. A blast of fire crashed into Riley’s back, singeing his fur and knocking him prone. He let out a cry of pain as he rolled from side to side. He opened his eyes just in time to see Nera jumping right for him.



  “This is senseless. Don’t make me hurt you further,” she called. Perhaps she was taunting him, but her tone was flat, and the look in her eye was deadly serious. In fact, it reminded him a lot of…



  With the memory fresh in his head, Riley shot up and scooped his hand along the ground, and as Nera fell towards him he threw a streak of sand into her face. She shrieked and held her hands up, but it was a second too late. Her eyes squeezed shut and she grimaced in pain and irritation. She landed and tackled for Riley, but he ducked back and out of the way.



  In the corner of his eye, he could see the Golurk charging up another one of those beams, and he could hear other cries of alarm coming from up north. The heavy steps of the Armaldo, a buzzing noise, the beating of wings… He had to get out.



  “You—… Get 
  
    back
  
   here!” Nera roared, swiping for him again. He could hear the sound of her hands flying through the air. Swallowing, Riley crouched under and ran for the nearest tunnel.



  And it was down this one where he found his luck. A crude wooden door was haphazardly installed into the cave with a label painted on in simple black letters: 
  Storage 3
  . His ears shot up. Riley came to a screeching halt to test the doorknob: unlocked. He swung the door open and shut it hastily behind him.



  A dim glow from a luminescent plate on the ceiling showed a small supplies room. A shelf with half-empty burlap sacks lining its middle row sat on one end, and on the other were two open barrels that were stuffed with a myriad of Iron Thorns, each with varying states of rust. The barrels were too obvious of a place to hide behind, and getting inside there would be even more dangerous than it was noisy— a dead end.



  But the burlap sacks promised something. They had writing on them, and as he pulled the faces taut to read them, he could hear the faint rustling inside, Riley gasped. Seeds. Blast Seeds, Heal Seeds, Violent Seeds, Stun Seeds. So many choices. How much could he take with him? If he grabbed that whole bag of Blast Seeds, could he—



  Footsteps. Fast ones, too. Through the cracks in the wood he could see the glow of firelight just starting to approach. Riley held his breath and got to work; he had to be fast about this…



  When the door flung open, Riley was ready. He stood in a defensive stance with a half-rusted Iron Thorn in a backwards grip. His fangs were brandished as he let out a low, bestial growl at Nera. She grimaced back at him. Her eyes were still red and squinted, but through a thin veil of tears she could see him clear as day.



  “Back off,” Riley hissed. “I’m 
  
    not
  
   letting you stop me. Just try it.” Though his anger was genuine, he used it well. He kept his jaw clenched shut. Otherwise, the handful of seeds under his tongue might fall out.



  Nera’s breathing slowed. She blinked and rubbed the tears away as she straightened her back, but she made sure to keep an eye on him. He was crafty, and he was cornered. The Stars only knew what he might have done.



  “… You’re serious about this,” she noted dryly.



  Riley suppressed the urge to spit on the floor for emphasis. “Damn right I am.”



  And for a moment, their standoff continued. Her face softened bit by bit. The grimace became a frown, then nothing but a melancholic curl as her eyes became thoughtful once again, like how they were back in her room. Riley wondered just what she was thinking.



  But then came the sounds of more footsteps, and the glows of torches from further down the tunnel. Nera snapped to attention, and with a low sigh, she lunged for him.



  Riley ducked and swiped defensively with his thorn, but Nera could read his movements. With her reach she chopped at his wrist. The boy cried out as his weapon fell from his hands, and he went for a retaliatory kick to her chest. It didn’t even connect. Her other hand gripped him by the ankle, gentle but unyielding, and dragged him forward.



  “Ngh! Let go!” he cried. It was difficult to keep his mouth closed, but he managed just barely, and he kicked again. Same effect. She grabbed his other ankle and flipped him over in the air. In one solid motion, she placed her knee in the small of his back and pinned him to the ground.



  “Please,” she whispered. “You won’t be hurt further. You have my word.”



  Riley groaned and thrashed, but it was clear he wasn’t getting out of this. Especially as the others got closer. Closing his eyes, the boy admitted defeat. But this time he didn’t cry. He knew he had a way out of here.


  



54. Come Together


    
    
  No matter how many times Nera looked at it, she was about to commit treason. And what surprised her more was that she was okay with it.


 


  That morning had been the busiest Nera had been in a long time, and she was quickly finding how rusty she was with the bureaucratic side of her job. Getting the specifics for the incident report was a difficult task. She’d gone around and talked to Houndoom who had supposedly been guarding him. She’d examined the damaged bar to determine how it had been broken. She’d gotten the testimony from everyone else who had been on patrol, even though none of it really mattered, just because the form had said so. And of course, her own account of events was important, which she had taken great care to falsify.


 


  Nera didn’t quite know why she was doing this. It was dangerous, it was stupid, and she didn’t know what she had to gain. She was investing into an uncertainty, and for what? For something she had thought she let go of ages ago.


 


  As the ink finished drying, she held up the letter and read it one last time as the ink dried.


 


  
    Something from an old friend of yours blew into my possession. I’m keeping it safe for now, but I would think you might want to have a look for yourself. It shines bright. If I hold onto it for long, it’s only a matter of time before it is snuffed out. Be quick. This is not something I do lightly.
  


 


  
    From the Crimson Spire
  


 


  And briefly, Nera hesitated. If this letter was intercepted on its journey, if anyone other than Scizor read it…


 


  No. Nera shook her head, sealing the letter and folding it away. She had a courier she trusted more than enough for this task. If she didn’t do this, then someone from the capitol would eventually come, and she’d have to watch the boy die. She had to leave now.


 


  It was just nearing midday when Nera emerged from the central spire. She squinted and raised the envelope over her eyes. A stale, scalding wind blew over the mesa. Even to her it was uncomfortable, but she could endure it.


 


  Nera wondered for the thousandth time why she didn’t have a tunnel that led to her central spire directly. Why would such a mundane request be shot down by the higher-ups time and time again?


 


  She stepped off the canyon’s edge and dug her palm and her heel into the wall as she slid, kicking up sparks and tiny flames. When she was halfway down, Nera leapt off and snatched onto one of the rope bridges between the tunnels, which swayed and bounced as the supports groaned in protest. Although once that settled, she could hear the sound of chatter down the far entrance. Nera supposed it was about that time anyways, which was good. She had skipped breakfast for all this paperwork.


 


  Climbing through the cave and running her hands along the smoothed walls, guided by the light of her crown, Nera emerged into an open cavern on the mesa’s edge. An open window let in bright sunlight, and thanks to the angles it was safe from most of the wind. There were three nicked, wooden tables, though only one held a small handful of Pokémon as they ate their meager lunches. Nera sniffed at the air. Some sort of rice and broth concoction, but Nera didn’t see much else cooked in.


 


  The conversations came to a brief stop as she entered, and all eyes flicked up to her. Armaldo, Houndoom, Sandslash and Swellow were all feasting together, and there were two empty seats left. Swellow and Sandslash seemed casual enough, though Nera could watch as the smile faded away from Houndoom and Armaldo dipped his head down.


 


  “H-hey,” Armaldo greeted, tapping his claws together. “Afternoon, Cap’n. I… was half-expecting you to be stuck in your room all day.”


 


  “Glad you can make it,” agreed Swellow— No. Nera mentally corrected himself. He’d received a promotion a few weeks prior. 
  
    Caius
  
  , she reminded herself. Caius turned over his wing towards another tunnel where steam and somewhat savory smells wafted in from. “Get another bowl ready! Captain’s here!”


 


  “On it!” a voice shouted back.


 


  Nera nodded her approval, but when Caius looked back, she could practically see as the ease lifted off of him, and his brows raised but an inch.


 


  “Captain?” he said, finally reading the room. “Is everything alright?”


 


  “Yes,” she answered evenly. “But I need you to step over here with me for a moment. We need to get this letter sent yesterday, and we need your wings to go the distance. Are you done eating?”


 


  The Swellow hesitated for only a moment. He looked to his captain, his bowl, then back to his captain. “I-I’ll eat as fast as I can,” he proclaimed, then pecked at the bowl and did just that. Nera regretted that they didn’t have any napkins to spare.


 


  Sandslash gave her a smirk as he clumsily held a spoon in front of him. “Oh c’mon,” he said. “You’re really doing all those procedures? I thought you hated that stuff.”


 


  Nera shrugged as she held her apathetic mask. “This one’s serious business,” she answered. “I’m following all the rules here.”


 


  A minute later, Caius finished and wiped his beak on his wing. He fluttered off his perch and over to Nera on the far side of the room, then stood perfect and straight with his eyes dead ahead. He always was one of the perfectionist ones, even if he was learning to relax a little.


 


  Nera crouched down next to him and slid the letter into the satchel strapped around him, then forcibly latched the flap shut. She could feel the tension in his body increase tenfold as she leaned in further. “Do not react,” she whispered. “I need you to deliver this letter to Scizor.”


 


  His neck craned and turned to look her dead-on. The warning had only been enough to stop him from squawking. “Scizor?” he whispered back. “The traitor? You can’t be serious.”


 


  Nera nodded. “I am,” she said. “From what I’ve gathered, Riley had met up with him before this. I don’t know if he’s going to be compliant, but he might know something. I want his insight if he’s willing to offer any before we move forward. And once you have it, come right back to me. We might be onto something.”


 


  “But Captain, this is crazy. It’s against—”


 


  “Caius,” she cut in, gently placing a hand on his shoulder. “These are unusual circumstances. Scizor has met this boy before, and regardless of whether or not he’s on our side, he’s a fellow Pokémon. I’d like to think he would help here. I 
  
    know
  
   this is again’s protocol, but… Do you trust me?”


 


  And just as she had watched his ease lift before, so too could she watch the process of his doubts flickering and dying, like a flame that ran out of air. Caius nodded. “I… I do,” he answered.


 


  “Then go,” Nera said, louder this time. “Time is of the essence here. Fly.”


 


  “Right away!” he cried out. He saluted her with a wing, then turned and started to run. He flapped once and up to the great open window, where he pushed off and soared into the sky with the powerful flaps of his broad wings. Before she knew it, he was little more than a streak.


 


  With the letter gone, Nera’s shoulders felt physically lighter, and she let out a sigh of relief. The biggest part of this great farce was over with. Things were already in motion, and not even she could stop them. All she could do now was stay silent for no more than six days. And when it arrived back… Well, that would depend on Scizor’s answer, wouldn’t it?


 


  Her only regret at the moment was Riley, bound and chained in a cell in the depths of the fort. He’d kicked and screamed and fought tooth and nail until he couldn’t stand up anymore. The betrayal written on his face was obvious, yet it was for that exact reason why she couldn’t say a word. Riley was idealistic. He saw something in Nera that, even now, she doubted was really there. If he knew what she was plotting, there was a very real chance he would tell somebody. She could not have that.


 


  As she made her way over to the table, Sandslash made a shrill whistling sound. “Been a while since you’ve been all prim and proper,” he observed. “Lemme guess: getting practice in for when the witness shows up?”


 


  “Mm. Guess I am,” Nera answered, pulling back a chair and taking a seat. “I’m debating whether or not we should bother cleaning up. Maybe let them see the state of the fort themselves.”


 


  Armaldo nodded, slowly starting to raise his head again. “Never did like cleaning this place,” he said. “The dust never goes away no matter how hard you try. And I never minded the stuff anyways.”


 


  Nera nodded consideringly, imagining her commanders’ reactions if they actually saw the state of this forgotten fort. And as she did, a distant low buzz reached her ears. Porus was likely returning from patrol right about now. 


 


  A Maractus shuffled in right about then, huffing and puffing as she held out a bowl of slop in front of her. A hand-carved spoon knocked against the side. She placed it down in front of the Infernape, snapped into a mock-salute, then shuffled back into the kitchen. For what, Nera didn’t exactly know. Lunch should have been nearly over. It wasn’t exactly important, however, and Nera took her spoon and had herself a taste. Creamy, vaguely savory, vaguely salty. It wasn’t bad for little more than rice and broth.


 


  “So.” She flicked her gaze briefly up to Houndoom, then back to her food. “How’re you holding up? Are you rested?”


 


  “O-oh, well…” Houndoom tittered. She looked down to her bowl, realizing it had gone cold, and breathed a puff of flame into it. “I… I am. I’m just still nipping at myself for letting that happen last night. That’s what happens when you lower your guard, isn’t it? He just… looked so scared, you know? Shaking like that.”


 


  Sandslash scoffed. “‘Scared,’” he echoed. “They don’t get scared. They don’t get 
  
    nothin’.
  
   I hear,” and he leaned forward with his elbow on the table, “that humans don’t got any emotions. All they do is to blend in.”


 


  Houndoom frowned. “I… don’t think that’s true.”


 


  “Yeah,” Armaldo chimed. “Didn’t read that anywhere. Where’d you hear that?”


 


  “Bah. Think about it.” Sandslash jabbed at the air with a spoon that barely held in his claws. “They’re born from death. They 
  
    take away
  
   the soul. And they’re all liars by nature. So it’d make sense that they don’t feel nothin’.”


 


  Nera didn’t say a word. It was a rumor heard by a friend who heard it from an infinite chain of friends. Nothing worth objecting to. She entertained the idea briefly, but something else caught her attention. The buzzing noise passed by again, closer this time.


 


  And then the light green shape of a Flygon landed on the opening in the wall. Her wings folded back as Porus’s chest heaved in and out. There was an urgent look about her that had Nera immediately on edge. “Quickly, where is— Captain!” she exclaimed, then snapped loosely to attention. “I-I couldn’t find you in—”


 


  “What is it?” Nera cut in. “You don’t get rattled over nothing. Spit it out.”


 


  Houndoom frowned. “How fast did you fly to get here…?” she asked, looking over her dirt-covered scales.


 


  “Yeah. You look like you just flew the whole patrol loop in an hour,” Armaldo added. “Need some water? We got water.”


 


  Porus mostly ignored them. She straightened herself up and took a deep, shuddery breath to focus herself again. In… then out… and then she honed her gaze on Nera. “While I was out, I came across these two who said they were trying to pass through. I brought them here to be sure, but, Captain…” Porus swallowed. “Captain, I recognize these two.”


 


  Nera exhaled through her nostrils, letting out two twin streams of smoke. Just what she needed right now… “Then tell me,” she ordered. “So we can sort this out quickly. We don’t need anything else to deal with.”


 


  The Flygon swallowed. “They’re… They’re the human’s friends, Captain.”


 


  Houndoom’s jaw dropped open as she let out a choked gasp, and Armaldo’s chair shot back as he stood up. The spoon fell from Sandslash’s claws. And Nera herself hardly moved. She raised her brow for a silent second, then narrowed her eyes in a dim frustration. “
  
    What.
  
  ”


 


  “From Astraean. They have the emblems of Gallade’s Guild on their bag,” she added hurriedly. “They didn’t say anything out of line, but… Captain, this 
  
    can’t
  
   be a coincidence.”


 


  “… You’re right.” She glowered down at her bowl of hardly-touched gruel. It never tasted the same when she had to reheat it, but work never stopped, did it?


 


  Nera stood up and tucked her seat in. “Leave that for me,” she said. “I’ll get it later. Porus, where are they? I’ll meet you wherever they are.”


 


  “South entrance to the west canyon. They’re with the Durant.”


 


  “On it. Sandslash, finish up as fast as you can and join whoever’s guarding the prize until I say you can stop. Right now.” And without waiting for an answer, she was off, sliding and running down the tunnels as fast as she could.


 


  By the end of it Nera was practically in a full-gallop. The last report anyone had on Riley’s status before this was two weeks old during the Festival of the Solstice, when he’d met up with the Carnival. And where Nera had read about his run-in with Lapis and assault on Pell. She must’ve read that whole article a dozen times by now, and not once did it mention his former compatriots on the scene. She hadn’t gone out of her way to hear about them, but they hadn’t popped up in the news either. As far as she knew, they didn’t matter. They’d been unfortunate victims wrapped up in all this.


 


  And yet here they were, brazenly knocking on her door like this. Not sneaking around during the night, not mounting some kind of attack, not teaming up with the thief, but innocently asking them for passage through the area not even a full day after Riley had been brought here. And 
  
    here
  
  , of all places…


 


  As Nera jumped out of the tunnel and rolled onto the sand, she was half-expecting them to not be there anymore, or to have never been there at all. And yet the mouth of the canyon held those very two visitors. In a large patch of shade, a yellowed, dried Roselia stood sipping from her canteen. She was careful and reserved and made sure not to waste too much, but Nera could see her color slowly creeping back in. It was clear how much she needed it. And a few paces away from her, the Charmeleon held his tail away as he casted sweeping glances across the face of the mesa.


 


  Three of the Durant stared them down with varying degrees of curiosity. Two kept their distance from the Charmeleon and stared at him like he had a Blast Seed in his hands, while the other crept closer to the Roselia step by cautious step. His antennae twitched. His head cocked one way and then the other while she gave him a warding glare.


 


  There was a fire to this girl that Nera liked almost immediately. And it was for that very reason why she was immediately certain that something was up.


 


  “Hail,” Nera bellowed, her pace slowing down as she adjusted her posture. The two visitors snapped their heads to her. The Charmeleon stood up straight, but the Roselia was slower to do so.


 


  “Good morning,” she greeted, then dipped her head.


 


  “Morning,” the Charmeleon said, then did the same. 


 


  A buzzing sound passed by overhead, and Porus looped around to one of the bridges just overhead. Nera nodded her approval. If she was as nervous as she was before, it was probably good that she was staying back. She’d never been great at hiding how she felt.


 


  Nera stopped about five paces away from them, then stopped with her arms folded behind her back as she studied them. “My lieutenant tells me you want to pass through these parts,” she said measuredly. “I’ll admit, that confuses me. Especially…” She looked over to Rose, who didn’t even flinch. “… Especially for someone who could easily get sick and even die this time of year.”


 


  “I have a Damp Rock,” Rose answered, then raised her red flower. The petals unfolded to reveal a small riverstone with a blue sheen over it held in its core. “And I have Rawst Berries. A few fresh, and some preserved. That’ll help with the heat.”


 


  Pyro nodded emphatically. “I wouldn’t take her out here unless I was sure we had what we needed.”


 


  “How very cautious of you,” Nera commended, though she retained her usual apathetic tone. “Although, I have to question why you would then decide to take this path. There are more traveled routes west by northwest that would be more hospitable than the open desert.”


 


  Pyro winced. “It’s been… We’ve had enough of the main roads lately,” he tittered.


 


  “I’m tired of being spat on, ma’am,” Rose deadpanned.


 


  For a moment, Nera had thought it a poor joke, but the girl’s expression showed no humor. Those dark, beady little eyes met Nera without a shred of weakness. For such a small, dainty thing, she had the fortitude a commander could only dream of.


 


  “… You’re serious?” Nera said at last, inquisitive yet gentle. “Why would they do that?”


 


  Rose blinked. “… Because somebody fell into our lives a month and a half ago,” she said, then let out a sigh. “And that’s our fault somehow.”


 


  Nera put on a frown. Reading the girl only showed more exhaustion, more irritation, and no other changes. That by itself pushed Nera’s thoughts in different ways, but in her peripheries, Nera could see her companion’s reactions. His jaw tensed, his tailflame brightened. He looked down at a spot in the sand with a low intensity, deliberately looking for something that wasn’t there. There was a clear tension in the desert that day.


 


  If it were any other day, Nera would merely take note of that and be vigilant, but there was one major issue with that: Riley. These two were here within a day of when the boy had been brought to her. And she had no reason not to believe the thief wasn’t in the area. This could be nothing more than a distraction…


 


  And though she hid it, that was what frustrated Nera the most. They easily could be here to help Riley. And if they were, what would she do in response?


 


  All of that had been in a few thoughtful seconds, and Nera opened her mouth to test the waters one last time. “Then he’s caused you a lot of grief,” she observed. “I can only imagine how you must feel about him now.”


 


  Rose started to speak, but she stopped herself. Her dark eyes fell to the desert floor as her petals contracted into a ball. For a short moment, her expression softened to something mournful, only for the girl to immediately bolster herself. She glared up at Nera with a smouldering anger. “Do you want the answer that’ll grant us passage?” she asked through clenched teeth. “Or do you want to hear the truth?”


 


  And then all was still. A scalding wind blew sand and dust into the air, howling like a beast far in the distance. Nera raised her brow, Porus muttered something, the Durant chittered, even her own compatriot blinked and looked over to her like she was insane, yet the girl didn’t back down. Incredulous, Nera glanced back to her lieutenant on the bridge. Porus held her breath and clutched onto the rope railing.


 


  “Because the 
  
    truth
  
   is,” Rose continued as she put her flowers on her hips, dragging Nera’s attention back to her, “that he was an idiot. He was reckless and impulsive and gave me a few headaches. And he was just starting to realize it for himself when all this happened, and I miss him. The 
  
    truth
  
   is that whatever happened to him isn’t going to do a 
  
    thing
  
   for getting rid of that 
  
    psychopath
  
   that’s still out there, and wherever Riley is, I pray he’s doing well.”


 


  The Charmeleon stood a bit straighter. His maw parted as if he was about to speak, but his words caught in his throat. He shut his eyes and held his peace.


 


  And that, as Nera stood stunned and unable to find her breath, told her everything. From the both of them. There was little room for doubt now.


 


  “… Very well.” Nera folded her arms behind her back and dipped her head respectfully. “I admire your honesty. You’re everything I’ve come to expect from the folk of Astraean.”


 


  “Thank you,” Rose replied, bowing her head regardless of whether it was a compliment or a veiled insult. Nera didn’t quite know either.


 


  Taking a breath, the captain turned around and looked to her lieutenant, though she was speaking to everyone. “This situation 
  
    is
  
   a little bit unusual, but… I think I can grant you passage,” she allowed. The Durant chittered again. Porus’s eyes shrank further as the travelers sighed with relief, but Nera held up her hand, silencing them all. “But I still need to document this and go through proper procedures before I can send you on your way. It should take…” Nera hummed thoughtfully, drawing a number from her head. “Two days, depending on how fast things can move.”


 


  “Two days?” Pyro asked skeptically. Nera pictured him staring at her with a brow raised, and when she looked over her shoulder, he’d done just that. And his tail was burning just a bit brighter. “How long could it take to search our packs?”


 


  Nera didn’t flinch. “Gallade had his own strange procedures you didn’t quite understand, right?” she asked, keeping herself as neutral as possible. “We have our own too. And I know the Crimson Spire isn’t exactly comfortable, but we have guest rooms that are insulated from the weather. They have enough space and luxuries that you should be able to stay content.”


 


  “That isn’t the problem!” Pyro exclaimed. “We shouldn’t have to…”


 


  Rose held out one of her flowers in front of Pyro, warding him back, He looked down to the tiny thorns and swallowed. She lowered it again and met the captain with the same fearless eyes as before. Indeed, Nera liked this one.


 


  “Will you let us resupply on water when we leave?” she asked. Nera nodded— of course they would. “Then this is fine. Just be as quick as you can. We wouldn’t want to stick in your fur any longer than necessary.”


 


  “I had no other intention,” Nera answered, then gestured to a tunnel behind and to her left. Her gaze shifted over to the trio of Durant. “Would you mind escorting them to their room? I want to get started on this as soon as I can.”


 


  “Can do!”


 


  “Sure thing.”


 


  “You got it.”


 


  And then there was a moment of tense, awkward silence as Rose refused to move or look away. She was trying to say… 
  
    something
  
  , but she didn’t know exactly what. Was the girl studying Nera in turn? Now wouldn’t that be something…


 


  But then they left, Rose with all the grace and elegance her kind was known for, and Pyro breathing smoke out his nostrils, with the Durant still flanking them. Nera remained in the canyon and watched the glow of the tail flame vanish into the mesa tunnels. The wind started to blow again, bringing with it a scalding, dry heat.


 


  Her lieutenant’s wings buzzed as Porus descended from the rope bridge, landing gently by Nera’s side. The look of shock hadn’t entirely gone away, and she stared at the tunnel like it had all been a mirage. “I… I don’t get it,” she said. “You’re actually letting them linger in the fort? Wouldn’t that be giving them time to enact their plan?”


 


  “Perhaps,” Nera allowed. “But we’ll have soldiers posted to make sure they go nowhere unescorted. It will occupy some of our attention, but it also means peace of mind if we know where they are.”


 


  Her antennae drooped as she folded her claws together. “I… That might be, but, what if there’s more of them?” she asked. “We still don’t know if Festuum is in the area. He’s supposed to be crafty, isn’t he?”


 


  Nera hummed. “I thought the same,” she admitted, which was true. By habit alone she swept her gaze across the dozens of tunnels, across the top of the canyons, which she knew better than anything by now. Nothing seemed irregular. “… Which is why I’m not letting those two out with information right now. They might be doing some type of scouting, and they could tell that Festuum where they think the prisons are.”


 


  “But, could we not have just sent them back?” she asked. Her nerves were still on end, but she was starting to bolster herself. “Or escorted them by a wide berth of the mesa? They wouldn’t have gotten anything useful from that first glimpse.”


 


  “I 
  
    know
  
   what I’m doing.” Nera gave her a skeptical side-eye. “Besides. This way, I might be able to figure out what’s really going on.”


 


  Porus opened her mouth and raised a claw, but she suddenly tensed. There was a look of guilt about her, like she knew she was about to do something wrong, but she pushed herself forward anyways. “I… Captain?” she asked. “Are you 
  
    sure
  
   you’re not handling this differently because of who is involved?”


 


  Nera bristled. Her crown of flames flared and danced wildly in the winds. Did she… No. No, she didn’t know. It was a valid concern to have. But even still, that accusation stung.


 


  She spat on the ground and turned away, dropping into a three-point stance. “I already know that I will have to oversee his fate,” she answered in icy tones. “I am more than capable of handling this. Continue your patrol.” And without waiting for an answer, flames compiled around her ankles and her wrist. Searing orange orbs formed at her soles and palm, erupting into great gouts of fire as she leapt off the ground, melting small patches of sand to glass. Nera clung to the canyon wall and slid down a short ways, slipping into one of the tunnels.


 


  Nera wondered if Porus would continue to press. Lying to her wouldn’t come easy, especially since she was still trying to figure out what to do herself, but Nera would have to. She waited with her ears perked, and yet when the buzzing began again, it was heading further away.


 


  With a sigh of relief, Nera lowered her head. “These… These next few days are gonna be rough,” she whispered. And for more than just her.


 


  …


 


  The trail ended without warning atop the sand dune, where it seemed to Mergo that the three had vanished into thin air. It had led them to an outcrop of rocky red stone that jutted out at odd angles, but they had been scouring that for almost ten minutes now, and they had no idea what path their quarry had taken.


 


  “I don’t understand.” Mergo pivoted and glanced down the face of the dune. It was shielded from the winds, so it shouldn’t have its tracks obscured, but there was nothing. Absolutely nothing. “You’re confident they went this way, right?”


 


  “I’d bet my life on it,” Abby answered, then proceeded to stalk his way down the side of the dune and towards the outcrop of red stone jutting out at irregular angles. “Don’t forget you’re speaking to a Lordblade. If I wish to find somebody, they will be found.”


 


  “Then where 
  
    are 
  
  they?” Mergo stressed.


 


  “Nearby.” Abby pawed a rock over and sniffed at the underside. “We gained ground on them. They don’t know I’m with you, so they probably think you’re nowhere near the desert by now.” Finding nothing, he stepped over it and stalked around one of the jagged stones, continuing his search. “I’ve done work in the area before. There’s an oasis roughly forty-five miles from here. We could just head there, but I’d rather meet them on the way before they can regain their strength.”


 


  Stopping in a patch of shade, Mergo ran the numbers in his head. The endurance of his new body had been a nice surprise. He could walk all day and hardly feel the exhaustion until he laid down. At their current rate, they could likely finish that in two more days. Perhaps less if they rushed, but they could only do that during the night. The desert sun was not kind to either of them.


 


  He exhaled. “We can’t let them go any further beyond that. We don’t have the resources to chase them for— 
  
    nngh!
  
  ” Mergo flinched and drew his hand away from the searing surface of the stone. He rubbed at his palm as if to wipe the pain away. “Right. Forgot…”


 


  “Watch yourself,” Abby called. Though Mergo couldn’t see him, he could practically hear the smirk in his voice. “And yes, we can’t let them get much further beyond that. We don’t have the supplies to survive for long. Although, given the speed they’re traveling at, they aren’t carrying too much either… Mm. Though I wonder if the Ditto has a means to negate that.”


 


  Mergo bristled. He was getting used to the term, but he still didn’t like what it meant. Constantly being reminded of an unknown was getting to him. One that could change its shape to avoid detection. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed like Riley had divine interference. Whether he was being dragged along or being aided was up in the air.


 


  He still didn’t like to think about that. Even now it clouded his mind. Marching forward was easy, but thinking about what he aimed for slowed him down. Mergo clenched a fist, pressing his fingers into his scalded palm. He just couldn’t stop himself from getting in his own way, could he?


 


  “… Well, 
  
    hello
  
   there,” Abby cooed from a few stones away.


 


  Mergo shook himself out of his trance and turned towards him. “What is it?”


 


  “The trail,” Abby answered. “Right here on the— oh.” He didn’t have the time to finish. Mergo clapped his hands together as a golden veil draped over him, and in the blink of an eye they were side by side. Abby snickered. “You know it’s only fifteen paces, right? That wasn’t necessary.”


 


  “Show me,” Mergo ordered.


 


  Abby rolled his eyes. “Merciful stars. You’re so impatient, you know that?” he mock-sighed, then switched back to work. He pointed to a patch on part of the stone that was in the shade, smooth and low to the ground. “Right there.”


 


  Mergo frowned. He dropped to one knee and leaned closer, squinting. “… Right here?”


 


  “Yes. Festuum was leaning right there.” Abby swiped over a small part of the stone. “See? That part right there has a small sheen to it. His skin has a damp film on it, and that’s what’s left when it dries in this heat.”


 


  He raised a brow. “I don’t…” Mergo got down on his hands and knees and leaned even further in. And yet no matter how much he looked, no matter how he strained his eyes, there was no sheen. He could see the smooth face of stone and how it could be inviting, and not a thing more.


 


  Abby hummed. “I suppose you wouldn’t,” he noted. “His kind are quite evasive. Don’t feel too bad.” And with little else, he turned away, tracing his eyes along an invisible path on the sand. “Now, let’s see where it picks up again…” He stalked forward.


 


  Shaking his head, Mergo eyed the spot Festuum supposedly sat in and sat next to it, his legs crossed and his arms by his side. He tried to think like a Water-type would. Weary, exhausted, legs probably strained from travel. If he picked this patch of shade, it had probably been close to this time when Festuum had sat here. An overhang extended out to another stone about ten feet away, which gave a sizable spot for someone else to roost. Perhaps Riley, but it would be roomy.


 


  If it were him, Mergo would have waited here until nightfall, when the desert would become a more tolerable type of miserable. Perhaps they were napping? No, that wouldn’t make too much sense. The shade of the overhang would move, and one of them could wake up with a burn. Though perhaps not if it was Riley. Mergo didn’t remember him complaining about the heat during their excursion to the desert. Perhaps he had lain just right there, on his side in that tiny little divot…


 


  Something clicked in Mergo’s head. The divot in the sand wasn’t the only one around the outcrop, but it was right in the spot someone would be resting about this time. And it was a yard long— a head shorter than Riley’s height. The wind would have blown anything on the surface away, but what if…


 


  Mergo pushed himself up and walked on his knees to the divot. At first he raked his fingers in a slow, shallow, careful stroke, displacing the sand and sifting for a single strand of fur, but he quickly found himself moving faster, digging deeper. He threw sand up and into his telekinetic grasp to sift through later as he scooped and scooped and—


 


  Fabric. The sand dropped as Mergo focused his efforts around his hands, creating a miniature whirlwind that unearthed whatever this was. The fine tan coat of dust blew off to reveal a dull green-gray canvas drawstring bag barely bigger than an Oran. Mergo’s mouth hung open. He recognized this type of bag. It was a battle pouch from Gallade’s Guild, meant to be fastened to the strap for quick emergency access. And it had something inside. Mergo unfastened the string and poured the contents into his palm.


 


  Seeds. Three of them, each with an amber lacquer-like shine to them, and some lint. Any Explorer would recognize Reviver Seeds when they saw them, and Mergo was no exception. He remembered bundling these seeds himself.


 


  “There’s no way,” Mergo whispered, tracing a finger over the worn fabric. “Hey… Abby! Abby, come here!”


 


  Why would it be buried here? And why Reviver Seeds of all things? They were useless if they weren’t being carried. And if they were potentially going towards perilous threats, those would be a more valuable commodity than anything short of food and water.


 


  Maybe because Mergo gave it to him. Maybe…


 


  Abby jumped out and came to an abrupt stop beside him, making sure to not disturb any potential tracks. He opened his mouth to form a question, but his eyes fell upon the bag, and it died unvoiced. His face twisted with confusion as he looked between that and the freshly-dug groove. “… It was buried?” he whispered.


 


  “Right here,” Mergo answered, frantic. “I dug because it was right in the shade and the divot was just barely bigger than he would be, and I found this.” He held it closer for Abby to see. “I— I 
  
    gave
  
   this to Riley back when we were in the Guild together. This was his. H-he was right here.”


 


  Abby’s face scrunched up. “And it was… 
  
    buried
  
  ,” he said again. “Cleanly, too, if I didn’t see any sign of it. But why would they—…” Something clicked. Abby held his breath and looked at the ground again. Instead of going east, his eyes traveled north between the rocks, and he took a graceful, bounding leap forward. He sniffed at a smoothed, rounded stone that only stuck out maybe a half inch or so. “… Oh dear.”


 


  Mergo couldn’t see his face, but the quiet sincerity was clear. He felt a pit in his chest. “What… What is it?” he demanded.


 


  “They’re heading to the north now, if this trail continues like this,” Abby half-murmured.


 


  The Gallade stood up and wiped the sweat from his brow. “North? Why north? What’s up that way?”


 


  Abby let out a sigh. “I’ll just… lay out what I know here. The tracks seemed to start spontaneously around here, but at the same time, there’s still some about fifty yards away on that dune,” he explained. “And at the same time, a very valuable item was buried, even though Festuum could still use it. In all likelihood, a localized sandstorm produced by a Pokémon swept through here. Perhaps more with it.”


 


  His eyes shrank as Mergo forgot to breathe. Now there were more Pokémon to consider as part of this? Sandstorm could prove to be a huge issue that could completely take away any trace of Riley further on. And whatever did this, was it here by coincidence? Or was it hunting him down too? But why would—


 


  “The Crimson Spire!” Mergo blurted. Panic spiked in his mind. “Damn it. That’s just north of here, isn’t it?”


 


  Abby hesitated. “… Northwest, yes,” he whispered.


 


  His breathing came back, shallow and quick. This wasn’t Meluja anymore. They’d captured Riley, hadn’t they? The seeds had fallen out of the bag in some kind of struggle. The Spire had him now, and they were going to kill him.


 


  Mergo clenched his jaw and ran his hands up his face and into his hair. A string of partially-formed curses seeped out of his mouth as he alternated between looking hopelessly from the groove he’d dug to the distant north. He pulled one arm away, and a shivering violet light started to form, pulsing, flaring, stretching.


 


  “Hey now,” Abby called to him, raising a paw as if to somehow stop him. “I know. Right now he’s—”


 


  Mergo cocked his arm back as the light drew out into a long javelin that ended at a fine, needle-like point. He stomped a foot on the ground and hurled the psychic weapon forward with a furious, spirited “
  
    FUCK!!
  
  ” It crashed into the top of the tallest stone and exploded in a small nova of cold violet light. Cracks and fissures raced down as smoke blew into the air and large fragments rained down upon them. Abby shielded his face as a few came his way. Bits and pieces crumbled and fell below, and Mergo stood with his chest heaving.


 


  Blinking, the hunter raised his head again to stare first at the destruction, then to its creator. His mouth was agape.


 


  Another star of violet started to form in Mergo’s hand. He’d come all this way for this, watched his own team turn away from him, nearly frozen to death, pushed on in spite of what felt like the whole world telling him to turn back, and even had his own rite of passage stolen from him along with one of his father’s bracelets. All of that, across a thousand miles of forested foothills, frozen mountains, vast savannas and this blazing desert. And it meant nothing.


 


  Abby was saying something, but Mergo didn’t hear it. The star fizzled in his palm as he folded his hands together. He shut his eyes and started to recalibrate. He inhaled and counted the seconds. Two… three… four… five… six… Stop. Hold. Exhale… two… three… four… five… six… seven… Stop. Hold. Inhale.


 


  His heartbeat lowered. The torrent of blood in his system calmed. Clarity trickled back to Mergo and his eyes opened once again. He turned towards the north, where Abby now sat on his rump and watched Mergo with cautious curiosity, then looked past him in the vague direction of the spire.


 


  “I did not go through all of this just for both of us to fail,” Mergo proclaimed. “We’re getting him back ourselves if we must. I refuse to let go.”


 


  “… And how do you plan to do that?” Abby asked, almost accusingly. “For one, you’re a 
  
    very
  
   public figure, so this could cause a messy incident that could echo for some time. And for another, I know some of the Pokémon that work here. They’ve hired me for odd jobs. And while this is a penal post, there are still some Pokémon here you 
  
    don’t
  
   want to mess with.”


 


  Mergo clenched a fist. “This is true,” he mused, reflecting on what little he knew of this place. The rank ‘Captain’ was not given all that lightly. Mergo was leagues and bounds stronger than he had ever been, but he wondered how well he would fare in a fight against one. And not to mention, she wouldn’t be alone.


 


  He hummed. A wind came in from the southwest, causing the dunes to shift. It blew at his back, whipping his hair to and fro as his bag struggled to lift itself. Strangely though, this one wasn’t as scalding as the others.


 


  Something sparked inside of him, and he turned to Abby with a certainty he hadn’t felt for some time now. “I think I have a plan.”


 


  …


 


  Time seemed not to exist inside the room for Pyro. No clock on the wall marked the minutes passing, no window showed the sky changing colors. They could hear no wind through the cave walls or echoing down the tunnel. Someone was supposedly standing guard, but even they were quiet. The world outside this glorified cell could have frozen in place, or just stopped existing entirely, and he wouldn’t know.


 


  It was objectively comfortable here. Luminescent plates in the ceiling gave a soft light about the room, even washing over Pyro’s tail flame. There were four beds with a variety of different sheets folded up underneath. One had a waterproof sheen to it. Another Pyro recognized as woven from Rawst Leaves. A bookshelf on the adjacent wall had a row of old books just above a few boardgames that had seen better days. And there were two desks for possible work or art, one big and one small, and a round sitting table in the middle of the room. They even had a cask if they needed to quench their thirsts.


 


  And yet he was restless as he sat against the far wall. Pyro’s mind was a maelstrom, thought after thought after wild thought on an endless loop. He fiddled with his tail. His claw scratched, scratched, scratched at his spot on the floor, slowly carving a groove into the floor. He needed to distract himself.


 


  He hated this room. The mere fact that they were locked up here was humiliating, only matched by the fact that they accepted it. It wasn’t right. The little time he’d spent here had been suffocating as is.


 


  He’d picked up the ladle and sipped at the water, but it tasted stale and earthy. Grains of sand caught on his teeth, and with a grimace he smacked his lips and dropped the ladle back. How could they have let it get this way in the first place? They weren’t exactly honored guests, but was this not somewhere that important people might stay?


 


  Pyro turned over his shoulder to glance at Rose, hoping she might know something about how this place might operate, but the moment he saw her, he froze up. She was laid on her stomach atop one of the beds with a non-fiction paperback out in front of her, which she’d been reading through at an agonizing rate. And for some reason a sight that would have been an invitation to relax not three weeks prior now filled him with dread.


 


  It was as silent as the grave.


 


  Lately it was impossible for Pyro to get a glimpse inside her head. She surrounded herself in a wall of thorns, warding off prying eyes. It was effective. Nobody in her path could simply push her around. Perhaps Nera would have turned them away if Rose had not used the sharp point of that wall. But for the first time, Pyro was outside of it. He’d had that single night on the heath when he’d caught a glimpse at what sat inside, and after that, there’d been nothing. He couldn’t bring himself to climb again. After all, what if she—


 


  Her gaze abruptly flicked over to him, dark eyes opening a hair wider. She straightened her back, blinked and looked away, blinked and looked once again. Pyro involuntarily flinched. The two stared at each other for a mere second that moved at a glacial crawl.


 


  Her mouth started to open, then closed without a word and looked down at her book without truly seeing it. She shivered despite the room’s stuffy warmth.


 


  He parted his maw in an attempt to say something, say 
  
    anything
  
  , yet he stopped himself. The moment he started talking, Pyro knew what he’d blurt out. He bit his lip and turned his attention to something else. Distractions, distractions… 


 


  Pyro picked up the leather-bound book next to him and opened it up again. It must have been his fifth attempt by now to start on… He glanced at the cover again. 
  
    The War of the Violets
  
  , yes, of course. It was his fifth crack at trying to read it. He’d been somewhat curious about it, since the events of this book took place back when they began counting the seasons.


 


  He was supposed to love history. Reading those kinds of books had been what let him learn of this world in as short a time as he had. They were supposed to inspire that sense of wonder in him again, emerging from a dark cave to see the expansive and beautiful world before him. It was supposed to make time flow on by until suddenly six hours passed by over the course of two-hundred pages. It was supposed to distract him.


 


  And yet, just as with the other four attempts, he only got through a few passages about the High Prince surveying the battlefield-to-be with a cold, calculating eye before his mind started to wander again.


 


  Why did it have to be so quiet?


 


  For days on end of travel, as the land got flatter and hotter and Astraean grew further and further away, only reaching their ears through hushed whispers from the infrequent passersby, it had been quiet between them, but he didn’t mind it as much then. There were Wildies to distract him, and there were winds rustling the leaves or the grass or the sand. There were clouds to watch, there were endless horizons to stare at wonder, and most importantly, there was a direction to point himself in. There was a hypothetical end-goal on the other side of his compass that took his attention, his energy, his focus.


 


  And that end-goal took hers, too. They could cooperate on that. They would ask each other which way to go and help each other to overcome ridges or steep ravines, or finding a point to cross the river so he didn’t have to go through the agony of having his tail flame submerged, and Pyro wouldn’t have to remember the look on her face when he’d posed that question to her. They could be a team. They could be partners.


 


  But this was a different kind of quiet. It was a deafening silence that was alive with the things unsaid. Every time he looked up to Rose, there was this tiny little voice beyond the range of his hearing. ‘Does she care?’ ‘She said she would leave you if she had to.’ ‘Do you even know her?’


 


  He needed to say something. There was a deep, burning need to say something, to fill the silence, to feel 
  
    normal
  
   again, and yet every time he tried to form the words, they dissolved. He couldn’t. He just couldn’t. If he—


 


  Rose’s book clapped shut, and Pyro felt his heart try and jump out of his chest. She let out a small sigh and pushed it aside. The air felt heavy. He couldn’t move.


 


  “You… You have something on your mind.” Her petals contracted into tight bulbs. “Ask it.”


 


  His mouth was stuffed with cotton. His blood ran cold— an eerie feeling for him. A voice in his head screamed to look back at her, to get this misery over with and just read the look on her face already. Something else gripped his skull and refused to let him.


 


  “… I—” Pyro coughed. His voice was hoarse and shrill. An inner claw brushed, brushed against the book’s inside cover. “I… I don’t—”


 


  “You’ve been avoiding something for a while,” she interjected, raising her voice. Yet it was frail. She was never frail. Rose drew in a short breath, and Pyro heard a quiet tremor. “And… And so have I— for so long that I… don’t know how to do this.”


 


  Fear. Panic. It was like the ground beneath him was about to give way. A small part of him was tempted to change the subject altogether. Pyro closed his book as he tried to steady himself.


 


  “Rose?” Unsure of what to do with his claws now, they reached for his tail and pulled the flame close. Its heat against his chest was comfortable— a fleeting distraction. The flame was a dim yellow, shrinking, shrinking, letting its light be further washed over by the plates in the ceiling. With fleeting courage, Pyro steeled himself and held onto the last ember of will he could muster. “Are… Are we still friends?”


 


  The sheets shifted. The pause was brief, but in it he could’ve sworn he heard the sound of heartbreak. “I… Yes.” She swallowed. “Of course we… Is that the impression I’ve been giving?”


 


  Pyro let out a sigh. There was a flood of relief, but it wasn’t over yet. He continued to squeeze and relax on his tail, squeeze and relax. “I don’t know,” he answered. “It’s just that it feels like we haven’t talked to each other for… 
  
    weeks.
  
   When Gallade died, and…” The flame started to rise. He couldn’t stop himself if he tried. “And when Riley all but confessed what he was, I didn’t know how to feel about it. I was… I was in shock, you know? And I think I was hurt. I didn’t know if he’d been using me all that time. And yet, you seemed so certain that you had to find him. I didn’t get it.”


 


  “Pyro, I—”


 


  “And you even said you’d 
  
    leave
  
   on your own if you had to,” he added in a desperate bark. His voice had cracked. Squeeze and relax, squeeze and relax. It wasn’t helping. He forced himself to raise his head. She was leaning forward, her breath held and her dark eyes holding a soft shimmer. “I… That hurt. You’re all that I really have anymore, so the thought of you going off without me— it scares me, Rose. I don’t want to lose you.”


 


  She winced. A shudder ran through her as Rose took a moment to steady herself. “I— I didn’t… I’m sorry. Truly. When I weighed it over in my head, I knew you could take care of yourself, but Riley…” She fidgeted in place. “I mean, you’ve had to put up with him too. If he’s out there by himself, he’d just get himself killed or worse. I needed to go to keep him safe.”


 


  “And because you’re just like him, too,” he murmured.


 


  Silence. Pyro watched as the very spirit drained out from the girl across from him. She started to say something, yet her head fell in defeat. “Yeah,” she whispered. “That… That too.” With a shake of her head, Rose let out a silent sigh and turned over, staring past the ceiling to the heavens above. “I… I’m sorry. Gallade told me to keep it quiet or I might die, and I listened. He put the fear of… well, the fear of Arceus into me.” She paused as if to laugh, but only let out a thoughtful hum. “… And yet, I… I don’t think I can just blame him. Even before he sat me down, I was lying.”


 


  Slowly, Pyro nodded. “You never mentioned your friends or family unprompted.” Squeeze and relax, squeeze and relax. His tail was burning steadier now, yet he didn’t know what he felt at the moment, or what to think.


 


  “It… I think it was instinct,” she continued. “I remember thinking that, above all else, I didn’t want to be seen as an anomaly. Even when I first woke up. I was freezing and dying, and there you were, and…” A shiver she failed to suppress ran up her spine. “A-and I thought that if I told someone the truth, I’d end up alone. Or worse.”


 


  His blood turned to ice as he bit down on his lip. “I-I want to say it’s okay,” he said. “I want to say that I get it, th-that I understand, but— but I just 
  
    don’t
  
  .” Pyro swallowed. His breathing was starting to get shallow, and he made conscious efforts to keep himself calm. “I feel used. And I… Rose, how much of that was even really you? Did I ever know you?”


 


  “Of— of 
  
    course
  
  .” She held a flower over her chest. That regal guard of hers was back, only it didn’t feel like a front. The desperation beyond it was clear. “I wasn’t only using you as some kind of cover. I enjoyed the time we’ve spent together. And…” Her gaze fell back a ways. “I don’t know what my word means anymore, but I promise you I mean that.”


 


  ‘Promise,’ Pyro mouthed. He didn’t know how much weight that held either. That, he figured, was the worst part about all this: he was still listening. Despite how lost he felt, despite his resentment towards the two for excluding him, despite his whole world having crumbled, Pyro couldn’t bring himself to just let her go. He still believed her. Even though they were liars by nature, he wanted to trust her, and so he would.


 


  “… Can you answer me one thing, then?” Pyro asked.


 


  Rose swallowed, then nodded.


 


  “You’d said you would make up your mind when you found him, but… What will you really do?” He tucked his knees into his belly and wrapped his arms around them, his tail falling soft onto the floor. “Are you gonna go… back? To wherever you came from?”


 


  She started to say something, yet nothing but air came out. Rose bit down as her flowers started to shake again. “I…” They tightened into bulbs as she screwed her eyes shut. “I… I remember that I wanted to before, but… I don’t know anymore,” she answered. “Remind me one day to talk to you about that in detail. It’s not important enough to go into right now, but you deserve to know about how it was getting used to all this. For now though? I… I just want to know why I’m here in the first place.”


 


  “And… And after that… could…” Pyro trailed off. He saw a clear path ahead of them. If they left this place and went elsewhere, they could live a peaceful life together once things had settled down. It even lined up with what they’d told everyone who stopped them on the way. He would help to conceal her secret and the two would go off to one of the major cities to disappear while Riley sorted out his own mess, and five summers from now, they would have whole new lives together.


 


  Yet he also saw that it wouldn’t happen if it meant abandoning someone who dared to have faith in them. He’d struggle to forget it, and Rose never would. Even thinking about it made him feel sick.


 


  Pyro was trying to think of something else to say, something to put them both a little at ease or even just muster a smile, but there was a noise from the other side of the room. The doorknob twisted and the door creaked open an inch, letting in the darkness from the tunnel beyond. All was still. Pyro held his breath and looked over to Rose, who was doing much the same. Had someone heard them? They were being quiet, but if someone had trained ears, 
  
    maybe
  
   they caught just the right word…


 


  But then something… spoke? It sounded like a voice of sorts, but it wasn’t natural, and it sure as hell wasn’t comprehensible. The best comparison he could pull from were the strange attempts some Pokémon had made to verbalize a Beheeyem’s light signals. It was eerie. Appalled, Pyro furrowed his brow and tried his best to rationalize it, and yet Rose was still breathless. Her dark eyes seemed to glimmer as she stared like she had just seen a spirit. And then she actually answered it.


 


  “Y-yes, that’s us,” Rose practically whimpered. “How can you…?”


 


  Pyro blinked. “Did… Did I not hear that right?” he asked, then scratched at his ear holes. There was no way that could have been speech, could it?


 


  The door creaked open another foot and then shut, and in slinked a tall, lanky figure wearing a brown cloak. His skin was dark blue save for a creamish-colored underbelly, and his eyes were a faded pink like a cherry blossom. Pyro and Rose gasped in unison. With his face plastered all over the news for the past while, it was impossible 
  
    not
  
   to recognize him. But what was he doing here?


 


  “No fuckin’ way,” Festuum whispered. His mouth hung ajar, and he let out the beginnings of a laugh as he just started to smirk. “I’ll be damned. Must’ve gotten someone else’s good luck by mistake. That or I was just overdue.”


 


  Pyro shot to his feet in some defensive reflex, but he couldn’t move beyond that. He barely knew what the hell to think less than thirty seconds ago, and now this? And of all the times, why now?


 


  “I… I was thinking the same,” Rose answered, hushed. Her eyes flashed as her mind went to work. “Nobody saw you, did they?”


 


  He shook his head. “Snuck in and tossed a Sleep Seed down your guard’s throat,” Festuum answered. “She looked tired. She’ll probably think she passed out for a minute.”


 


  She nodded thoughtfully. “Good, good. That at least means—”


 


  “Why are you here?” Pyro cut in, harsh despite his quiet tones. He felt his claws rasp as he sized the Greninja up. The 
  
    last
  
   thing he needed now was someone else to come between them. “And 
  
    what
  
   was that noise you made?”


 


  And just that quickly, the smirk went away again. Festuum looked down and away, then over to Rose, then back to Pyro. It was subtle, but there was a level of sobriety that wasn’t there before, and it only grew as Festuum marched over to the far wall and leaned against it so he could watch them both.


 


  “I’m on a journey,” Festuum answered. “You might be able to guess what I’m doing. Maybe I can explain more later, but for now, I want you to relax. I’m not here for you. And if you want I can leave here without saying a word to anyone. Since you haven’t screamed for help, I’m assuming you’d do the same.”


 


  “I’m not in the mood to have you evading questions,” Pyro hissed, brandishing his teeth as he started to pace around the small room. “If you’re not here for her, then why even come here? Just to— just to taunt?”


 


  Festuum frowned and held out his hands. “Easy, easy. This isn’t the kind of place to be having that talk, okay?” he said. “And even if it was, Riley told me not to say anything.”


 


  Pyro threw up his arms. “Of course he did,” he grumbled. They all wanted to keep themselves in the dark, away from him in their own little world. Was it any surprise that—


 


  “Don’t misunderstand,” Festuum cut in. His eyes were narrow and sharp and pinned Pyro in place. “He said not to involve you because he figured you were better off without him.”


 


  Rose blinked. “Wh… What? But he sent us a note,” she said, undoing the flap on her bag and rifling through. “Was that not a cry for help?”


 


  “Things happened,” Festuum answered, two vague words holding an immense gravity to them. “He changed his mind.”


 


  For a moment he stopped breathing. Pyro furrowed his brow and started pacing back and forth again. Not wanting their help anymore? That didn’t make any sense. He felt a spark of annoyance in the back of his mind. If it was just Pyro he’d understand, but both of them? When Rose was a human just like him? Why would he…


 


  The two of them were only on the outside of this maelstrom. How bad was it at the center? What happened in the last two weeks since that letter was sent? 


 


  He wondered if Rose was thinking the same, and a glance in her direction showed her face scrunched up in contemplation. She bit her lip and looked from one side of the bed to the other, her petals stretching open before curling back into their usual state. She seemed… 
  
    torn
  
  , he thought, but he wasn’t sure if anything he had known about her was right anymore.


 


  A dry chuckle interrupted his thoughts, and Pyro looked up to see Festuum staring off at and past the door. “But then again, this is nothing short of a stroke of fate. And while I agree that we shouldn’t involve anyone who doesn’t need to be, if I heard you earlier, then you have every right to be involved as you want to be.”


 


  Pyro braced himself. “What are you saying?” he asked, though part of him thought he knew the answer already.


 


  “I’m saying that I have a friend too. And if he made a decision like that for me without even asking, I’d track him down and kick his ass.” Festuum snorted and shook his head. His tongue made a strange click. “But that’s your call to make in the end. Just make sure your choice.”


 


  And out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Rose wince and shut her eyes— confirmation to his paranoid mind that she was thinking the same. And he’d be damned if that seed hadn’t been planted inside him as well. For as much as he wanted to forego all this and return to a normal life, he also couldn’t help but worry about whatever that had to be putting Riley through. Riley was even younger than he was. He couldn’t take on the world by himself.


 


  But even worse was Rose. She had to know what he wanted, and if he stuck to that path, she’d have to make a choice with no right answer, a choice she would regret no matter what. And despite 
  
    everything
  
  , could he force her to do that?


 


  Festuum just started to step away and towards the door again when Pyro gritted his teeth and kicked the book against the wall spine-first. Under his breath he cursed himself for being such a tool. Rose sucked in a breath and turned towards him. Festuum looked over his shoulder. And for a moment, the world went still as Pyro balled his claws into fists.


 


  “… Riley’s in trouble,” he said. “And he’s probably close. I’ll… I’ll help him.”


 


  Rose blinked. She raised her head, slow, careful, and held one of her flowers in his direction. “You… You don’t have to—”


 


  “Well I’m going to,” he cut in, harsher than he’d meant to. Pyro sucked in a breath and looked down at himself. He felt like such a tool. “I’m… I’m going to. But the first moment I can, I want to talk to him. Alone.”


 


  Even he felt the impact of that single word, like the vacuous hiss and sizzle of a Blast Seed’s shell splitting open. ‘Alone.’ Festuum raised a brow and stared him dead-on. Rose held her breath. Pyro swallowed yet held his ground. He knew that if he was going to make 
  
    any
  
   of this work, he had to set something straight.


 


  The tension broke when Festuum let out a sigh, then followed it up with a quiet laugh. “I can’t promise that. It’s not my place,” he answered, shifting his weight onto one leg and crossing his arms. “You gonna risk it all anyways?”


 


  Smoke plumed from his nostrils as he met the challenge without flinching. It was the option he’d regret the least, and if there was one thing he knew about Riley, it was that he’d never run away. The two would talk.


 


  Rose, stunned, drooped her head and fidgeted in place. She looked away and took a deep breath before finally meeting Pyro’s gaze again. “Thank you,” Rose whispered. “I’ll never forget this.” She was still so frail, so quiet, so…


 


  “Right.” Festuum glanced back to the door before slithering in closer. “I gotta be quick about this, so I’ll need you to listen close. When the sun goes down, we’re running a synchronized strike in order to…”


 


  …


 


  Sand flew into the wind she generated as the Lucario sped into the desert. Fatigue had caught up with her earlier in the day, and she’d collapsed on the edge of the savanna, but now her energy was back in spades to match her will. Through rays of orange light from the evening sun peeking through dark clouds, she rushed from one golden dune to the next with a purpose.


 


  A flash of light. Seconds later, a gentle rumble of thunder. The air was cool.


 


  She opened her paw where she still clutched that tuft of her son’s fur. Blue sparks danced and whirled around it, cradling it, using it as a conduit. It tugged forward and to the left, and she adjusted her heading accordingly.


 


  Her fears were realized. It had been a very long time, but she knew this part of the desert well, and she knew who watched over it. It had been a very long time since they had made their stances clear. And if her son was here in the clutches of the desert kingdom, and they would kill him in one of the most painful ways imaginable…


 


  “Nera,” Lucario whispered— a name from another life. Another flash, another rumble.


 


  She surged forward and surged forward with a trail of sparks and light behind her. Where she touched the sand her paws left behind a melted glass pawprint. The rays of sun shrank and faded away, and all was dim around her. There would be no stopping the storm.


  



55. Stand Me Up


    
    
  It was about an hour before the golden dusk of that cursed land. Everything was still hot. The air was still shimmering and forming mirages far off that Nera knew well not to trust. Her body dealt with the heat better than most. It was uncomfortable but not unbearable, and Nera needed the space. The last day had given her much to think about.


 


  The wind carried away the lonely melody of her flute as Nera played atop a spire near the edge of the mesa, the long bamboo shaft resting on her shoulder, her eyes half-shut as she lost herself in the song.


 


  Nera remembered her soldiers condemned to this fort would often ask why she played, or what she was playing. She couldn’t remember anymore. She just did. And every night, she went on a little bit longer than the night before, adding a few notes like scratch marks on a cell wall.


 


  Caius could fly and coast far on those wings of his. He could be back within a week’s time, depending on how long Scizor took to formulate his answer. That meant a week of managing whatever was coming— a week of stomping out whatever trouble Riley would inevitably start, a week of trying to monitor where those two would move to and never quite feeling like she was safe, a week of watching for the thief and being wary of his tricks.


 


  Her fingers danced across the holes as she picked up the tempo. She wasn’t going to be getting a restful night’s sleep any time soon, was she?


 


  Dark clouds emerged from the southern horizon, carried by the accursed winds. It had been several summers since she’d seen such clouds in these lands. In the evening sun they were turned into a deep, royal shade of purple as they churned and rolled and crawled. Surely this had to be an omen, but of good or ill? Was this a turbulent storm that would rage across their fort? Or would it bless them with rains and tranquility? The desert was cold at night— perhaps there would even be snow.


 


  
    Seven days
  
  , she thought to herself. By this time seven days from now, Nera knew not what her fate would bring. If Scizor came in any obvious way, and she complied, she would be recognized as a traitor. If they came in the night to steal him away without being seen, she would be a failure, and then a traitor still when the courier for this whole mission would come forward. Staying wouldn’t be an option.


 


  She had cast her die. She could not take back her bet, and if she was exiled or imprisoned or even killed for this, would she regret it? For a human, no less— a human whom she had every reason to hate.


 


  The storm was coming. She would wait and see, and she would blame only herself for the outcome.


 


  But something else stirred in the south. A long shadow drawn out to a narrow point emerged from behind one of the dunes, bobbing as whoever it was attached to walked across the desert. Nera raised an eyebrow and slowed down on her bamboo flute. Her mind immediately went to work. They were bipedal and seemed to be fully grown, by the lengths of their arms. Their head had some sort of crest on it. No tail, some strange flourish that might’ve been ears… and they were close. Within a thousand feet at least. Eventually the shadow’s source emerged from behind another dune, and then…


 


  Her music stopped abruptly. The evening sun shifted the colors, but she would know green and white anywhere as the colors of the old king. And those of Gallade as well, and yet he was dead. What was one doing here? He had no wagon or heavy pack to safely travel the desert, yet his gait was steady and true with merely a single bag resting at his waist. He continued to get closer, and closer, and closer…


 


  Nera almost thought she was seeing a mirage again until she heard another voice. Sandslash ran from the bottom of the center-most canyon, waving his claws wildly above his head as he huffed and puffed. When he had the breath he bellowed, “
  
    HEEYYYY!!”
  


 


  And the Gallade didn’t slow down. From what Nera could tell, he didn’t even turn his head.


 


  The distance between them got shorter, Sandslash’s voice a bit quieter. Nera could only hear his tone, insistent and threatening. When the Gallade kept walking regardless, she wondered if she was about to see a fight take off, and when they raised their hands she dropped her flute to be ready, but he merely put his palms together. A veil of golden light flashed over him, and then he was gone, reappearing at the mouth of the canyon. And he continued to walk.


 


  Sandslash looked left and right, catching him out of the corner of his eye, then hollered as he ran to catch up. There was a dark glimmer around his claws as he picked up speed. His body leaned forward as he kept his head just above the ground. Each and every quill on his back prickled and stood on end. With a growl, the Sandslash roared a battle cry. Nera could hear them clearly now.


 


  “Alright pal, 
  
    you asked for this!!
  
  ” he exclaimed, then rushed for the Gallade’s back. But the Gallade was quick to react. He whirled and grabbed Sandslash by the wrist, pulling him off his feet. With a burst of strength Sandslash was thrown spiraling into the air, a confused cry trailing behind him. The Gallade pivoted and leapt into a dropkick, targeting nothing, but his body flickered gold and reappeared right on Sandslash’s flank. He stomped as hard as he could right on the stomach. A choked gasp escaped as his form broke, and he rocketed into the cliff wall with a low rumble. The rock cracked and crumbled as the dozens of quills buried themselves in, Sandslash himself laying motionless with his arms splayed out.


 


  Nera held her breath. A wind swept around the Gallade as he gingerly descended to the sand once more. He wiped his brow and looked up to the result of his work. Other noises were beginning to close in. A low buzz, hurried scratches.


 


  An instant later, she leapt off the spire and ran, ran as fast as she could in a series of jumps and dashes across the scalding stone. “Of course,” she growled to herself. “It’s just one thing after another, isn’t it?”


 


  Porus soared over her head, making brief yet intense eye-contact with Nera before disappearing over the edge of the cliff. She was swift— Nera still needed a minute longer. Still though, they were close enough that Nera could hear them. They weren’t being quiet.


 


  “What… What do you think you’re doing?!” Porus exclaimed, furious, alarmed.


 


  A pause. “I believe you have something of mine,” the Gallade answered with an undaunted, icy indifference. “I was going to look around, but your greeter tried to attack me. Should I expect the same from you?”


 


  Porus swallowed. “That… That bracelet,” she said. “You’re the Guildmaster’s son, aren’t you?”


 


  “I am. And I’m pressed for time.”


 


  Nera stumbled. The Guildmaster’s son? Doing this? What…


 


  She came to a screeching halt at the top of the canyon, staring down at the intruder. The Gallade did look young and without the scars that would usually accompany a seasoned fighter. He had his father’s tall, gaunt features, and the same bracelet that didn’t quite belong to him. There was a cold, absolute look in his eyes, and a face that looked like it had never smiled in all his young life. Nera would later learn that he curiously had a name: Mergo.


 


  Porus’s tail shifted. She reached into a pouch strapped to the base and removed a blue orb. A tiny speck of light glowed in its core. “And yet, you’re doing this here. You know these aren’t your lands, right? This is a 
  
    criminal act.
  
   Why do you come here knowing this?”


 


  His face remained neutral, but Nera watched him with the sharp eyes of a Braviary. It was a damn good question. The drumming fingers stopped mid-bar as he paused for but a moment. It was brief, it was weak, but it was still something. And what was strangest of all to Nera was that he seemed relaxed— far more than what rumors had painted of him. No snapping fury, no hatred, no lunacy. No tense nerves or fierce resolve.


 


  Mergo shifted his stance and sharply inhaled. “Because I have to take responsibility for my mistakes,” he answered, then started walking without taking his eyes off her. “I saw where the other greeter came from. I’ll find my way.”


 


  “Merciful stars, you’re every bit the sociopath I’d heard you were,” Porus snarled, then hurled the orb against the wall. And there was born a blazing star as a blinding flash of white light swept across the canyon. Mergo shielded his eyes as she swooped in, and then all was consumed in light.


 


  The Luminous Orb’s light only lasted for a few seconds before it started to fade, and the two fighters jumped away from each other. There was a long, dark mark across Mergo’s chest as he landed in a three-point stance, blinking his eyes back. Similarly marred was Porus, her neck beginning to bruise, as she winced and hovered off the ground. Somehow, even while blinded, he knew exactly where she was to avoid a solid strike.


 


  And then he looked up to Nera, much the same as before. “You’re the captain, correct?” he asked with a frigid drawl. “Does she speak for you? Will you refuse to help?”


 


  Nera had never met the Guildmaster’s son, but she had heard of him from many people. And if she learned only two things from all the times he had come up in conversation, it was that he showed the same promising strength as his father had, and that he was supposedly without empathy. If Nera handed Riley over, she would be resigning the boy to die. Of that she was certain.


 


  “Captain?” Porus called, half-whispering. Her eyes were fierce, her blood was up. Nera could tell she wanted to get him back for that blow, and yet…


 


  “Restraints,” Nera ordered. “Fetch the Psychic restraints. This might get ugly fast.”


 


  Porus tensed. Disbelief, indignation, discontent, the urge to shout— all of it flashed across her face for but an instant, yet she stopped herself before they took root. She exhaled, holding eye-contact with the invader for a moment longer before nodding. “Yes, Captain,” Porus answered, then turned on a dime and sped off. Maybe if she was fast enough, she’d be back in time to get another hit in.


 


  But others were starting to take her place. Armaldo broke from the western face, jumping a ten-foot drop and landing twenty paces from the intruder. From the east, Rampardos came to a screeching stop as she tried to control her momentum, spraying sand everywhere as she looked left and right, and Houndoom shielded her eyes as she came in right behind. And they all saw Nera, her crown burning like a beacon atop the cliff, and they all saw the Gallade who was continuing to watch her.


 


  “Son of the Guildmaster!” Nera bellowed, and her voice echoed throughout the mesa. A wind blew in from the south— the first hints of the night’s chill approaching. “You come to this place and impose your authority, and you strike down one of my soldiers with unnecessary force! What do you have to say for yourself?!”


 


  His answer was immediate, and his voice carried just as far as hers. “That when I tried to circumvent your soldier, he immediately went for my neck. I opted to be quick,” Mergo retorted. “
  
    And
  
   I say that the human’s movements place him within this compound, and that the Guild of Astraean requires answers out of him. I insist that you hand him over.”


 


  
    To be put to death
  
  , Nera finished in her head. If he went back to Astraean it would surely be for no other reason. She couldn’t let Riley fall into the Guild’s hands, and yet, what was she supposed to say? She needed something absolute that would buy time, that would turn him away…


 


  There was an uncertainty in the air, thick with tension. Her soldiers’ eyes flicked between Nera and the intruder, Nera and the intruder, waiting to see what would happen. Nera just about had an answer, but she didn’t get the chance to voice it.


 


  “You’re thinking,” he observed. “There should be nothing to weigh over, but there is. You’re hoping to gain something, aren’t you?”


 


  Nera froze. Was he that sharp? And why was he playing that angle?


 


  “Then what is it?” He shifted his weight onto one leg and held out a hand towards her in an oddly conversational gesture. “Are you hoping for fame? For rank? Reward?”


 

After a long moment’s pause, Nera shook her head. On top of all the baffling circumstances of him being here in tandem with the others, on top of his motives, his arrogance was making a mockery of her. Her crown of flames flashed as embers formed on her knuckles. “Spare me your prattle,” she scowled, then dropped into a three-point stance before leaping off the edge of the cliff. “Restrain him!”

 


  Rampardos had been raring to go and needed no time to think. She roared a mighty roar before tucking in her head and barreling forward, and Armaldo rushed for his flank with his claws ready, but the Gallade was ready. He ran right for Rampardos leading with his shoulder, and his hands clapped together. An instant later he was right underneath her, dipping down to sweep at her legs and lifting her into the air. Armaldo growled and surged for him, and Mergo turned to meet him, but a flash of orange caught his attention instead as Houndoom spat a jet of fire. But he clapped again, and reappeared right beside her, his leg already up. She barely had time to yelp before it crashed into her jaw, forcing it shut and causing fire to plume out as she landed on her side. And then he glanced back to Armaldo, and his hands clapped together once more.


 


  Mergo appeared right behind him, and just in time to be met with a blast of fire right to the head. Flames and smoke bathed over him as he leapt backwards, just in time to avoid the brunt of the others that flew from Nera’s fists. She landed close by and ran as fast as she could. It was her first time fighting a teleporter, but she knew the theory. Watch their body, watch their eyes, watch. Predict. And if possible, take away their vision. Hopefully the smoke would do as much.


 


  Aggravated, Armaldo opened his mouth and spewed rock after rock into the patch of smoke. Some whiffed right through without a sound, but three hit something. Nera followed that path and punched at the air again, launching another blast with it. Mergo burst out of the side of the cloud, evading it, with a dozen shivering violet orbs hovering around him. He swung his arm out— two followed his aim and launched straight for Nera. She dodged one, but the other caught her in the chest and racked her with pain. But it wasn’t enough to stop her. Concentrated explosions under her feet sent her surging forward, closing the distance between them, and threw an assault of attacks his way.


 


  She was relentless. Burning fists soared past his head as she followed up with one to the chest. He ducked narrowly out of the way of the first two, but the third caught him good and sent him staggering back. She stayed close and went for a jab, but he recovered in time to deflect it with his palm— exactly what Nera was hoping for. Her hand opened up and snatched him by the wrist. Mergo grimaced and tried to pull away, firing two more psychic lights that hit her dead-on, but Nera was having none of it. She hissed in pain as she powered through, grabbing his other arm before pushing the both of them forward. Mergo crashed into the stone wall hard enough to knock a curtain of sand loose. He squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth.


 


  “Where’s your backup?” Nera growled. She could see movement in her peripheries— Rampardos and Armaldo drawing closer. “I know you have a team. Tell me where they are.”


 


  With the face he made, one might think Nera struck him again. He gritted his teeth and looked down and away for an instant. Something flickered, withered as its strength failed, but then it flared back to life. 
  
    Interesting
  
  , Nera thought. Something had happened then?


 


  Mergo managed to get his palms onto Nera’s arms, and then for a brief instant, all was gold. And then Nera found herself high in the air, still holding onto Mergo with no footing to anchor herself. She gasped, and in that moment, he struck. He brought his knees up and stomped down on her chest. Unprepared and with nothing to anchor herself onto, the two were knocked away from each other, and Mergo clapped again, reappearing right behind Rampardos as she regained her footing.


 


  “Behind you!” Armaldo exclaimed, and Rampardos tensed and whipped her tail to crash into the intruder. He jumped over it and onto her back, hooking onto her arms for support. One violet light after another blinked into existence around him and rained down like a meteor shower. Rampardos thrashed and flailed and growled, but Mergo held tight as each one pelted her only to be replaced by another.


 


  “Let her 
  
    go!
  
  ” Houndoom shouted, barreling forward to join her. Puffs of flame rushed from her mouth. Mergo went to jump away, but his hands were stuck. Rampardos pinned them to her side as she glared back over her shoulder at him. His eyes went wide, and he had no time to do anything more before Houndoom threw all her weight at him, jaws wide open. 


 


  She clamped down on his collar bone with all her might, spewing flames as the two fell onto the ground in a messy brawl. Her head shook from side to side in a fury as she tore at his muscles. Mergo grit his teeth and suppressed a cry of pain. Both hands made their way up to her neck as he gripped and pushed with all his might, and his knee struck again and again at her chest. Houndoom was losing ground, but the approaching steps of Armaldo made her stop altogether. She let go and jumped back just in time for Armaldo’s claws to strike down at him. Mergo swept his arms up in a blur to parry the blow away. Six more of those violet lights materialized around him and shot towards Armaldo, who guarded himself with his claws, yet still each one forced him back.


 


  Mergo clapped again and cast his glance behind him, and he reappeared about four feet off the ground— just enough room to maneuver to land on his feet again. He raised his arms to do something, but Nera was faster. She kicked off the cliff wall and punched at the air again, launching a bolt of fire as hard as she could. It hit the ground just at his feet and detonated, and a plume of dust and smoke enveloped the intruder.


 


  
    Psychics need their sight
  
  , Nera told herself. She hit the ground on all-fours and ran in as fast as she could. 
  
    Take it and you win
  
  .


 


  In a matter of seconds she was in the smoke cloud with him. Nera could just make out Mergo’s guarded stance turn to face her and throw a punch. Nera ducked and countered with a jab of her own. The two exchanged blows there in the thinning smoke, dodging based on little more than shadows and instinct as they danced around each other. He left little room for an opening to counter-attack. He was sharp, and likely quite practiced, but he was without his usual tricks. He was pressured. And soon enough…


 


  There. Mergo overextended with a lunging jab, and Nera knew just how to punish it. She ducked to the side and snatched his wrist as she wove behind him. He snarled and threw an elbow her way, catching Nera on the side of her head, but she kept her focus. Nera hooked her other arm around his as she tightened her grapple.


 


  “I’ve got him held!” Nera exclaimed. The smoke was thinned now. She could see the others approaching, and quickly.


 


  Mergo growled. He pulled as hard as he could to free his wrists, to press his hands together, but Nera was having none of it. Mergo kicked back at her, and Nera wove her leg around his and forced him off-balance. He dropped to one knee as her weight pressed into him, helpless. No matter how he struggled, Nera had him in her cage, and she forcibly raised his torso to give the charging Rampardos a good target. Mergo gasped. He conjured more of those violet lights around him, but they were just too slow. The point of her head crashed into his stomach with the force of a rockslide. Bones cracked. Spittle and blood flew from Mergo’s mouth as the wind was forcibly removed from his lungs, and he and Nera were sent tumbling backwards.


 


  With him face-down, Nera tackled and pinned the intruder, her knee in his back and her offhand on his right arm while she grabbed him by the hair and ground his face into the sand. Mergo coughed and spat and gasped as he struggled, but then came the reinforcements. Houndoom stamped on his other arm before biting down on his wrist. Armaldo grabbed both of his legs in his claws and held him tight. Rampardos, with nothing better to do, smacked his back with her tail for good measure.


 


  And if that wasn’t enough, then came the buzzing of Porus’s wings. She was closing in as well. Mergo’s fight was already fading, but when that hit his ears, he deflated. With one last sigh the tension in his legs and arms were gone, limp like rope, and he stared out at nothing with his one eye that wasn’t filled with sand. And even still, somehow, he looked relaxed. It only hit Nera now that, aside from the growls that were probably just his war cries, his face hadn’t changed much at all.


 


  “What happened to your taunts?” Armaldo boasted. “All piss and vinegar earlier, but can’t even say a word now, can you?” And Houndoom gave an affirmative growl as she pressed a little harder with her teeth. She wasn’t piercing the skin, but how easy would it be to change that?


 


  With the whole encounter seemingly at an end, Nera now had to deal with the inevitable headache. She couldn’t let him go after this. Not only was this going to be a messy incident if it went anywhere near the law, but there was the more immediate issue: if she released the Gallade, he would come back and attack again. Of that she had no doubt. But killing him would be barbaric, and worse, it would be another incident. The last thing Arushar needed was another death. Detainment seemed to be the only good option, which would require more of her already thin forces to keep an eye on. And it would put him right next to Riley. That might spell trouble.


 


  Porus landed next to them carrying a set of maroon-colored manacles. With quick and practiced efficiency, she slipped one onto his wrist and tightened it until it pinched his skin. Armaldo slipped the Astraean bag off him just in time for them to get his other hand restrained behind his back. When that was done, Nera nodded her approval before getting off of him. She reached into Mergo’s bag, found what she was looking for, then squatted down to shove an Oran Berry towards his mouth.


 


  “Eat,” she ordered. “I felt your ribs break. I’m not letting any complications arise.”


 


  But Mergo just pulled at his restraints. It was faint, but his eyes went the tiniest bit wider. “What… What is this?” he asked, panicked. “What did you do to me?”


 


  Nera shook her head. “Organic metal. It retains the properties the Pokémon had in life. These ones repress Psychic abilities.”


 


  The realization hit him quickly. If that was true, then there could only be one type of Pokémon this came from. The cold, tight pressure from what had to be a Bisharp’s steel… Mergo thrashed again with renewed strength.”Is this some kind of joke?” he barked. 


 


  Nera didn’t blame him in the slightest. If there were any other Pokémon she could’ve used for these, she would’ve. Any sort of mockery was unnecessary, and this only served to be cruel.


 


  However, his final throes got him nowhere, and Porus struggled with him to slip on a black blindfold over his eyes. Orders were given. Since they hadn’t restrained his legs and he was being difficult, Nera told them to wait until he got to his cell to give him his berry, and specified not to harm a hair on his head more than necessary. Rampardos and Houndoom were to escort him away while Armaldo would check on Sandslash. The three gave an affirmative “Yes, Captain” before all going off. Mergo pursed his lips, fists shaking in disgust, yet he complied.


 


  Porus let out a sigh as she watched him go. “You took him down easily enough,” she noted. “I had hoped you’d been overestimating him. I wanted to pay him back myself for that strike.”


 


  Just as she’d thought. Nera nodded sagely. “Truthfully, I think I underestimated him,” she answered. “He was keeping up well and got in a handful of good hits. If he had a wider opening than any we gave, he might’ve gotten another heavy blow like he did for Sandslash.” Armaldo was just now reaching him and trying to pull his quills from the face of the cliff. It wasn’t an easy task.


 


  With a hum, Porus shook her head. “I didn’t see a cut on any one of you,” she said. “It couldn’t have been that close then.”


 


  Nera opened her mouth to object, but no words came out. That… had been true. He hadn’t used a single slash, and Nera had been more focused on countering his psychic abilities— she hadn’t noticed. But why? Houndoom had shed his blood, and he still didn’t reciprocate? Perhaps he had just evolved recently and was still getting used to it… but even still, she and Houndoom had held him by the arms. It would have been easy to activate them through whatever means and cut them. And yet he didn’t.


 


  Another wind came in from the south, pleasantly cool. Nera squinted and looked to the horizon dark with clouds. Just so faintly, something flashed— an omen indeed.


 


  …


 


  The great weight of cold steel on Riley’s shoulders was getting to him. His body felt sore and sluggish as he sat with his back against the door, his arms held up and to the side by a steel stockade. Chains tethered him to the wall with only enough room to wander a few paces before it would pull taut the choke chain around his neck. It fed through his door to allow them to pull on it like a leash. He’d already tested their durability until he actually savored the stale, dusty air of this desert wasteland. His neck still stung from a few of the cuts.


 


  Riley tapped, tapped, tapped his foot on the floor as he stared at one of the many imperfections in the floor. Briefly his gaze flicked up to the barred window of a fresh cell. He could see a band of pink just above the horizon, and just above that the first signs of twilight. Only a few hours left. Back to the imperfections in the floor again; they made time pass faster.


 


  His plan was simple, brutish, and relied too much on luck for his liking. The seeds he snagged were still hidden under his tongue. If he wanted to get out of here, he’d need to entirely rely on effects he could only make an educated guess on for how they’d work. A Violent Seed was supposed to be some kind of extreme steroid. He would need to use that to break out of there, though he was very worried for the side effects. If they weren’t widely-used, there had to be a major drawback. But provided he could power through that, he had two Blast Seeds to use to create diversions, and he had a Stun Seed for if he had to confront Nera.


 


  When night fell, he would use his strength to break his restraints, and then grab the guard through the opening in the door. Depending on who his guard was at the time, he might need to use that Stun Seed then and there. Afterwards he’d have to break down his bars and duck into a tunnel as soon as he could. If they were onto him, Blast Seeds could throw them off, or maybe even collapse a tunnel so they couldn’t follow him. From there, he would grab water and head east towards those mountains. As much as it hurt to admit it, he would have to forget about his scarf for now. Even though it felt 
  
    wrong
  
   to be without it, like abandoning it was abandoning an heirloom, it would only get him in worse trouble. Riley would come back for it.


 


  And then, if everything managed to work out in his favor, if he could just power through everything, escape the mesa unnoticed and without provoking that Golurk again, avoid Nera’s eyes, avoid that Flygon and whoever else would patrol the desert, and escape into the distance like he’d ran with Festuum across the plains— if 
  
    all
  
   of that lined up perfectly, all he would have to do is make it to those mountains alive. By himself. And then he would be less screwed.


 


  Riley continued to tap, tap, tap away. The odds of that all working had to be astronomically low. Actually going through with it had to be insane, and… it would work. He would make it work. And when he saw Festuum and Markus again, it would make for a hell of a story to share. It would. It 
  
    would
  
  .


 


  But then a door clicked open in the hallway, and Riley perked his ears. Time for the guard shift? They didn’t seem to have a strict schedule, but this still seemed early. And there were more than just one set of footsteps, and… chains?


 


  For the first time in hours, Riley stood up and fought his sleeping legs to 
  
    just
  
   peer out the slot in the door. His restraints rattled. A Scrafty, leaning against the wall at the far end of the hall, shot him a sneer before looking at the new arrivals that were just out of view for Riley.


 


  “What the hell is this?” she scowled.


 


  “An idiot gatecrasher,” replied a gruff voice. “He put up some fight, but look where that got him. He shouldn’t be any trouble anymore.”


 


  And Riley could feel his heart sink. Festuum? They managed to catch someone like Festuum here? He’d heard some commotion earlier— that had to be this. Now he was gonna drag someone else down with him?


 


  … Or maybe this was part of a plan. Maybe Festuum needed to be captured first to escape with him, and he and Markus were ready somewhere to—


 


  But it was not Festuum who walked into view. A Rampardos marched into view holding a ring of keys in her stubby hands, as did the Houndoom from the previous night, who made eye-contact with Riley for a fraction of a second before averting her gaze. And in between them was something Riley had almost mistaken for a ghost. A Gallade, tall and gaunt and with blood dried around his neck, walked with a black blindfold tied around him, and maroon chains tying his arms behind his back. The wound and the blindfold reminded him of the last time he’d seen Gallade’s face, hanging from Bisharp’s hand, but then there was the bracelet on his wrist— the same one that Kirlia always wore, that intricate bracer that looked so needlessly complex, and… bigger, somehow.


 


  Shaking his head, Riley stumbled away from the door again and fell back on his ass. He would have preferred a ghost.


 


  “… No way,” the Scrafty whispered, then started snickering. “Seriously? 
  
    Here
  
   of all places? 
  
    Gah!
  
   You’re all so lucky. What I wouldn’t give to have gotten a shot in at Astraean royalty…”


 


  Rampardos snorted. “Wasn’t all he was cracked up to be,” she dismissed, pressing forward and jamming the key in the cell opposite Riley. “You didn’t miss much, ‘cept for… Hm.”


 


  The Gallade’s face didn’t change. He came to a stop in the hall, and he couldn’t have been more than five feet from where Riley sat, trying not to breathe too loud. Did he know that they were this close? Why the hell was he here? And this soon, too.


 


  The door clicked and creaked open, and Riley could just see Rampardos’s body twist to slam her tail into the Gallade’s side. He grunted as he hit the ground on his side on the cold floor of his cell. And the door slammed shut hard enough to shake the walls. He remained still.


 


  She locked the door and turned away, now facing Scrafty again. “Somethin’ ain’t right,” she whispered, then glanced down at Riley. Rampardos flashed a scowl and spat at the door, and Riley flinched and pedaled back until his choke chain started to tighten him. She leaned in closer to the Scrafty. “I need your opinion on somethin’. Away from their ears.”


 


  She raised a brow and shifted her weight to one leg. “Really? Since when have you been secretive?”


 


  “Just— follow me already,” she growled, then whirled around to storm back from whence she came. Houndoom gave a pleading look, and Scrafty let out a sigh before relenting and following her along without so much as a second glance at the prisoners.


 


  And then… there was silence. The three disappeared around the corner, and the Gallade across from him had not done a thing. There was no cold remark, no chains snapping, no deft flip back to his feet to fight back, not a single sign of vigor and fire that he’d always channeled before. Riley just sat there, waiting for… He didn’t know what.


 


  Eventually, metal scraped against the floor of the opposite cell as the Gallade wormed his way to the opposite wall. With a stifled grunt he sat himself upright. Riley could just see the crest atop his head through the slot in the door. Swallowing, he forced himself to stand up again and take a second look. The wound below his neck was sealed through whatever power was in those berries, but only just. The blood had dried and added to the accumulation of filth from all that travel. He looked… worn. A lot like the last time Riley had seen him, bloodied and beaten and covered in mud and burns.


 


  A part of him focused on the guards. He could hear them making noise, but he couldn’t make anything out. They had to be up to something, but the more Riley tried to think about that, the more his thoughts slipped away, and he just kept staring at the cell across.


 


  This was bad. This was very, very bad, and Riley was overwhelmed. Shock, disappointment, fear, burgeoning hope, one leading to another that led to yet another. Kirlia (he didn’t have the focus to think of what to call him) being there was an awful piece of news… but it didn’t have to be. It was silent. And that silence was an opportunity. Swallowing, Riley opened his mouth and said the only thing he could think of.


 


  “I’m probably the first one to congratulate you on your evolution, aren’t I?”


 


  It was faint, but the Gallade shifted his head a little bit. His mouth parted open just to draw in a breath, but he said nothing and turned away. A reaction. It was something. 


 


  Feeling a little encouraged, Riley pressed on. “But, you’re still the same old Kirlia,” he said, then stuck out his tongue. Even though the blindfold made it pointless. “I don’t really know what I’m supposed to call you now, but… I’m not calling you Gallade. It feels wrong.”


 


  He didn’t flinch, but the chains behind him rattled a bit as he shifted. “Mergo,” he murmured, hoarse and quiet. “You can call me Mergo.”


 


  His ears twitched. Riley hadn’t quite known what to expect, but that of all things wasn’t it. He blinked. “Mer… go,” he echoed, relieved to hear 
  
    anything
  
  . It was better than more stone-walling. “Really? You’re messing with me, aren’t you? Why the hell do you have a name?”


 


  He didn’t answer. The Gallade— 
  
    Mergo
  
  , apparently, merely continued to sit there. Discouraging.


 


  “‘Mergo,’” Riley said again, refusing to give up. He just had to talk. He just had to connect. “It’s a bit weird of a change, but it’s not as confusing as Kirlia would be, so… fine. Let’s go with that. Besides, it fits you anyways.” He cracked a smirk, hoping it would carry through in his voice. “Regal and pretentious. Trying to be ominous but just ending up all soft.”


 


  Even though Kirlia had evolved, his face was very similar to what it had been. And Riley remembered the last time he had challenged Kirlia, time and time again in the forest. He remembered each and every expression Kirlia had made, the confident and the fearful, the hateful and the regretful, the confusion— Riley doubted he would forget any one of them. Each one was burned into his memory, captured in the lightning strikes like flashes from a camera.


 


  And Mergo made not a single one of them. The blindfold covered his eyes and the muscles around them, but his body didn’t twitch or sit further upright. His mouth didn’t move, his jaw remained where it was. It was like he hadn’t heard a thing.


 


  Riley’s grin withered away. Teasing him didn’t challenge his sense of pride? 
  
    Nothing?
  
   That was… bad. Very bad. He had to be thinking of something else then, but what? Riley had to find out. He had to, or else Kir— 
  
    Mergo
  
   would just be another obstacle in his escape. He’d been a hell of a fight before, and now…


 


  Was he working with the guards? No, they would’ve been more subtle if they were, but still…


 


  With a low sigh, Riley slumped against his door and looked down at the floor of the hallway between them. “You managed to evolve,” he noted again. “And yet you’re here. Right on my tail. I was… I was hoping that the last time we met would’ve been the last time. For a little while, I mean.”


 


  It was subtle, but Mergo raised his head just so slightly, then turned away.


 


  “I thought if I put enough distance between us and left you as you were, you’d give up and go back home. Do something to deal with the real threat and let me go find my answers to fixing things.” He pressed his forehead onto the cold metal and just rested there. “‘Cause now we 
  
    both
  
   have nothing.”


 


  No response. Riley hadn’t been expecting one, really, but the silence was purposeful nonetheless. He didn’t like saying those things out loud. They stung even for him, but he had to say them. They were his only hope. He had to push though. 
  
    Something
  
   had to get through.


 


  If he could get Kir— 
  
    Mergo
  
   to really listen for as little as one minute, there was a chance, but he was losing it. He had to think of something fast. If Riley was someone else, he might have devised something shrewd to say, but he was far from shrewd enough for this. All he had was earnesty, and if that failed…


 


  Riley balled his paws into fists as he sat down on the cold floor, then laid down on the ground as he stared up at the roughly-hewn ceiling. If he would do this, he had to give Mergo the space to react without being watched. Thankfully Riley’s restraints were loud enough to make him backing away 
  
    very
  
   noticeable.


 


  “Hey… Mergo, yeah?” Riley called out. “Is this what you want?”


 


  Riley held his breath. Outside, dust flew into the air from another one of those strong winds, making a soft hiss as millions of tiny grains of sand pelted the side of the spire. The day was dying, and the orange glow withdrew inch by inch as the sun set somewhere far out of view from his window. And in the cell across from his, Riley could hear Mergo’s chains shift.


 


  It was irritating that he couldn’t get more of an answer than just idle movements. It could’ve meant a dozen things, and while Riley had a good guess, the Psychic had been an enigma since the day they first met. He needed 
  
    something
  
   to go off of. Even if it felt invasive, if it was to help them both, then…


 


  Riley shut his eyes and raised his sensors, raising himself up a bit to rattle his chains and hide the noise. And in that brief instant where the world around him was painted in grays and blacks, he saw the essence in the cell across from his. It was far denser and bigger than when he’d last seen it, but it wasn’t spinning like a circular saw. No, it was churning, slower and in a hundred different directions like ocean currents splitting apart and meeting together again in an ever-changing maelstrom. Jagged undulations spiked from its surface and retreated back in, going every which way. Riley tried to imagine what it would be like to be caught in that, and just how lost he would feel.


 


  “… I didn’t ask what the people of Astraean wanted,” he said after a while. “They’re not here to force your hand. I’m asking if 
  
    you’re
  
   okay with this.”


 


  And Riley could watch as his aura briefly surged— a reaction. The spikes grew larger for an instant, but then grew still, and there was only the turbulent currents. He saw the form of the Gallade shift, but there wasn’t much detail in this painted realm.


 


  Riley let out a sigh. “I… I imagine you are, honestly. You seem like that kind of person. And it’s… 
  
    really
  
   infuriating, you know that?” He shook his head and let out a rueful chuckle. “Because I don’t know if I’m just seeing something that’s not there, or if you’re just the most stubborn person in the universe, or 
  
    what
  
  , but 
  
    God
  
   do you make it hard to not want to punch you in the face these days.”


 


  The sheer catharsis Riley got from saying that to his face was only rivaled by seeing the aura flow in Mergo slow. It pulsed for a moment like a beating heart, then remained still as the waters flowed. Promising.


 


  When there was no answer, Riley let out a quiet laugh that betrayed his anxiety, and he stretched his back out. “But you haven’t told me to ‘still my chattering tongue,’ or whatever, so I guess this is progress.”



  

  




  In the silence that settled, Riley couldn’t help but feel content. His attention started to wander to the guards around the corner, still huddled together and whispering. Their auras were rippling, quaking, forming waves and dents. He wondered how much longer they—


 


  “Why…”


 


  And Riley froze. His eyes shot open and his aura sensors fell limp to the ground. An unprompted word, a glimmer of hope.


 


  Mergo drew in a breath to recalibrate, and spoke with a quiet fragility that didn’t quite fit him. “Why did you not leave me to die?” he asked, failing to mask an equal share of accusation and shame.


 


  And after a moment, Riley bit back a rueful laugh. Of 
  
    course
  
   it would be something like that. At least he imagined Mergo wouldn’t put up as much as a fight as Markus had about it. After all, he’d been there, so it was hardly even…


 


  But as he started to form his answer, he realized it was wrong. Mergo wouldn’t be asking if it was just as simple as ‘I just don’t want to kill you.’ And in reality, there was more to it, wasn’t there? It hit him in waves where this patience stemmed from.


 


  “I think… I did it to help someone else for a change,” Riley managed. “‘Cause if I didn’t have friends that were patient with me, I’d… probably have fed into bad habits and gotten myself into stupid problems, knowing what I’m like. Or I’d just be dead.” Thinking about it, with how often he was bailed out, dead was a far more likely outcome. He choked up for a second as he clenched his paws into fists. “… And… I dunno, it— it helps me see what I’m doing wrong, too.”


 


  There was a brief moment of reflection in which Riley wondered what he’d do if anyone else were to overhear this. Die of embarrassment, probably, as if he wasn’t teased enough. But for the moment he didn’t much care. He just needed to be heard.


 


  “So, I turned you into a project,” he went on. “‘Cause I know you can care. You wouldn’t be out here if you didn’t, yeah? So I mean… If I can change, I don’t see why you can’t.”


 


  And then, as the seconds crawled by once again, there was only silence. Riley’s wistful mood began to evaporate. He couldn’t see Mergo’s face to read his reaction, and now that there was no immediate answer, he found himself nervous to check. A single twitch of his muscles could show his aura again, could reveal the state of the churning ocean, but what if it was worse? What if all that had just gone on deaf ears? What if—


 


  “Of course you don’t,” he murmured, then his chains rattled once again as Mergo let out a deep, weary sigh. “You really are an idiot, you know that?”


 


  Riley blinked, breathless, then slowly let a smile slip. A snort turned into a chuckle, then a fit of laughter as a grin cracked across his muzzle, and a sense of relief flooded over him. “
  
    Damn right
  
   I am.”


 


  And when there was no answer, Riley didn’t bother worrying. He didn’t feel the same tension in the air anymore. The pressure of the clock counting down to his demise was lessened. He’d gotten the kind of answer he would’ve heard back in Astraean.


 


  The question now though wasn’t as clear as that: wwould he do about this new variable? His plan of strategic improvising was still very, 
  
    very
  
   unlikely. Mergo could help in that regard, but even though he didn’t want to admit it, Riley would have to be stupid to trust him completely. And he could only afford so much stupidity.


 


  If he wanted out of this, he needed to set Mergo’s sights on something else instead. And Riley did have an idea. He’d been hesitant before. If it didn’t work, it could… well, Riley didn’t know. He didn’t tell Nera anything for that very same reason. If Mergo knew about what his dad had been doing, just what would happen?


 


  Riley took a deep breath, pushed his elbows off the ground, and clumsily got to his feet while wrestling with the chains around his neck. He could see into the cell across from his. The Gallade was slumped against the wall, still restrained, still blindfolded, but now staring up at the ceiling with his mouth open just a sliver.


 


  He glanced down the hall to check if the coast was clear, but he gasped when he saw his answer. The Scrafty was marching down the hall with a purpose, her natural sneer somehow even more disgusted and brimming with contempt. Her eyes locked with Riley’s as if she was wishing him dead with her thoughts alone.


 


  There was no time.


 


  “
  
    Hey
  
  ,” Riley half-wishepred, half-shouted as he press his muzzle through the slot in the door. “I don’t have time, but— he knew.”


 


  For a second, Mergo remained still as he tried to process that. There were many ‘he’s and many things to know, but it only took that single second for something to click, and his head fell back to stare vaguely in Riley’s direction. “… What?” he asked. “Who do you—”


 


  “You 
  
    know
  
   what I’m talking about,” Riley cut in. “Just—”


 


  “Quit your fucking whispering,” the Scrafty snarled. She lurched forward and snatched the end of Riley’s choke chain that snaked out the other side of the door. She pulled back on it and twisted her body. In one fierce motion it tightened around his neck, cutting him off and pulling him down to his knees. He tried to gasp but nothing got through. Fresh cuts and bruises on his neck started to burn again.


 


  And she held it. Riley grimaced as his skull felt tighter and tighter. He tried to move his hands to the chain, but his stockade held them firm. And the seconds crawled by. He glared up through the slot in the door to see her staring down at him with a primal, deep-rooted anger.


 


  “W-wait.” Mergo’s chains shook again as he lurched to his feet. “What do you think you’re doing? We were talking.”


 


  The Scrafty paid him no mind as she leaned closer to Riley. Through gritted teeth she growled, “Why did you have to be here?”


 


  Confusion and panic. Riley could hardly muster a thought longer than five words. Splittle started to drip from his jaws as he moved his neck closer to the door, hoping for a bit of slack, an inch to breathe, but there was none.


 


  And she pulled a little more. The side of Riley’s head cracked into the cold steel. He could feel his eyes rolling into the back. Fear. Fear and anger was all he could muster. A part of him thought about trying to find the Violent Seed and swallowing it then and there, but his throat wouldn’t open.


 


  “You were talking about that thief friends of yours, right? Well, bring him on,” she rasped. “I’ll wring his slimy neck myself. I’m not letting you parasites tear this place apart.”


 


  “
  
    Hey!
  
  ” Mergo roared, and he kicked at the door as hard as he could. “I still need him, damn it. Let him go this instant or I will gut you where you stand.”


 


  That got her attention. The Scrafty turned away from Riley, giving him the 
  
    faintest
  
   bit of slack, and the boy gasped for air. His chest puffed out as he collapsed into a coughing fit, unable to see them anymore. Clarity came back to him with each breath. Of course they wouldn’t kill him yet, but 
  
    fuck
  
   was he getting close to passing out. What the hell had provoked her?


 


  “Fine then,” she growled, then let go of Riley’s chain. He took his opportunity and scrambled away from the door as he wiped the spit away. “You were about to get your turn anyways, princeling. I never thought I’d get a chance like this in my whole life.” And then to punctuate that, she raised an arm and slid the slot in Riley’s door closed. The metal was thick. He heard muffled voices, another knock, but nothing concrete.


 


  After he had a moment to recover, he twitched his aura sensors again, but he could not breach the door. And there was nothing close to his window. Nothing. Riley was alone again. His neck ached and bled, his arms were shaking, and he could hardly hear anything over his pounding heart and his frantic gasps.


 


  When he had another moment to settle, he poked around in his mouth with his tongue. One, two, three… four. All the seeds were still there, by some miracle, with the violent seed tucked away on its own side. Should he use it now?


 


  “No,” he whispered to himself, then raised his head to look out the window. The sun was still up. Mergo would have to wait. It didn’t feel right to just sit there, since if it weren’t for that banging at the door he’d probably be blacked out, but he needed more time. Not only to adjust his plan, but to wait and hope for that seed to take root.



  



  …


 


  “It just keeps getting worse and worse.”


 


  Markus traced his thumb over a thin, aged cigarette that he cradled in his hand. He was huddled in a cramped nook behind some emergency supplies, and he hadn’t moved in hours. His knees were starting to ache. His other hand held a tiny luminescent crystal in a closed fist. When he opened it, its faint glow would illuminate the map they had procured on the ground in front of him, as would Festuum by his side.


 


  He was roughly forty hours without sleep. Markus wanted to drift off during the day, and Festuum had urged him as well, but he was restless. Every little thing that Festuum learned through his Substitutes just made him more and more worried. He kept thinking about the plan again and again and again, each time a little different from the last.


 


  “It was supposed to be a basic extraction.” He was quiet, of course, but just as intense as he always was. “Get in, get out, cover our tracks. But then they sent a courier. And then we find the kid’s friends by sheer fuckin’ luck, and we rope them into it. Then we see Riley’s one step away from being in an iron maiden, and we can’t get close enough to tell him anything. And 
  
    now
  
  , that fucking Psychic is right next to him.”


 


  Festuum nodded. “That does seem to be the case.”


 


  His thumb kept stroking over the cigarette. The paper had yellowed like an old book, and the aroma was a ghost of its former self. After all those years it probably wasn’t even safe to use anymore. All that time away had freed him from its clutches, though the journey wasn’t easy. Even still, Markus remembered its taste, and by holding it and drawing forth a memory, he felt just the slightest bit more at ease.


 


  “Operations are supposed to be simple,” he whispered. “Get in and get out as fast as you can. Minimize variables. Because the more there are, and the longer you have, shit’s gonna go off the rails.”


 


  Festuum shrugged. “I don’t remember a single operation that went smooth before,” he said. “Why would this?”


 


  “Because you’d think the world would get tired of—”


 


  Markus bit himself off. He could feel himself starting to get heated again. In truth, he was terrified. It was no question: if they were caught, Markus didn’t stand a chance. The only reason he was even in there at all was because he’d likely be spotted by that flying patrol. Anyone there could kill him with the ease that he could kill a mouse. He had to focus. Fear was a tool to temper his judgement.


 


  “… I just don’t like this,” he went on. “The Psychic especially. He managed to see through all those tricks with my tracks, 
  
    and
  
   he caught up that fast? With enough time to stop and evolve? I don’t buy that.”


 


  Slowly, Festuum nodded again. His mind could only be stretched so far as his other bodies ran about. “I’m trying to keep an eye out,” he answered. “Haven’t found anything yet though. He might be having just as much bad luck as us.”


 


  “Or he might be right where he wants to be,” Markus countered. “He’s clever enough for a plan like that, and there’s already a million unknowns.”


 


  “But he’s also stubborn enough to charge in and get himself screwed over,” Festuum answered. “It’s a coin toss.”


 


  Markus clicked his tongue. “I hate coin tosses,” he grumbled, rubbing his thumb along the aged cigarette. Every time he ran it along the old paper, feeling the many dents and imperfections it had gathered, the give of the filter, he would remember just how long it had been. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “Just— tell me what you see.”


 


  “Aye aye.”


 


  Festuum was stretching his resources thin. He had three other Substitutes skulking around in the shadows and the tunnels, and they’d been active for almost a full day now. They were silent and only moved when Festuum was sure it was safe. Through their eyes Festuum had seen and reported much, but actually being able to do something was another case altogether. Sneaking into the guest quarters where they kept Riley’s friends was difficult in and of itself. Doing anything more than watching from a distance though was just asking for trouble. And they couldn’t afford any more gambles.


 


  But now, it was dusk. The last traces of light were fading away beyond the distant mountains to the west, and everything was swallowed up in the deep indigo of the desert night. Clouds to the south were rolling in, too. Soon it would be even darker. It was just one step away from ideal, but time was ticking.


 


  One Substitute had his eyes on the central spire topped with a great clay pot, watching the light through the bottom window continue to burn as Captain Nera sat at the great dining table. Doing what, he didn’t dare get close enough to know. Another was in the tunnels close to the soldiers’ quarters, keeping an ear open to hear what they were up to. Today they seemed to be in hushed but urgent conversation, and Festuum listened to it with passive interest as if it were a radio broadcast. “I’m telling you, none of this is adding up. That kid’s no good. He never should have ended up here in the first place.”


 


  And the third saw the prisoners’ spire on the northern edge of the mesa. He’d been watching the skies for moving shapes for a long while from the shadows of a tunnel in the nearby cliff. The Flygon had roosted an hour before, but who knew when she would take off again? But it had been quiet for a while now. And every fifteen minutes that went by, he’d mentally curse his caution for keeping him from accomplishing the mission already. He took a deep breath and advanced.


 


  His frog legs pushed off the stone as hard as he could, and he abruptly sprang into the air. His tongue unraveled and shot to the opposite cliff-face, clinging to it and pulling Festuum further. With a careful twist in the air he slung himself up and around to the top, where he braced and caught himself on all-fours without a single sound. A feather wished it could fall as silently as he could. Even if there had been anyone up there, he’d remain a ghost.


 


  He gave one last look about. A dim, steady light in the bottom floor of the spire illuminated a barred window, but he couldn’t see anyone inside through such a narrow opening. The winds were getting cold, which meant that everyone sane was inside. The skies were empty save for the stars and the half moon, which was just on the verge of being covered in the clouds of the approaching storm. Satisfied, he pressed onward.


 


  “Cloud cover’s twenty minutes away, give or take,” the real Festuum whispered. “Looks like a real bastard, too. Should give us cover for at least an hour and a half.”


 


  Markus clicked his tongue. “Assuming it doesn’t break early.”


 


  Festuum rolled his eyes. It was the most expression he’d shown in hours. “You know, you really need to reign in that boundless optimism of yours.”


 


  “Bite me.”


 


  The Substitute was a mere fifteen yards from the tower, close enough to make out details in the windows. After scouting them, there seemed to be four cells altogether, and one of them had a single bar filed off. He mustered a thin smile. 
  
    Classic
  
  , Festuum mouthed, then looked to the others. He’d have to get higher off the ground if he wanted to find anything. He had to get closer.


 


  Much the same as before, he crouched down and jumped high into the air. And his luck, it seemed, had turned for the better. Festuum could just glimpse the top of a small blue head against the door, bound in some kind of stockade. His eyes were shut. Resting, he assumed? Hopefully he wouldn’t mind—


 


  But then he saw something else move in the corner of his eye. From the light of the moon something emerged, a pale and silvery white descending like a diving hawk. He saw first the claws, dark like the night sky, then the crescent horn, and then the eyes. And Festuum knew it was too late. He could only manage a single, disbelieving “Ki’Rhan…” before the distance was closed.


 


  Abby collided with him head-on, claws raking into his shoulder blades and jaws clamping down around his windpipe. Festuum let out a silent scream as he was dragged back down to earth. He struggled to send an elbow flying back, but there was no time. The two crashed and tumbled, scuffing themselves in the process, but Abby remained on top. And he made sure to put every bit of weight he had into pinning Festuum down.


 


  “I can’t let you do that,” he whispered. “I remember that you’re a tricksy one. I can’t trust you with even an inch to breathe.”


 


  And Festuum couldn’t move. Each and every one of his bodies locked up as fear gripped him just as tight as Abby’s fangs. He remembered this feeling. No matter how long it had been, no matter how real the body was, he would never forget those fangs. There was only an instant of silence, yet it felt as if time had frozen.


 


  “Just wait right where you are,” Abby continued. His teeth pressed harder, harder, making a show of it all as he pierced the skin. Tiny jets of white smoke that made equally tiny hisses formed from the wounds. “Do that and I won’t have to do… 
  
    this
  
  .” And with one snap of his jaws, Abby bit clean through, tearing through the flesh as it dissolved into haze. Festuum opened his mouth to let out a suppressed cry as he balled up his hands into fists, but all that came out was a plume of smoke as a snapped piece of wood fell to the mesa floor. And in that same instant, all the senses that came through that Substitute were gone.


 


  “Hey.” Markus’s thoroughly-wrapped hand grabbed Festuum by the shoulder and shook him. His fingers had parted enough to let some of the light from the gem slip out. He could see Festuum a little more clearly, and Festuum could see the seeds of fear taking root in Markus as he stared him dead-on. “You’re shaking. Out with it.”


 


  And Festuum swallowed. His folded hands were indeed shaking as he reached up towards his neck, and his fingers slithered under his scarf to feel his skin. Even though there were no wounds there, he could still feel the phantom bite. Again. And more horrifying still was the realization that those very fangs were still close. Within a thousand feet, and he couldn’t see them anymore.


 


  Festuum drew in a deep breath as he tried to steady himself, and somewhat succeeded. “It’s… It was Ki’Rhan,” he murmured, and he could see the color drain from Markus’s face. “I was advancing to make contact with Riley, but he… He dove down from somewhere and bit through my neck.”


 


  And once again, there was silence. Markus tightened his grip around Festuum’s shoulder, then pulled back away to his side. “… Ki’Rhan,” Markus echoed with a grim horror. “The Lordblade? Are you certain?”


 


  Hesitantly, Festuum nodded. He wished it wasn’t so.


 


  Gritting his teeth, Markus clenched a fist again, trapping the light from the gem as he fought off the urge to swear. He was losing. In the darkness, Festuum could see Markus squeeze his eyes shut and bang his head against the back wall. 
  
    Fuck
  
  , he mouthed, amongst many other unsightly things. “I 
  
    knew
  
   that damned Psychic was planning something.”


 


  Festuum let out a sigh. “Yeah. I… He’s guarding that tower. We’re not making it there without a fight.”


 


  “We’re fucked.” Markus dropped the gem and ran his hands through his hair, scratching at his scalp as he went. He was shivering. “The kid’s fucked. We’re fucked. Everything’s fucked. Even if by some miracle we make it out of here, we’re gonna be hunted down like dogs.” His nails found his way to his jaw and started digging in. “It’s a fucking 
  
    Lordblade
  
  , man, we’re—”


 


  “
  
    Hey
  
  .” Festuum snatched his wrist and pulled it towards him. The resolve he upheld was a fleeting one, and they both knew it, but he stood strong all the same. “I know that. I… I know what they do,” he proclaimed. “I’m not gonna pretend that this… isn’t bad, but, we 
  
    do
  
   have a way out of here.”


 


  “He caught you before, man,” Markus whispered. “And now he’s here along with 
  
    everything else
  
   that’s gone wrong. How can you honestly say that?”


 


  Festuum frowned. It was true. He would’ve reacted the same way if Markus hadn’t done it first, but people were depending on him. He took another deep breath to steady himself, and this one worked less than the last, yet it was enough to press on just a little further.


 


  “Three things,” he answered, then held up a single finger. “If he jumped at me while trying to get to the tower, that means he’s playing goalie. He doesn’t want us to reunite with the kid, so for now, we’re free to move as we please. He never liked working with others, so I don’t imagine he’d get much… 
  
    help
  
   for his hunt. And two.” Festuum raised a second finger. “They aren’t supposed to be here either. So if things 
  
    do
  
   go south, it’s not gonna be us versus the world. We’re not big threats. They’ll probably focus on each other.”


 


  “But we’d still have to sneak around them,” Markus countered, speaking quickly. The toe of his boot unconsciously tapped, tapped, tapped against the crate in front of him. “We can’t do that if we’re caught up in the crossfire. And I can 
  
    guarantee you
  
   that Absol’s gonna slink away. And when he does, we’re doomed. We’re fucked.”


 


  And with a shake of his head, Festuum raised his third finger. “If we want out of here, we’re going to have to kill him. More specifically… you will.”


 


  His boot stopped, and Markus whipped his head around to stare his friend dead-on in a mixture of bewilderment and utter horror. Speech had escaped him. With his beard unkempt and his hair falling into wild, sweaty locks around his face, he’d devolved into a caveman as he tapped his finger on his chest.


 


  Festuum nodded. He balled his hands into fists and rested them on his knees.


 


  Markus vehemently shook his head as he backed further into the corner.


 


  “Look, can you—” Biting himself off, Festuum closed his eyes as he tried for a third time to steady his nerves. It worked even less, but he was able to become quiet again. “… I can’t do it myself,” he admitted. “He sees through my tricks. And if anyone from the fort went after him, they would go to subdue, and he’d likely escape. Markus, you… You’re the 
  
    only
  
   one who has a chance of killing him. You’re the only one who can secure everyone’s safety.”


 


  “Or we can just leave Riley for them and hope they won’t follow,” Markus answered automatically. 


 


  Far too automatically. Festuum narrowed his eyes as his mouth hung a sliver ajar, watching Markus’s face as he slowly realized what he said. Fear was washed away by a creeping sense of shame. His shivering hand rubbed up his bandaged arm and slowly, slowly gripped his own skin tighter. The cigarette was permanently scarred with a dozen crinkles. A few rips in places showed the expired tobacco within.


 


  And slowly, Markus let out a sigh. “It’s… Go,” he murmured. Festuum’s expression softened as he raised a brow, and Markus proceeded to make a few explanatory gestures. “If it’s a race, then we can’t let them go through with their plans either. Force them to think on their feet and catch them on our terms.”


 


  “You mean to ring the dinner bell?”


 


  Eyes squeezed shut with frustration, Markus nodded. “As… as loud as you can,” he murmured. “How much longer until the storm comes in?”


 


  A brief pause. “Roughly fifteen minutes.”


 


  Clicking his tongue, Markus shook his head and very, 
  
    very
  
   cautiously stood up. Fresh blood flowed into his aching legs, and he leaned against the wall for a moment as he regained feeling in his lower half. “It’s too early,” he grumbled, taking the gear he’d set beside him and reattaching it piece by piece. “But we don’t have a choice. The damned Psychic might be waiting for it too.”


 


  Festuum stood up as well, sleuthing towards the storage unit’s door and pressing his ear against it. He waited, one, two, three, four… Nothing. Not even wind. He glanced back to the silhouette of Markus he could just barely make out in the gem’s glow. “Are… Are you ready for this?” he asked trepidly.


 


  “Hell no,” Markus spat, yet shouldered the rest of his gear and followed anyways.


  



56. No Fortunate Son


    
    
  It frustrated Nera most that, of everything going through her head, a sense of deep regret haunted her most. More than all the enemy pieces in place and waiting, more than all the unknown and shadowy variables like the thief, more than the occasional doubtful glance that few of her subordinates were giving her this past hour, it was the fact that the stage was even there to be set that she couldn’t shrug off.


 


  
    Does any of this seem right to you?
  


 


  If she knew what she did now, her answer would have been different, but Nera had only been a squire. She hadn’t seen what her world would be. If she’d just known better, if she’d seen what had been right in front of her face, then none of 
  
    this
  
   would be happening.


 


  Thunder rumbled outside the dining room window. As Nera watched the approaching storm, she couldn’t help but remember a similar storm from eleven autumns ago. She remembered the sandstorm underneath the turbulent black clouds approaching the city, and she remembered seeing her mother look back at her one last time with an infant Jade in her arms, and uncle Pell standing in the streets behind her staring solemnly into the storm.


 


  
    Then I… I cannot stay. Find me when you are ready. I’m sorry.
  


 


  Lightning flashed. One, two… Thunder rattled her windows. On the frigid winds came the occasional flakes of snow interspersed with all the sand. A few hit the glass, only to melt from Nera’s crown.


 


  The universe screamed at her that this was the wrong thing to do, and Nera heard each and every warning. She was increasingly dreading the coming hours and days the more she thought about it, and yet, Nera still wouldn’t back down. She knew she’d regret it far more if she fell into line yet again.


 


  Someone knocked at the front door, and Nera didn’t bother to turn. “It’s unlocked,” she called. Porus usually came in at about this time, and indeed, when the door swung open there was a Flygon standing with her wings folded back. But Nera saw from her peripheries that she wasn’t alone. Behind Porus was Houndoom, and in the faint moonlight Nera could see concealed worry in her eyes.


 


  “Good evening, Captain,” Porus sounded off. “You weren’t at supper. You ate, correct?”


 


  “I did.” A cold bowl of lentil soup still sat at the head of the table, only partially touched. Nera didn’t have much of an appetite. “I’ll compliment Maractus in the morning when I return my bowl.”


 


  And that was about as much small talk as she could stomach at the moment. If there was anything she liked about this place, it was that she could just cut to the chase without worrying about pleasantries. Nera turned away from the window and folded her arms behind her. “And what of you?” she asked Houndoom. “Might you need anything?”


 


  “Oh, uh, yes,” she answered, lowering her head a sliver. “I just, uh… wanted to ask you something. About the other night.”


 


  Subtly Nera shifted her gaze to Porus, who was keeping a perfectly straight and proper face as she entered the dining room. It was just the kind of face they’d been trained to make back in training. Full marks. Were this anywhere else, Porus’s superiors would no doubt be impressed, but out here it only meant bureaucracy was rearing its ugly head again. And Nera was already finding her patience thin.


 


  “If you’re here to ask for forgiveness,” she said, returning her attention to Houndoom, “there’s no need. It was my fault for not having heavier security. I knew humans were crafty, yet chose to underestimate him anyways.”


 


  Houndoom shook her head in response, though Nera noticed her posture relax just a bit. At least some burden was eased. “That’s good to know, but that’s not it. Actually, it was that last thing you said. Because he…” She looked away briefly. “He came in and stole his possessions back from your room, didn’t he?”


 


  Slowly, Nera nodded. “He grabbed the scarf, yes,” she answered cautiously. Why did it feel like they were setting a trap?


 


  “A-and when you responded, you were alert,” Houndoom added. “You kept saying not to hurt him, and you held back with your flames. And it all had me wondering after the fact. Captain, did…” She took a breath to recalibrate herself. Nera could tell she felt small in this company, but she needed to get this off her chest. “Did he say anything to you?”


 


  “No.” She didn’t lift her gaze away, for something told her that Porus was studying her. “I heard the window open and woke up. He uttered a curse and jumped, and I followed, calling Dechina for support. He said a few things, but nothing of any substance.”


 


  Houndoom frowned. “Then why would you be so adamant on not hurting him? I thought I heard that he flung sand in your eyes.”


 


  Folding her arms across her chest, Nera turned back to the window. A sharp exhale fogged one of the panes. “He still looks a lot like how I knew Jade,” she admitted. “It was my first instinct to avoid harming his body further. I apologize.” It wasn’t pleasant to say that out loud, but what was written between the lines they were reading was even worse. And as much as Nera wanted to avoid it, Porus just 
  
    had
  
   to voice it.


 


  “And what of everything today, Captain?” her lieutenant asked. “The human’s friends, and the son of the Guildmaster— them being here is asking for trouble. Shouldn’t we escort… at least 
  
    some
  
   of them away?”


 


  “It would divide our strength,” Nera countered, which was true. “If we had enough help around here, perhaps that would work, but we only have ten heads. And those three Durant are barely more help than if they were Wildies.”


 


  Porus narrowed her eyes behind her visor. “So we just wait for something ill-fated to happen?”


 


  “We wait for our superiors to tell us what to do.” Nera tapped, tapped, tapped at her forearm, tiny sparks flaring on her knuckle. “I thought you were used to how the system works in Implentur. Before too long, someone with a fancier title than all of us will tell us how to proceed.” Some of the sparks flew up and into the window, meeting where the snowflakes kissed the glass and refracting through their strange crystalline structure. “For now, though? For now… As long as everyone is where I can see them, that gives me some degree of control.”


 


  “‘Control?’” Houndoom echoed. She bumped the door shut and sat her rump down on the floor. “Captain, pardon me for speaking out of turn, but we don’t know if this is something to even 
  
    be 
  
  controlled. This is getting worse by the hour, and— and even more than usual it’s impossible to see what you’re thinking.”


 


  “I think that of my available options, I’d rather have them under watch than running around, able to convey information to whoever hasn’t been accounted for,” Nera answered curtly. The ‘we’ in that sentence, however, was not lost on her. Her soldiers were talking. And Porus, too— she was listening. Waiting.


 


  Houndoom dropped her head. She glanced up briefly to the lieutenant, then to the captain, both of which stood as silent monuments. For someone covered in bony protrusions, she looked awfully timid. “… Nera,” she whispered. In the light of the crown Houndoom’s eyes pleaded with her. “Are we really going to kill him?”


 


  And she froze. Nera had her lie formed, but something in Houndoom’s voice kept her from voicing it. Her frustration dimmed. The storm got closer as Nera watched star by star vanish behind the clouds. A flash of lightning, and thunder followed almost immediately.


 


  
    So it isn’t just me
  
  , Nera thought. It made sense that a bleeding heart like hers would see it the same, but she couldn’t count on more. Most of the others had been hardened by the Spire. Hell, Nera herself thought it all insane. If she—


 


  Noise. The thought died then and there as Nera turned her head to the stairs. It was faint, but she thought she heard the rifling of papers, and… wind. The wind was louder up there.


 


  “Captain?” said Porus. “Is something—”


 


  “Why did I have to open my 
  
    damn mouth?
  
  ” Nera growled, then wasted no time before breaking into a sprint. Behind her they called their objections, but she paid them no mind, pivoting to ascend the stairs almost as if she were flying. Soon she could hear them both following, but she was focused on the wind, and chill she could feel as she approached her room. The window was open. Nera never opened her window.


 


  She twisted the doorknob and threw the whole thing open, and it was just as she feared: the thief. The papers now scattered on the floor flapped in the breeze as snow fell into her room. The door to her wardrobe clicked shut as a Greninja darted his head to stare at her, and the two locked eyes. He had Riley’s bag shouldered, and she could just see the end of the scarf tucked inside.


 


  Nera began to advance, but Festuum was swift. Shadows coalesced into a solid shape, continuing to morph as he hurled it forward. Something sharp stung into Nera’s knee, and she winced and staggered to the side, catching herself on the edge of the desk. It was a rose. And while Nera recovered, Festuum jumped back to the open window. Something else smaller formed in his hand.


 


  “We meet at last,” he said, then threw it onto the ground. A cloud of black smoke burst apart and filled the room, swallowing the light as the wind whipped it around. Nera growled and launched a blast of fire from her fist, but it hit nothing.


 


  “No you 
  
    don’t!
  
  ” Porus exclaimed from behind. She kicked off the ground and beat her wings as hard as she could until they buzzed a droning buzz. A powerful gale of shredding sands tore through the corridor and carried the smoke away, as well as several of the papers and throwing Nera’s sheets across the room. And the thief was nowhere to be seen. A streak of water on the floor and windowsill marked his exit.


 


  “
  
    Ngh.
  
  ” Nera plucked the rose and tossed it aside as it evaporated into a black haze. It hadn’t done much serious damage, but it didn’t need to. She recovered and ran over to the window, gripping the sides as she scanned the surrounding area for 
  
    anything
  
  , but all movement was lost behind the flakes of snow whirling in the howling winds.


 


  Porus’s buzzing soared past her as she swooped through the window, struggling to stay stable in the snow. Each flake against her scales was a tiny bite. She flew to the left, then to the right… nothing. “If you still have any of that control you were talking about, now would be the time to take it,” she challenged through gritted teeth.


 


  Before Nera could do anything more than shoot a glare back, Houndoom ran up behind her and sniffed at the spot which Festuum had stood, then at the air outside. “Curse this storm,” she muttered. “It’ll be impossible to find his scent—“


 


  An explosion. From the eastern canyon came a rumble and a burst of bright fire and smoke. The cliff-face shuddered and broke away, dropping slabs of stone to the ground below. The smoke kept pouring. Something continued to burn.


 


  “… Is…” Houndoom shuddered, breathing out a puff of sparks. “Are we being invaded?”


 


  “It’s too visible,” Porus proclaimed, shaking her head adamantly. “It must be a distraction, or something else of the sort. They couldn’t just…”


 


  “Dechina!” Nera roared, and from atop the spire the great clay pot had awoken. Its arms and legs extended from its body as its head poked out. Soft golden glows formed its eyes and the spiraling crests on its shoulders and wrists. A low, ancient reverb echoed across the mesa as the automaton awoke. “Prowl for intruders! Restrain anyone who hasn’t been attuned to you!”


 


  “
  Prowling
  ,” it echoed. The spire shook as the heavy form of the Golurk stood upright. It would never stop surprising Nera with just how much power was within the bound spirit’s vessel. In fact…


 


  “And if you see the Riolu from last night out of his cell,” she called, “ensure that you don’t injure him further.” And from the corners of her vision, she could see the shock on her subordinates’ faces.


 


  “
  Understood.
  ” With little else, it sprang from the top of the spire with all the might it could muster. Loose bits of stone fell from the walls and ceiling. Nera saw the trail of fire from its lower half streak across the sky as the Golurk started the prowl.


 


  And as it passed them by, Porus turned from it to Nera with a boiling fury. “
  
    Really?!
  
  ” she exclaimed. “Does that 
  
    really
  
   matter right now?!”


 


  “Does… that go for us as well?” Houndoom asked. There was an uncertainty in her voice that poorly masked her quiet relief.


 


  “
  
    Yes
  
  ,” Nera stressed, answering both. “I don’t want the human harmed. And with a bound spirit that has no judgement of its own, that’s an important distinction to make. But right now you should be concerned with alerting the rest of the fort.”


 


  Porus gritted her teeth and pulled at her antennae. The light from the orb was fading now, whatever guests it may or may not have brought already in place. “There are 
  
    bigger things to worry about
  
  , Captain,” she growled. “Why are you letting him get to you so much?!”


 


  Nera’s eye twitched. “
  
    You know what?
  
   Do as you please,” she scoffed, adjusting her stance and looking for a good place to jump to. “You haven’t thought for yourself in 
  
    all 
  
  the time I’ve known you, so I’m 
  
    ecstatic
  
   to see you turning around.”


 


  She heard the start of some indignant remark, but Nera paid it no mind and leapt from the window’s edge. A burst of flames propelled her though the cold air, and concentrated jets eased her landing as she rolled to the ground. A four-limbed gallop transitioned into an upright sprint as she focused on the prison tower.


 


  Over her shoulder she cast one quick glance. Houndoom was gone from the window, and Porus was whipping around to extinguish the flames. The Golurk had disappeared somewhere— likely into one of the canyons. It was just enough to know she was going in without support. Yet as unfortunate as that was, Nera knew she had no other choice. She had to get there in time to stop the thief. 


 


  And yet, as fate would have it, someone else was already conducting a plan of their own.


 


  …


 


  “I 
  
    said 
  
  that I was thirsty.”


 


  Mergo’s voice just hardly made it through the partially-open slot in Riley’s door, which he listened to with dulled interest. He’d been saying something periodically for the past five minutes or so, each time getting a little bit louder and commanding. If it was some kind of code to communicate, it was lost on Riley.


 


  So instead, he fidgeted and watched the flakes of snow swirl outside his window. It was dark enough now. His tongue poked at the seed that was tucked against his left canines. Whenever he wanted, Riley could cast his die, and yet one little thing still held him in place.


 


  “Can you not hear me? I 
  
    need water
  
  , you glorified thug.”


 


  What to do with him? The time was here, but Riley still wasn’t certain if he’d gotten anywhere meaningful with him yet. If they escaped this fort together, how likely was it that he’d just end up being subdued and dragged away again? The odds seemed weighed against him. Even with what Riley had told him not an hour prior, he was more hostile than ever.


 


  “Unbelievable,” Mergo groaned, and his chains rattled. “I could tell by your stink that you don’t bother washing, but you can’t even be bothered to get the dust out of your ears?”


 


  Something banged against the halls— presumably the back of Scrafty’s head. “Are you 
  
    ever
  
   going to shut your mouth?” she growled. “I swear, if I have to, I’ll go in there and break your jaw.”


 


  Mergo audibly spat on the floor. “Please. The brat in the other cell hits harder than you do.”


 


  “‘Brat?’” Scrafty snorted. “Isn’t he the same age as you? Or did you just forget?”


 


  Riley’s ears fell flat. He’d been thinking the same thing, though he found no humor in it. If anyone else had been there to hear that, they would’ve just sighed and told him to go on alone. It was too much for Riley to deny.


 


  Even after that distinct partially-obscured look of recognition when Riley had told him, he was acting no different. If anything he was worse than ever before! It didn’t make sense.


 


  There was a short period of silence before Mergo spoke again. “So we’ve established that you can hear me,” he noted, and Scrafty let out a low, irritable groan. “I’m thirsty. I have journeyed across the desert with few provisions, and I need water. You 
  
    will
  
   give it to me. Don’t you know who I am?”


 


  “Yes, 
  
    your arrogance
  
  , I know who the 
  
    fuck
  
   you are,” she spat. “As if 
  
    anything about you
  
   makes it possible to miss.”


 


  “Right,” Mergo replied, as if that had been a proper and dignified answer. “I’m the son of the Guildmaster, and soon to be the Guildmaster himself. And you’re nothing but a lowborn. Do you understand 
  
    that?
  
  ”


 


  Riley blinked. ‘Lowborn?’ he mouthed. Since when had he put that much emphasis on his status? That…


 


  “‘Lowborn,’” Scrafty repeated through clenched teeth. A rueful chuckle echoed through the hallway. “You’re talking awfully big for someone who’s here by himself. You’re a long ways away from where that title of yours means a damned thing.” Her knuckles cracked. “A 
  
    real
  
   long ways.”


 


  And right there, Riley’s eyes opened a little wider as it finally clicked.


 


  “And you’re not exactly at home either,” Mergo countered. “I know what this place is. I know you’re not here by choice.”


 


  Slowly, carefully, Riley minded his restraints and stood up against the door. He held his breath. 
  
    Something 
  
  was about to happen, and he had to be ready.


 


  “The Crimson Spire is a penal post. You aren’t even good enough to use as a tactical distraction in the fights against Scizor, so they keep you here, sixty miles from the nearest town to—”


 


  Scrafty cut in, “Quit running your mouth—”


 


  “
  
    To waste away
  
  ,” Mergo roared, undeterred. “What did you even do to end up here? Who did you disappoint? Do you even remember, or have you been here so long that you’ve forgotten about whatever drove you?”


 


  A brief pause. Riley could hear her holding her breath as she grinded her teeth. It was working. He didn’t need his sensors to imagine what her aura would look like. He was playing with serious fire. Even Riley wanted to tell him to shut it.


 


  When no answer came, Mergo seized the opening and continued to push. “I was wrong to call you just a lowborn. Obviously you had a chance if you were a candidate to be a knight, yet you squandered it. Hate me all you want, but at least I’m not content to remain as garbage.” He spat onto the floor in disgust. “Now 
  
    get me. A glass. Of water.
  
  ”


 


  Riley winced, and then winced again as Scrafty’s fist crashed into the wall. Hurried footsteps marched forward with the intent to kill. Her low, raspy snarl swept through the hallway, and the luminescent plates flickered. And Mergo made not a single sound.


 


  “I’m gonna make you regret each and every word you just said,” she seethed, picking the right key to jam it into the lock. “I’ve put up with your guild of righteous tyrants for the 
  
    last
  
   time. I’m gonna rip—”


 


  Fire and thunder and smoke burst from Mergo’s cell with one magnificent roar. A violent explosion tore the door off its hinges, throwing Scrafty to the floor and crashing into Riley’s own. With something between a shriek and a cry Riley was flung off his feet and further into his cell. The choke chain constricted around his neck, and he choked as he tumbled and banged his head around. His vision blurred, his ears rang.


 


  Mergo shouted something, Scrafty exclaimed something else. He could hear the sounds of kicks and chains as a messy brawl began in a cloud of dust.


 


  
    A bomb
  
  , Riley thought to himself, shaking his head as he tried to roll back over. 
  
    How does he have a bomb?
  


 


  Senses evening out, Riley got to one knee and glanced over his shoulder, which wasn’t an easy task with his stockade still on. Somehow Mergo had managed to get his blindfold off of one eye and was throwing kick after kick. Scrafty’s head was bleeding, her dodges and deflections sluggish, but each one was getting better than the last. She shook her head, covering the walls and doors with little red droplets, before throwing out her own attacks. And with his arms still chained behind his back, his defense was limited.


 


  It was time. Riley maneuvered his tongue to pull the violent seed between his teeth, only to find nothing there.


 


  A pit formed in his stomach. Did he swallow one when he was flung? He didn’t feel any different, but maybe they had delayed effects. No. No no no, they had to still be there. He couldn’t have wasted them. If they were gone, then he wasn’t getting out of there. They 
  
    had
  
   to— there!


 


  Riley lunged to the edge of his leash’s radius and brushed a pile of wet seeds closer to him with his foot. Four of them, thank god, all covered in dust and sand. Now that he had the Violent Seed, he could…


 


  The pit in his stomach hadn’t even had time to fade before it redoubled. They all looked the same. If he could have moved his arms he probably would’ve pulled fistfuls of fur right off his head.


 


  He turned around again. Scrafty’s raised arms blocked most of Mergo’s kicks, and as much as he kept his spacing and deflected with his knees and shin, her whiffed blows still left cracks in the wall. She was frothing with rage. It was only a matter of time before she shattered his ribs.


 


  And then he looked back at the seeds. The same size, the same general shape. Only one of them would help. Did he gamble? A one-in-four shot was preferable to a guaranteed death. It would be stupid, but being too cautious was equally stupid. Which one looked most like the one that…


 


  He stopped. A brief undulation in the dust let more light seep through, and Riley could see the seeds a bit better. They had different colors. Faintly, but they were different shades of tannish red. Hope was there, but it was dim. He’d grabbed them in the dark and hadn’t gotten a chance to look at them properly. If he could just…


 


  Riley whirled around and ran over to his partially-bent door. The fight had continued down the hall, backing Mergo into a corner, but as Scrafty lunged forward with a wild haymaker, he jumped and spun over her and delivered a heavy kick to the back of her head. She staggered, but she was far from out of it.


 


  “
  
    Hey!
  
  ” Riley called, and Mergo barely turned his head to offer him an ear. “What color is a violent seed?!”


 


  “What—” Mergo started, but stopped as he immediately went on the defensive. A frost-coated fist missed him by half an inch as Scrafty went into a frenzy of attacks, forcing him back. She overextended and presented an opening, which Mergo took fully with a high kick to her chin. She groaned and staggered back. “Why are you asking me this?”


 


  “For the love of—” Riley bared his fangs as he clenched his paws into tight fists, and he kicked at the door hard. “Just answer me! What color?!”


 


  Mergo grimaced. “They’re maroon, alri— 
  
    ngh!
  
  ” As he tried to jump back, she stomped down on his ankle, pinning him. With a devious sneer she tucked her head and dove into his torso, knocking the wind out of him and throwing him down. She jumped down on top of him as she started wailing on him, and Mergo tried his best to push her away.


 


  “Maroon,” Riley repeated, then nodded his head as he slid back in front of the seeds again. He needed to hurry. The two on the left were the same lighter color, which meant it had to be one of the other two, which were a faded reddish brown. And one was just a bit darker than the other. Maroon, maroon…


 


  Frantic, Riley turned back again. “What the hell is maroon?!”


 


  “
  
    Why
  
   does it—” Mergo choked. His knees were pushed into his chest as Scrafty loomed over him. She brought her fist back and slammed it into his stomach. Ice crawled over his flesh and seeped into his muscles. He let out a hiss of pain, and Scrafty brought back her fist again. “Hrrgh— 
  
    chestnut
  
  . Like a chestnut,” he growled. Just in time he raised his shin to protect his vitals. “You’d better be going some… where…” And then he trailed off.


 


  That one. Riley dipped his head down and swallowed the seed whole. And for a moment, nothing happened, and he waited with baited breath for the surge to come. He whirled around to his crumpled door. The sounds of the scuffle had come to a confused stop as the words had time to register.


 


  “There ain’t no way,” Scrafty murmured, pushing down on Mergo as she shot to her feet.


 


  “Wait—“ Mergo tried to trip her, but she merely stumbled before taking off. “Wait, Riley, 
  
    don’t.
  
  ”


 


  But it was already done. Riley felt his heart beat faster and faster in his chest. His limbs started to shake. In an instant the stockade on his neck weighed less than nothing. His own body weighed less than nothing. Something ignited in his chest as a burning heat consumed him from the inside. Thoughts were drowned out by a low, bestial snarl in the back of his skull.


 


  Baring his fangs, Riley pulled his arms apart with all his newfound might. The steel creaked and bent. One break formed, then another and another as the metal tore away. With a series of small, sharp pops in his wrist Riley ripped one paw free, then the other. Scrap scattered across the floor.


 


  The chain around his neck constricted and started to tear at his skin again as Scrafty pulled as hard as she could. Riley choked as he felt himself start to fall, but he steadied himself and grabbed it back. A sharp pain started burrowing in his forearm. Her eyes had shrank a little, fear emerging behind the frenzy. “
  
    Spit that out!
  
  ” she bellowed, peering just over the fold in the door.


 


  Veins popped as Riley roared back at her, and with one defiant twist backwards, he pulled the rest of the chain along with him. It snapped free of the door and whipped behind him like a parody of his scarf. Scrafty fell backwards against the opposite wall— an opening.


 


  Before he could even think about what he was doing, Riley vaulted over the door as the pieces of the stockade rained down around him. Aura flowed and swelled around his fist like a chaotic storm, swirling, swirling. “Choke on this!” he spat, and swung with everything he had straight for her sternum. She raised her arms just too slow. There was an audible crunch, a physical shock as Scrafty was thrown tumbling back into the wall of Mergo’s cell, shattering the stone and leaving an impact crater. Riley too went flying back, banging against the door as recoil shot up his arm. The smoke in the air whipped as a small wind stirred through the halls. A single blow, and all Scrafty could manage was a low, dry wheeze.


 


  And as the feeling of victory and elation came, so too did wave after wave of pain. His right arm was ablaze. He hissed and tried to move a digit, and immediately regretted it. He didn’t understand.


 


  “No no 
  
    no,” 
  
  Mergo growled. He ran as fast as he could, blindfold now fallen around his neck, and came to a skidding stop in front of him. His eyes were frantic and his breath haggard. “For the love of— 
  
    what
  
   did you do?!”


 


  “You’re 
  
    welcome
  
  ,” Riley hissed, clutching his arm tight. It was agonizing. His eyes squeezed shut as he bit back a cry of pain. “What… Why does it feel like she jammed a spike up my arm?” Did Scrafty know some kind counter technique?


 


  Mergo drew in a deep, deep breath to calm his nerves. It obviously didn’t work, and he marched off after Scrafty’s unconscious body. “Because the recoil broke your arm,” he said, and Riley bristled. “Stay still. You’ll make it worse.”


 


  “Wh-what?!” Riley exclaimed. He looked down at his arm. Had he ever broken it before? This type of pain was new to him, so he had to guess no, but from recoil of all things? It seemed impossible. It couldn’t be. Only an ache, yes, it had to be. He was sore. Soon the pain would fade, and then he could escape unhindered.


 


  “A Violent Seed will remove the limiter on your cores, giving you the full extent of the power you can produce,” Mergo explained. He examined Scrafty’s form carefully, found the keyring on a strap around her hip, then turned around to try and get it with his hands.


 


  “What…” Cores? Limiters? Why the hell was he making it sound like they were mech suits? This didn’t make sense. His arm was broken? What would happen if he kicked someone? Or jumped really far?


 


  “It didn’t sound 
  
    too
  
   terrible though, so I think we can mend it.” The key scraped against the lock as Mergo tried to get it open, but it was difficult without being able to see it directly. After a few attempts he got it in, the lock clicked, and the chains uncoiled from around his arms. A fierce psychic wind tore away the blindfold as Mergo flexed his arms and his fists. He was free and uninhibited.


 


  And Riley’s arm was still broken. As Mergo turned around to face and loom over him, the situation became dreadfully clear. He couldn’t take anything back.


 


  “Now.” Mergo kicked his chains away in distaste before giving Riley his full attention. “I need to be quick. Brace yourself, this is going to be uncomfortable,” he warned, and then started advancing.


 


  “W-w-
  
    wait
  
  .” Riley backed up a step, giving him a focused, insisting look. “Don’t. Brace for what? I told—”


 


  But he got no further. In the middle of his words he felt an invisible bug crawl down his esophagus and into his stomach. Panic and discomfort washed over him as he stumbled back against the wall. He felt like he was going to throw up, and before he could even process what the hell was happening, it was over. The invisible bug had what it needed and flew back up again, escaping through a coughing fit. It was done in about two seconds, and Riley half-collapsed as he gasped and spat and tried to hold himself together.


 


  His eyes struggled to focus on what had just emerged, and there he saw it: the seed, slick and dripping and partially split open. It spun a few times to shake most of it off before it flew into Mergo’s palm, who received it with a solemn, somewhat disgusted nod. “Good. Most of it won’t be in your system,” he noted. “Forgive me. It digests quickly, so I had to be prompt in removing it.”


 


  Riley blinked slowly as he caught his breath. In, then out. In, then out. He had to remind himself that it only 
  
    felt
  
   like he was being strangled. “… Sure,” he croaked. The growling in the back of his skull was slowly getting quieter, or perhaps that was just some sort of placebo. “I’m just… not gonna ask how you learned that.”


 


  A pause. As each second passed, Riley felt steadier and steadier, clearer and clearer, yet the pain would not ebb. A shiver ran up his spine as he held his broken arm tighter and held back curses. All the while, Mergo just stood there, staring off in thought as he tucked the seed into a loose fist.


 


  “… You said something earlier,” he noted, keeping his tone even. “You told me ‘he knew.’ That could mean a lot of things.” When Mergo turned, his footsteps reverberated through the empty halls. The cold wind from outside now seeped past the broken doors. “I’ll know if you’re lying to me, Riley. Explain what you’d meant.”


 


  Riley swallowed. The die had hit the table, and now it tumbled and rolled, its fate already decided. Now he had only to count his losses, whatever they might be.


 


  “I think you know,” he answered after a pause, and Mergo’s expression hardened. “I wouldn’t have made it a week if your dad hadn’t helped me. I never found out why, but he knew about me from the start and decided to help me. I think… No. Something’s going on back in Astraean, but I don’t think I can find out like this.”


 


  Silence. Mergo stood there with his arms folded across his chest, sizing Riley up. The die turned one final time, teetered on its edge…


 


  “… I see,” he whispered. “You’re earnest. Something really is afoot, then. The Guildma— Father…” His face tensed up with the weight of the truth, and Mergo clenched a loose fist, but he shook his head and let it fade away again. If anything, he suddenly looked more tired, like he was just told he could rest. “… Thank you for telling me.”


 


  And it landed weal. Riley let out a sigh of relief, and even through the pain he found himself smiling. “It’s a good start,” he said, raising a fist to playfully jab at Mergo’s side, “but you should—”


 


  
    Squueeeeaaak.
  


 


  A high, shrill, toy-like whine escaped Mergo’s mouth as he abruptly arched his back. His eyes went wide as he locked up. Slowly, his cheeks flushed pink.


 


  Struck with wonder, Riley froze too. There was no way that just happened, did it? It sounded just like a dog toy. Curious, he raised a paw and started to poke, only for Mergo to swat his hand away and start down the hall.


 


  “W-we have to hurry,” he explained, pretending like the last few seconds was nothing but a figment of the imagination. “They stowed my bag down below. I can mend your arm from there. When we escape from this place, I want to know everything you do. 
  
    Everything
  
  . And your companions, too, wherever they’re hiding.”


 


  The urge to press was strong, but Riley held back his smirk and pocketed the question for later. Now wasn’t the time. And besides, he raised something else of interest, and Riley dipped back in to grab the remaining seeds before following after him. Where was Festuum at? Unless he’d been caught too, wouldn’t he have tried to sneak into his window by now? How had Mergo beat him here?


 


  The soldiers had put Mergo’s bag in a chest that was both unguarded and easy to slash through. There were a few Oran Berries inside, and Mergo squeezed the juice over Riley’s broken elbow, letting it seep into his skin. It stung at first, but in a matter of seconds, the break started to mend, and for good measure Riley downed the now mostly-tasteless pulp and skin. He gave it a good test flex and nodded in approval. Not quite good as new, but he’d had bruises that hurt worse than this.


 


  Down one more tunnel lit by a tiny violet ember, and the two were brought to a cliffside platform in the middle of one of the canyons. A rope bridge crossed from one side to another, swaying back and forth in the frigid wind. Sand and snow whirled around them, buffeting their faces and forcing them to shield themselves. Thunder roared as lightning struck the sand outside the mesa, melting and twisting a patch into jagged glass. 


 


  “Ngh. What’s up with this weather?” Riley hissed. “It didn’t seem that bad from the window. Where is this coming from?”


 


  “The south,” Mergo noted dryly. “We can escape into it as it approaches. The conditions will make it difficult to pursue.”


 


  Riley’s ears twitched. “Just like that? Wouldn’t we just die out there if we don’t have enough supplies?”


 


  “Don’t concern yourself with that. My companion has plenty—”


 


  Bright orange light drew both of their gazes as blasts of fire rocketed from the top of the opposite cliff. Before Riley could even gasp, Mergo raised his palm and conjured four violet stars to his side. Each one raced out to meet the flames, bursting apart into purple and orange sparks as a cloud of smoke filled the space ahead of them.


 


  “Move,” Mergo instructed, but Riley was already on it. He leaned forward and broke into a run across the swaying bridgend towards the narrow path on the cliff for the other side.


 


  From the cloud of smoke burst Nera, the remnants of flames trailing from the soles of her feet as she propelled towards Mergo. With a fierce cry she plunged with a searing kick to Mergo’s right, which he jumped back to narrowly avoid. She threw out another flurry of searing punches as her knuckles smouldered. Two were deflected, but the third caught him in the chest and forced him to stagger backwards.


 


  “
  
    Get back inside!!
  
  ” Nera barked over her shoulder. She tried to advance, but Mergo recovered and kicked high at her chin, then followed it up with a series of slashes and jabs that carved through the air with deadly precision. Nera jumped back just in time to avoid the sharp edge of his blades.


 


  If that had been to Riley, he ignored it as he ran up the narrow path and towards the next tunnel. 
  
    You had your chance
  
  , he thought to himself. Even if he still felt somewhat bad for how things went for her, above all, he had to survive. He had—


 


  Movement from his peripherals told him to jump, and Riley kicked off the ground with a Quick Attack and flipped into the air. An instant later, an open hand the size of his whole body crashed into the cliff, fingers gouging through the stone as a network of cracks formed in the wall. Riley gasped. He looked up to see the Golurk it belonged to descending from above, soaring straight towards him with a jet of fire trailing from its clay kilt.


 


  “
  Surrender
  ,” it bellowed.


 


  “Oh 
  
    come on
  
  ,” Riley groaned. He had to make it to that tunnel before that thing cut him off, but was he fast enough? Could they even escape it? If he didn’t try—


 


  Something wet and sticky smacked between his shoulder blades, clinging to his fur and the skin underneath. There wasn’t even time to look before Riley found himself being bungeed further up the cliff face by something pink and damp. Right as he came over the lip of the cliff, tumbling and rolling over himself, the appendage retracted. He scrambled to a frantic, panicked battle stance… only to immediately relax.


 


  “Sorry, kid,” Festuum panted. The cloak was bundled around his waist along with two bags strapped to his side. He was filthy and haggard, and his eyes looked more dim than usual. “Not exactly the entrance I wanted to make either.”


 


  “Festuum!” He dropped his fists as relief flooded over him, and he leapt to Festuum’s side away from the cliff. “Oh thank god, I’d thought you left me.”


 


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Festuum answered, though it was lacking in his usual theatrics. His gaze followed the arc that the Golurk took through the air, steadily turning towards them. He grimaced and grabbed Riley by the wrist. “Hurry. We need to skedaddle.”


 


  For an instant, Riley glanced back over his shoulder at Mergo. Leaving him didn’t feel right, as stupid as it sounded. He didn’t want to chance leaving him as an enemy. But Festuum needed him too. And if he had to side with someone, it had to be him. 


 


  After a second’s hesitation, Riley nodded solemnly. “Right,” he murmured, then turned and broke into a sprint across the mesa. The rumbling of the Golurk followed close behind.


 


  “No! 
  
    Stay where you are!!
  
  ” Nera roared. Fire conjured around her fist as she prepared to punch another blast, but Mergo recovered and swept at the back of her leg, throwing her off balance. The blast instead careened into the cliffside, scorching the stone and whipping sand and smoke into the storm. A violet rapier formed in his palm as he thrusted forward. It grazed her jaw as she wove out of the way, taking a defensive stance.


 


  “He’s mine. Don’t interfere,” he warned, then lunged straight for her chest. She jumped back and onto the rope bridge, turning to make her way up the cliff, but that same cold violet blade blurred past her in an arc. It swept through both ropes in one fell swoop, just as Mergo crouched and swung his arms through the other end. The tension was cut. Her footing sagged and plummeted, and Nera found herself in free-fall.


 


  Grimacing, Nera whirled around and gathered flames beneath her feet as she tried to aim herself for the opposite side, but a clap reached her ear over the sounds of the storm. Before she could fully register what that meant, Mergo was right on top of her, and he stomped down with both feet as hard as he could. The wind surged from her lungs as she found herself plummeting down, down, down the canyon as she struggled to regain her breath. The ground was getting closer, and as she braced for impact, Mergo snapped into being right in her path. He hurled a violet javelin straight for her, but Nera acted quickly and used the remnants of the flames she had gathered, bursting them and sending her just off course. She landed hard in the sand, groaning as she combat rolled back to her feet and entered a defensive stance.


 


  Mergo clicked his tongue. “I’m still getting used to this body,” he said, and another violet star formed and bloomed in his palm. “Nevertheless, I can’t let you get in my way.”


 


  A flash of lightning lit the canyon as Nera bared her fangs. “He isn’t a pawn in your stupid games!” she spat, throwing her fist forward and evoking another blast of fire.


 


  …


 


  “Blast. Where did they go?!”


 


  “Check the other canyons. They might be trying to burn the other bridges.”


 


  “Damn them!”


 


  A platoon rushed away from the smouldering remains of a rope bridge in the sand. Pyro pressed himself against one of the tunnels, holding his breath as he clutched his tailflame in his claws to suppress the light, trying to hear their footsteps over his own beating heart. They were getting quieter, quieter, quieter…


 


  To say he was nervous would have been an understatement. At every turn Pyro cursed his stupid tail, told himself to just stay behind and not be a burden. Cut his losses. This was stupid. They were going to be caught, and then he’d squander everything for everyone. Why did he agree to sneak around like this in the first place?


 


  Festuum signaled with his hands, and he took off into the storm as quietly as he could. Rose pulled her gifted cloak (did it even do any good? It blocked the snow, but the wind cut right through it) tighter and followed right behind, and Pyro shook his head and followed after. He let go of his tail so that he could run faster. His head kept looking back, looking up, scanning the other tunnels they passed, certain that any second now someone would spot him.


 


  It wasn’t even Festuum that they were following, really. He’d said his abilities were needed elsewhere, so they had a Substitute to guide them. If they were found, they couldn’t rely on him. He knew that Riley needed help, and he knew he was already tied to this mess, but everything about this rescue was falling apart at the seams. Hell, just fifteen minutes ago, half the plan was thrown out and recycled. Of course his confidence was falling apart.


 


  Festuum jumped some twenty feet up into the air, landing on a swaying rope bridge for only an instant before jumping onto a small outcrop of stone in the cliff wall. He made it look like child’s play. Just beyond his perch was their destination: a tunnel. No bridge led to it. No ladder hung from the stone, and no handholds in the stone invited him up to it. Their only choice was to be creative.


 


  “Hey,” Festuum whispered, nodding towards Pyro. “You first. Climb on up.”


 


  He hesitated. Him first? Rose shivered next to him, huddling underneath that thin, folded cloak. Though her face was fierce and focused, the storm was killing her. Shouldn’t she be the first one up?


 


  But Pyro knew the answer to that, and he let out a sigh. The longer he was out in the open, the worse it would be for everyone. His claws rasped together, and he looked down to Rose’s shivering form huddled by his tail flame. He had to take that away. “I… I’ll be as quick as I can,” he promised. “It’s just for a minute. Will you be okay?”


 


  “I-I’ll survive,” she answered. “Just be quick.”


 


  Pyro swallowed. “R… Right.” And with little else, he tucked his head down and ran for the cliff.


 


  It was the first time since he evolved that he’d tried scaling a vertical surface. His new body couldn’t cling to the walls and climb up the same way as before. And even if he could, these conditions would make it difficult. And yet, as he jumped up and grabbed for the stone, his claws found easy purchase and held him. Where there was none, they sank in anyways and let him climb effortlessly. He was confused. He’d never done it before, yet it was second nature to him, and the wind barely affected him.


 


  In no time at all, he made it up onto the swaying rope bridge, and he held his arms out to steady himself. Pyro glanced first down to Rose, who had her eyes squeezed shut in discomfort, then over to Festuum’s Substitute, who held an arm out to catch him. He looked around to the rest of the canyon, high and low, and the skies above. He thought he heard something, but a bolt of lightning struck the mouth of the canyon only a hundred yards from where they stood. Blinding blue-white washed over him as the mesa shook from the thunder. Rose stifled a cry. Festuum winced and covered his ears. When the light faded, a twisted sculpture of glass stood in its place.


 


  He was shaking. Something in the back of his mind told him to leave, and it was loud. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t natural.


 


  And for as much as he wanted to listen to it, he couldn’t be left behind. Pyro took a deep breath and backed up a few paces. With a running start he jumped off the edge of the bridge, holding a claw out towards Festuum. The Substitute took hold of it and leaned back with all his strength, groaning and grimacing as he carried Pyro’s momentum through. With what strength he had, Festuum swung him across and threw him the rest of the way. Pyro only just made it to the lip of the tunnel, his claws scraping into the stone as he scrambled for purchase.


 


  Festuum sighed in relief. “
  
    God
  
  , you’re heavy,” he groaned, then turned over to Rose. “Alright. Now you—”


 


  But he didn’t finish. Stones tumbled down the cliffside, and the three looked up to see something descending from one tiny outcrop to another, nimbly maneuvering on sometimes a mere inch of footing. Ghostly white with a black face and crescent tail. Pyro had never seen an Absol before, but he’d heard nothing but bad things. And if that wasn’t enough to make him panic, he wasn’t alone either. Trailing behind him at a distance was a Flygon that made a curving arc to descend into the canyon.


 


  The Absol landed on the bridge hard, causing the whole thing to whip and bounce. Boards and ropes groaned in protest, and in one subtle flick of a claw, he tore through the ropes on one side. Tension broke. Boards fell loose and rained on the ground as one side of the bridge fell away, leaving nothing but a single strained rope and a few stubborn pieces of wood left. He landed softly upon the sands, then cast a look over his shoulder.


 


  Rose jumped back and pressed herself against the cliff’s edge. “What the 
  
    hell
  
  —”


 


  Blue dragonfire shot right for the Absol, missing him by a hair as he jumped out of the way. It burst apart and scattered sand into the winds as the Flygon swooped in overhead. Her eyes narrowed behind her visor. “You two,” she growled. “And the thief as well.”


 


  “Count my lucky stars, there you are! I was looking all over for you!” the Absol exclaimed, far louder than necessary. He stared straight up into Festuum’s Substitute, who held his breath and stared back wide-eyed. “Hold her off for me. I need to continue the mission.”


 


  Pyro bared his teeth in a snarl. He didn’t know who this was, but his plot was obvious. He opened his mouth to object, to shout a warning, to do anything, but the Absol turned and dashed away in a blur, bounding across the canyon floor in the direction they had originally come from. He was fast, and he needed no time at all to gain that speed. Was he following their tracks?


 


  The Flygon started to turn after him, but she stopped herself, hovering in the air. “… No. Not this time,” she hissed, rotating to face the three. Specifically Rose, who held the same defiant glare she always did. “I’m not ignoring you like Nera had. 
  
    Especially
  
   not you.” Blue fire spilled from her mouth as she charged another gout.


 


  “J-just our luck,” Rose grumbled. Her flowers peeked out of her cloak, petals contracting over and over to get them moving again. Tiny black motes seeped from her stamen.


 


  Pyro held his breath as his heart pounded even harder than before. They had to get out of here, but the bridge was out. She couldn’t get up fast enough. And Festuum, their supposed brilliant thief, was still staring after the Absol in some terrible realization. Was there no choice then?


 


  The Flygon arched her neck and spat another glob of dragonfire straight for Rose. Pyro countered by launching a blast of flames from his throat just as Rose formed a sphere of black-purple shadows between her flowers and shot it up. The three attacks intersected and burst apart. Sparks of blue and orange and violet whipped and danced amidst the snow and sand.


 


  “Snap 
  
    out
  
   of it,” Pyro growled to Festuum, momentarily snapping him from his trance, “and throw me back.”


 


  “Wait, what—”


 


  He didn’t wait. Pyro jumped forward and reached out, and Festuum panicked and caught his arm, groaning again as he carried through and released the Charmeleon. Without the strength to throw him back, Festuum had no choice. Three rapid bursts of flame shot from Pyro’s maw as he descended. One grazed the Flygon’s scales, but the other two missed as she swooped in to intercept him. He raised his arms to block as her tail whipped down upon him, knocking him from the air and crashing him into the sand.


 


  Thorned tendrils reached up and latched around the Flygon’s legs and torso, piercing her scales and sapping into her veins and muscles. She grit her teeth and stifled a cry of pain. Behind her, Rose leaned back like she was pulling on reins. With every pulse of the vines she felt stronger, warmer, more of herself.


 


  “
  
    Nngh. 
  
  N-no!” The Flygon reached back and grasped the vines in one of her claws. The thorns pierced her palm and sent another small spike of pain through her, but she bore through the pain and pulled back as she beat her wings. Rose gasped as she was lifted off the ground. “I’m 
  
    not
  
   letting you go! You’ve done enough to tear this fort apart!” she roared, then whipped the vines to her side. A high shriek was cut off abruptly as Rose crashed into the far wall of the cliff.


 


  “Rose! 
  
    No!!
  
  ” Pyro bared his fangs as he ran towards his partner, firing a short volley of flames to cover them both. She wove between them with ease, barely being swayed by the winds and descending upon them both. The sharp fan of her tail slashed for Pyro’s torso. He dropped on his knees and fell back just as it 
  
    whissed
  
   right over his head. How clean of a cut would that have been?


 


  Rose coughed, her body trembling. Her cloak was coming loose, but she paid that no mind. She steadied an arm and fired a point-blank Shadow Ball into the Flygon’s chest. Her wings beat to push herself back, but it was just too slow to avoid a direct hit. A low growl escaped her as she landed on her feet, folding her wings to shield her. 


 


  “Wh… what are you 
  
    on
  
   about?!” Rose shouted. Brownish purple seeped from her petals as she aimed beneath the Flygon, and foul poison erupted up and onto her scales. She hissed and took to the air, twirling in hopes to throw the gunk off of her. Though the hits had connected, they only succeeded in irritating her further.


 


  “Don’t play dumb!” she roared. “It was fine until you all showed up here! Now it’s all—”


 


  Festuum zipped just by her peripherals, and the Flygon was quick to maneuver. That slight repositioning made all the difference. An iron spike that would have torn into her wing instead plunged into the small of her back, and she let out a shrill cry of pain. He went for a second one, but she kicked hard at his stomach, knocking him off her and leaving him open for a tail slam. He blocked the fan and was spiked hard to the ground.


 


  “You conniving little— 
  
    you’re
  
   the one who orchestrated this whole thing, aren’t you?!” she cried out, then swooped to follow up.


 


  Pyro tensed. He entered a battle stance and weighed his options. Could they take her out? She was durable and experienced, and every attack that landed was punishing. It was possible; probable, if they played clever. Rose had the means to stun her, and that alone would be a huge advantage. But the risks were high, and they were on the clock. Every moment that passed was an increasingly likely moment where the shreds of a chance would be lost in the wind.


 


  And that Absol, too. He didn’t like the idea of being stuck fighting a problem that was thrust onto them. Who even was that? Was someone else hunting Riley? If he was, he was going the wrong way.


 


  Pyro watched as Festuum scrambled out of the way of a follow-up claw, then proceeded to dance around a flurry of slashes and tail swipes, each one coming close to striking the final blow to the Substitute. He couldn’t let that happen. Sucking in a breath, he spat two condensed shots of fire. Before they could hit, they burst apart around the Flygon’s head like fireworks, showering her face with tiny embers. She hissed and staggered back. Pyro roared and ran towards the opening, slashing up at her with his claws, but she was quick to react. Her wings buzzed as she kicked off the ground and started to hover. She reached and struggled to grasp the thorn in her back, but her claws were too short to grab hold.


 


  “We need to get out of here,” Pyro panted, sliding in next to Festuum. “She won’t be able to fly after us in the narrow tunnels.”


 


  “Easier said,” Festuum answered. His voice was distant but frantic. “The bridge is out. We can’t get up fast enough. If you have any ideas, I’ll hear them.”


 


  A quick glance over his shoulder showed Pyro all that remained of the bridge. A single rope with a few loose boards was all that they had to work with, and there was still a sizable gap between there and the tunnel they needed. They could get up there, but it wouldn’t be easy with the Flygon chasing after them.


 


  “Get Rose to the rope,” he whispered. “I’ll buy time.” Indigo flames spilled from the corners of his mouth, and he sucked in a deep breath as he advanced.


 


  “Wait—” Festuum began, but the wind picked up and cut him off.


 


  The Flygon, giving up on the thorn, gathered dragonfire and spat a blast towards the two of them. Pyro countered with his own. They met in the air and burst apart in a cloud of blue sparks. Using that brief bit of cover, Pyro ran forward and jumped up towards the Flygon, fighting the force of the wind as he swiped with his claws. He fell short, and the Flygon went for a retaliatory swipe with her tail.


 


  A well-timed Shadow Ball from Rose fired into her side, staggering the Flygon and throwing off her aim. The sharp fan just barely missed, and he grabbed the tail as it whipped into his side. More indigo flame formed in his throat as he charged up an attack. The Flygon gasped. She struggled to shake him off as she tried to stay aloft, but he wrapped his arms and legs around and stayed tight.


 


  He arched his neck and opened his maw as he felt the flames condense. The indigo light faded to a softer blue, and the yellow interior was a brighter green. It burned in the back of Pyro’s throat in a way he wasn’t used to, but he didn’t have time to dwell on it. He fired it into her underbelly. A shrill cry broke over the storm as the Flygon thrashed and flailed and started to fall.


 


  Festuum came to a sudden stop just ahead of Rose, holding one of the boards from the rope bridge like it was the world’s worst shield. “Grab this,” he said in a stressed whisper. “I’m going to throw you.”


 


  She blinked. Toxins dripped from between her petals. “… What?”


 


  “Throw you,” he repeated, as if that made it any clearer. “Wrap your vines around this. You’re an Explorer, right? So just— Tarzan across. We’re running.”


 


  She blinked again. A mere thirty feet from her, the Flygon thrashed and flailed and whirled as she was forced to land. She let out a piercing cry. Her wings spread wide as her muscles tensed, and her tail slammed down. The ground shook violently, shaking the cliff walls as a geyser of sand erupted high into the air. Pyro gasped as he was thrown off her. Festuum nearly collapsed, and Rose stumbled as she braced herself against the cliff wall.


 


  “That 
  
    hurt
  
  ,” the Flygon roared, kicking off the ground to zip right over Pyro. He rolled out of the way of her claw, but a second massive Earthquake blew more sand into the air and sent him tumbling away. “
  
    Why
  
   did that hurt so much? What 
  
    was
  
   that?!”


 


  “… Fine,” Rose murmured back. Three thorned tendrils shot from her flower and entangled the plank of wood. “Make this quiii
  
    iiii—
  
  ”


 


  In the blink of an eye, he’d turned and thrown the plank of wood like a hatchet, bringing the small Roselia along for the ride. And just as Pyro thought she would, in only a second she pieced together the path. One set of tendrils let go of the plank while another shot for the rope, wrapping around it as she swung herself to the other side. She twisted and spun in the air, up becoming down becoming sideways. The momentum had been too much, and she overshot it by a few feet. She smacked into the side of the cliff and fell onto her stomach.


 


  But she’d made it. Pyro saw it from his peripherals just before Flygon’s wing covered her up, and she was on top of him yet again. He rolled to avoid her claws again, but this time she predicted him, and her other claw slammed down on his throat. Silent, dry coughs and sputters escaped as he thrashed, momentarily dazed.


 


  “Answer me,” she hissed. “You aren’t a true dragon. Why do you have that power?”


 


  “I…” His claws started beating at her arm, prying at her fingers, but the scales and bones there were dense. What cuts he made were ineffective. He gained no ground. What the hell was she even talking about? Wasn’t that just a basic technique? ‘Dragon Rage,’ Gallade had called it.


 


  A blur flew through the wind, but the Flygon didn’t need to turn for her tail to swipe the iron spike out of the air. In that same motion, she slammed it into the sand again, raising a curtain behind her to obscure them. “You’re working with a human,” she growled, leaning just inches from his face. An indigo light shined in the back of her throat. Pyro tried to match it, but he could hardly breathe at all, and he kicked at her chest. “What secrets do you have to match him? Are you—”


 


  Two attacks hit her at once. An eruption of poison from the ground beneath the Flygon splashed over her, getting into her cuts and injuries and assaulting her with an icy burn, and in that moment of surprise, Festuum put his feet together and dropkicked the end of the spike. It jammed another two inches in, scraping against scales and bone. What started as a hiss turned into a terrible cry of pain. Her eyes squeezed shut, and she released Pyro’s neck and stumbled back. Her retaliatory swipe was far too slow.


 


  “C’mon,” Festuum called, and his tongue shot out to cling to Pyro’s arm, helping him up. A gasping Charmeleon gave the Flygon a wary look as he maneuvered around her. She took a swipe at him again, but she was still recovering. Something important had been pierced.


 


  He saw Rose was inside the tunnel, taking shelter from the winds at last. Violet motes hovered around her petals as her dark eyes alternated between him and the Flygon. Internally Pyro let out a sigh of relief. She was bruised, but she was okay. Far better than him. Something hurt in his chest, and it felt like he had knives in his throat. He’d swallowed a handful of sand somewhere along the way.


 


  “How’re you holding up?” Festuum asked, giving him a quick once-over.


 


  “Manageable,” he rasped. It hurt to talk. “I might need help getting back up.”


 


  “You’re heavy,” Festuum answered automatically. “But I’ll do what I can.” And an instant later, he crouched and jumped high into the air, kicking off the wall to land on the lip some twenty-five feet up. “Now hurry. You don’t—”


 


  “
  
    You’re not getting away!!
  
  ”


 


  The low buzz of the Flygon’s wings rapidly got closer. Half of the poison still clung to her scales, and she was bleeding from the mouth, but she didn’t seem to notice. Rose gasped and released the Shadow Ball she had prepared, but the Flygon spun around it and swung with her tail. Her muscles tensed and her eyes were frenzied. She was out for blood.


 


  “Gah, fuck me,” Festuum cursed under his breath, and grabbed Rose by the arm as he retreated further into the cave.


 


  “W-wait!” Rose protested, trying to pull away but lacking the strength. One of her thorns cut across Festuum’s palm, and he winced in pain as he powered through. “We can’t—”


 


  The tail slammed into the mouth of the cave, and the whole cliffside shivered as cracks raced up the wall. Red stones fell loose by the dozen and started to rain down. Pyro felt his heart stop. He watched as the mouth of the cave started to collapse. No, that whole area of the cliff. He heard slabs of stone fall inside, and he knew any one could have crushed her. But he couldn’t get up there in time. Instincts told him what would come next, and on instincts alone he ran away just in time to avoid the landslide.


 


  A wave of red stones cracked and crumbled away, and tons upon tons of rock rained and washed into the ravine. Pyro ran as hard as he could. The remaining rope snapped, crushed and buried with the rest of the fallen bridge. They clattered and poured in all directions. If Pyro had been any slower, he would’ve been crushed.


 


  It must’ve taken only some five seconds for it to settle again, and the roaring rumble that subsided made the storm seem peaceful. Pyro gasped for breath as he turned around.


 


  A whole section of the cliff had turned into a burial mound. The obscene amount of dust in the air was blown away in the storm winds. The tunnel beyond it that he’d needed to run for was beneath it somewhere. He’d never seen anything like it before. Tons upon tons upon tons of rock just…


 


  The Flygon huffed and gave a satisfied nod. Her breaths were raspy and her flight uneven, but there was still a grim severity to her. “That’s one, or maybe two,” she croaked. “Let this fort be your tomb.”


 


  Pyro stopped breathing. ‘Tomb?’ No… No, that couldn’t be. He would have heard 
  
    something
  
   if that was the case, right? A scream, or… Sure, rocks were falling, and the canyon collapsing was already loud, but… She’d been safe. She’d gotten away. She’d gotten away, yeah. And they were worried about him.


 


  Terror and fury burned bright inside him as the Flygon turned her frenzied gaze upon him. She exhaled, and a stream of indigo sparks joined the snowflakes in the wind. Pyro clenched his claws into fists. Conscious thoughts grew muted as he thought again and again about how to meet up with them again. He couldn’t run away. He didn’t know where help was. His only option was to defeat the dragon.


 


  A bolt of lightning brighter than any before it struck the adjacent ravine, and the mesa shook with the crack of thunder. His ears rang. Stones atop the mound shook loose as blue-white light washed over the ravine. The storm was here.


 


  …


 


  “I think I finally figured your goal in this.”


 


  In a flash of gold Mergo reappeared by Nera’s side, and his sharpened blades slashed for her chest. She leaned back, letting them miss her by inches, grabbing his upper-arm and pulling him in close. Her other fist sparked as she braced to punch a blast of fire into his chest, but the moment it started flying, the ground shifted. A telekinetic tendril of sand lashed up from the ground and constricted around Nera’s wrist, and she winced as it was pulled wide. The blast crashed into the ground a ways off, melting sand into glass.


 


  It hadn’t taken long for Mergo to realize that Nera was stronger than him. She must’ve had at least ten seasons of experience over him, and her attacks were focused and brutal. The few hits he had taken were not gentle. Prodigy he might have been, he still recognized her strength. But he still held a massive advantage in his arsenal. The maneuverability and reach his abilities granted him made victory, as he saw it, certain. It was just a matter of how soon he could make that final opening available. She made that difficult.


 


  Nera went to jam her knee into his ribs, but he pulled free from her grab and jumped back, sliding in the sand into his battle stance. He eyed her over once more. She looked haggard. Blood from some half-dozen cuts that just couldn’t get deep enough to slow her down stained her chest and her arms. Fur hid her bruises, but Mergo suspected she had a few by now.


 


  “Rank, status, reward… It’s none of those things, is it?” Mergo mused aloud. A bolt of lightning struck the adjacent ravine, shaking the walls of the mesa. “You’re too fervent for that. This is personal.”


 


  “Be 
  
    silent
  
  ,” Nera growled. In an open fist formed a handful of tiny flaming beads, and she hurled them in front of Mergo. They crackled and burst apart with a hundred tiny 
  
    pops
  
  , assaulting him with sparks and bright light. She must have thought it was an opening. His eyes were closed, but he could still feel her approach in the wind. He only received a glancing blow as he partially wove out of the way, and he raised his hand in retaliation. A shivering violet star formed and launched square into her chest. Nera cried out and went soaring back a few paces, barely managing to land on all fours.


 


  “I think that’s a shame,” he went on, and a small violet dagger manifested in his hands. He didn’t know if it was true or not, and it didn’t concern him much either way, but he could see it getting under her skin. That was all he needed. “Letting personal feelings get in the way of your decisions? Interfering with business you have no right to be a part of? And here I’d heard you were quite the Captain.”


 


  “This is 
  
    my
  
   fort.” Her nostrils flared, and sparks raced into the air with it. She crouched further down, and her muscles flexed and bulged. An enchantment? “And I’m 
  
    not
  
   going to let him die with you,” she exclaimed, then kicked off the ground and bounded towards him.


 


  Mergo’s eye twitched. He jumped back to avoid a flurry of punches by the skin of his teeth, giving himself just enough room to throw the conjured dagger up and away from him. A fist connected with his chest, nearly knocking the wind from his lungs, but Mergo kept his composure. He grabbed the wrist with both palms. “Your fort, is it?” he croaked, then completed the circuit through her. In the blink of an eye they both vanished in a soft gold flash, and they were raised some fifty feet in the air.


 


  Nera grimaced and braced herself, but she remembered too late. The violet dagger plunged into her back and dissipated into astral nothingness. The cold burn seeped into her muscles as Nera bit her lip, suppressing a shudder.


 


  Seeing his opening, Mergo aligned his blade and jabbed for her chest, yet she raised her arms to block her body. Another cut on her arm that wasn’t deep enough. Her muscles were dense. She kicked at his stomach to push them apart again.


 


  The two landed and slid away from each other, but their glares remained locked. Another psychic weapons started to materialize in Mergo’s hand as he advanced. With each step his exact approach got clearer and clearer in his head. Could he finish it in one last maneuver? He thought he could. He only needed to do a bit better than last time. Flames burst beneath Nera’s feet as she rocketed towards him, knuckles smoldering as she drew upon her inner fire. It had to be now.


 


  But the storm struck before either of them could. A bolt of blue lightning rained down on the ground between them, and everything went white. Thunder and heat flecks of glass and water vapor expanded into a shockwave that knocked them both off their feet. A dragon’s deafening roar took Mergo’s hearing away as he tumbled over himself, wincing from the pain.


 


  “… What…” He felt himself speak, but all he could hear was a ringing that was slowly replaced by the winds and the voice. He blinked again and again, banishing the white void bit by bit. Something around him felt… 
  
    different.
  
   New. What?


 


  The first thing he saw was the statue. A jagged, steaming, unmoving glass serpent a head taller than Mergo loomed over the battlefield. Coral-like spikes, big and small, branched out in all directions. It still glowed with a molten orange core that radiated a warmth that cut through the snow and wind.


 


  But then the voice started fading in, and Mergo blinked and turned towards it. Nera sat unmoving, breathless, as she stared with recognition and abject horror at the figure looming over her. Fur the faded color of blue steel, and a raw, intimidating presence even with her back to him. The spikes on her wrist were rimmed with a gold band at their base. Lightning arched off the sharp points. Some sort of scar marked her arm.


 


  “What 
  
    madness
  
   is this?!” she roared with a desperate frenzy, and somewhere further off, another bolt of lightning struck the spires of the mesa.


 


  Nera swallowed, searching for the strength to stand and answer, but she could only find a single bewildered word: “… M… Mother.”
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